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“For this momentary light affliction

is producing for us

an eternal weight of glory

beyond all comparison.”

— 2 Corinthians, Chapter 4: Verse 17

 


Chapter 1

We’re Too Late

 

 

25 May—8:35 p.m.

Montmagny, Quebec

33 miles east of Quebec City (Canada)

 

 

Each agent grasping a nine-millimeter pistol—he his customary Walther PPQM2, and she her FBI-issued Glock 19M—Hardy and Cruz, upon hearing a muffled pop, had ascended the mansion’s spiral staircase and cleared all areas leading to the final, third-floor bedroom. 

Entering the last refuge on the hallway’s right side, crouching to make his five-eleven, one-eighty-five frame a smaller target, Hardy swung his Pelican 1920 Gen 3 flashlight left and right before sending 224 lumens toward the floor, toward two naked lower legs peeking out from behind a bed’s corner post.

Sidestepping left, he bypassed the foot of the bed and lit up a man lying on the carpet.

On his back, spread eagle, the man gaped at the ceiling.

Cruz stopped on Hardy’s right. “We’re too late.” She took a knee and pressed two fingers to the still man’s neck. “He’s dead. Dahlia killed him.”

Hardy veered around the body. “We don’t know that for sure.” He approached a window next to the canopy bed, pushed aside a curtain panel, and stared at the blackness enveloping the back of the property.

She glanced at her partner, “That gunshot we heard when we were downstairs must’ve been the kill shot,” before inspecting the dead man’s clothing. “But how did she get out of here without...”

Hardy spotted two figures running through the darkened yard.

“...us seeing her?” Cruz opened the deceased person’s robe and spotted body armor. What the—

“Because,” Hardy peeled away from the window and jumped over the corpse, “she went out the back way. We just missed her.”

Cruz stood. “Where are you going?”

Racing out of the bedroom and finding the back stairs, he leaped onto the smooth wooden handrail, rode it sidesaddle to the second floor, hit the landing, and stumbled.

Cruz hurried down the steps behind him.

After staggering on the next flight’s first two treads, he regained his balance, slid down the handrail on his right butt cheek, and touched down on the main floor. The former Special Forces soldier, and current FBI covert agent, threw open the back door and charged into the night air, stopping under the glow of a porch light to stare at the fleeing persons.

One escapee made a hard left around a row of hedges while the second slowed to shoot a look over one shoulder. A nearby streetlamp revealed her feminine features.

Hardy and the woman locked eyes for a long second before she disappeared behind the hedges.

Cruz barreled out of the house and pulled up on his starboard side. Her gaze darted back and forth from Hardy to a distant area at which he was rubbernecking. “What is it?”

He faced her and jerked his head toward the back yard. “I saw two people running away. One was a woman.” Backpedaling away from the structure, he curved his left arm out in front of his body. “Go back out the front door and head east. We’ll cut off their escape.”

She nodded and rushed into the house.

Hardy pivoted and ran parallel to the six-foot-high hedgerow on his left. Noticing an opening, he performed a textbook wide receiver out pattern, raised a forearm in front of his face, and crashed through the slim gap.

Emerging on the other side, he grunted as his eyes rolled back into his head. His quick pace faltered before he picked up speed again and cut across the neighboring yard on a forty-five degree angle to make up ground.

Reaching the corner of the property, he grabbed a wrought iron fencepost, propelled his body down the sidewalk, and sprinted alongside a black metal fence on his nine o’clock.

He cleared the other end of the slatted barrier, made a left, and skidded to a stop. “Dahlia!”

Thirty feet away, parked on the near side of the street, a car faced Hardy, its driver’s door open. On the other side of the door, facing him, dressed in black, his dark goatee helping him blend in with the night, a tall, beanpole-like man stood ready to climb into the vehicle.

Hardy focused on Dahlia. “We know why you’re doing this.”

On the passenger side, one hand on the exterior door handle, wearing black from head to toe, her blonde hair up in a high ponytail, the woman eyed Hardy. “If you do, then you should also know I can’t stop.” She paused. “And I won’t be stopped.” She threw open her door and put one tactical boot on the floorboard.

“Wait. You don’t have to do this.”

She went from Hardy to the beanpole-like man.

Beanpole squinted at her. “We need to go.”

She confronted Hardy. “Yes I do.” Lightning from a faraway storm zigzagged across the sky, briefly illuminating the man pleading with her. “I’m afraid there’s,” thunder rumbled toward the threesome, “no other way.”

He took a step toward her. “This doesn’t have to go any further. We can help you. We’re your teammates...your friends.”

Dahlia dropped her gaze to the concrete between her feet and shut her eyes. Grimacing, she envisioned Hardy’s face. He believed in me when no one else would. Lifting her head a couple heartbeats later, That changes nothing, she set her jaw and observed him. “I don’t want to hurt you, Hardy. So just stay out of my way.”

“Please...let me help you.”

She turned her attention toward Beanpole.

Beanpole barely cocked his head at her. “Kill him.”

“Just,” Hardy beckoned her with a sweeping left arm, “come with me. We can sort everything out.”

Dahlia studied Beanpole, his dark eyes displaying no emotion, his words echoing in her mind. Kill him.

After exchanging a long look with her, assessing her resolve, the man stared her down. “You know what’s at stake here. Do it.”

His Walther PPQM2 aimed in the direction of the unknown man across from his teammate, Hardy regarded her. “You know we have the resources, Dahlia. We can—”

She leveled her own PPQM2 at Hardy and touched the trigger.

...

Rounding the corner on a dead run, Cruz heard the gunshot and saw Hardy fall behind a row of hedges, disappearing from her sight. Her strides slowed before ramping up into an all-out sprint. “Hardy!”

The woman with bleach blonde hair cranked her head toward Cruz.

Catching sight of her teammate’s sullen expression and wrinkled forehead, Cruz could almost hear Dahlia’s apology.

Two doors slammed.

An engine started.

Tires squealed.

Her arms pumping, her heart pounding, her lungs burning, the FBI agent ran. The city block seemed as if it were ten miles long. She reached the next sidewalk, thrust out her right arm, and used the wrought iron fencepost on her three o’clock as a pivot point. Making a hard right around the corner, she came to a sudden standstill in front of her fallen man two paces later.

On his left side, propping up his torso on an elbow, Hardy pulled his right hand away from his rib cage. Glistening red liquid stained his fingers.

“She shot you.” Cruz covered her mouth and dropped to both knees beside Hardy. “I can’t believe this.”

He looked up at her, his brow furled, his lips taut.

“Dahlia,” tenderly lifting his shirt to inspect the wound, Cruz regarded him, “our Dahlia...shot you.”

 


Chapter 2

Secret

 

 

Three days earlier...

 

22 May—9:37 p.m.

New York City

Lower Manhattan

 

 

“I just wanted to let you know I’ll be in New York for a few days, Dad.” Holding her cell phone to her face, her black satin three-quarter-sleeve robe hugging her curves—its hem stopping at mid-thigh—Dahlia St. James rested a forearm on the railing outside her top-floor studio apartment. Standing at her favorite spot in New York City, she listed forward, over the railing, to get as close as possible to the scene before her. 

The apartment’s balcony overlooked the Hudson River. To the left was a picturesque view of the Statue of Liberty, lit up in all its glory. Directly across the water was the Jersey City Skyline. Bright lights from the New Jersey buildings danced on the river’s choppy waves.

Her long, bleach blonde hair flying about her head, she looked skyward and closed her eyes. The cool, lower-fifties night air invaded her skimpy robe’s openings. “Yeah, I—” she shivered, “I think Cherry might be getting a little sick of me. So I figured I’d give her some space.”

Since moving to Washington, D.C. a few months ago, Dahlia had been staying with Charity “Cherry” Sinclair, a woman she had met back in December. The two had quickly become close friends, staying up late and chatting over coffee, taking daylong shopping trips, or just relaxing in front of the television.

Pushing off from the railing, Dahlia rose to her five-eight height. “I need to get hot on finding a place of my own.” She wrinkled her nose at the thought of living alone again. “I wouldn’t want to wear out my welcome.”

“I’m sure Cherry loves having you there.”

Dahlia half smiled. “Thanks for the vote of confidence. But,” she filled her lungs and sighed, “this living arrangement can’t go on forever.” Pivoting, “Anyway,” she hunched her shoulders and rubbed the back of one arm, “I need to...” she yawned, “I need to get some sleep. I’ll call you before I’m on my way back to D.C.”

“Thanks for letting me know, sweetheart. Be safe.”

“I will.” She opened a sliding glass door, “Love you, Dad,” and scurried into the warmth of her apartment.

“I love you too.”

...

Two hours later...

11:48 p.m.

Lying on her left side, her head on a pillow—folded hands beneath—Dahlia popped open her eyes. Her body going rigid, her right ear straining to hear the slightest of noises, she drew a short, shallow breath. Cigarette smoke. She looked down the length of the bedcovers and spied the drawn curtains covering the balcony door. I know I closed that when I came back in. She slowly uncurled her legs and arched her back to loosen cramped muscles. Her gaze shifting left, she spotted a shadow on the living room wall a few feet away from her foldaway bed.

The silhouette swayed.

Her brows coming together, she pictured the nightlight above the kitchen sink backsplash, calculated the angles, and placed the intruder’s location on her prone twelve o’clock, near the front entrance.

The shadow grew bigger.

Throwing back the blanket, Dahlia leaped to her feet and bolted toward the computer station at the foot of her bed. She glanced over her shoulder while her fingers closed around the butt of a Walther PPQM2 nine-millimeter pistol.

The six-four wide-bodied man in a black leather jacket moved with surprising speed.

Leading with the Walther, she whirled around.

He knocked the gun from her grasp with a roundhouse kick, clamped a hand around her throat, and tossed her across the room.

Naked, except for the slinky black thong she had been too tired to strip out of before crawling into bed, Dahlia backpedaled, her flailing arms reaching for anything that could keep her upright. Slamming into the wall, she grunted, bent over, and wrapped an arm around her torso.

Wide Body advanced toward his mark.

Catching her breath, she darted to her left.

He took the bait and lunged for her.

She reversed course.

His arms closed around nothingness.

The elusive FBI agent planted her right foot on a coffee table and jumped into the air.

Predicting his opponent’s next move, WB lifted his left forearm.

Pivoting her upper body from the hips, Dahlia got in ahead of his block and came down with a devastating forward right elbow to his left temple.

Staggering in place, his legs buckling, his arms going limp, WB faced her, his eyes at half-mast, his head wobbling.

She sent the heel of her palm upward, driving his nose into his skull.

A grotesque-sounding crack later, WB’s head rocked rearward.

The former assassin performed a clockwise three-sixty on her left heel and drove her right foot into his chest, propelling him backwards a full yard.

His shoe scuffing the carpeting, the big man lost his balance and keeled over, hitting the lip of the computer desk before crashing onto the floor.

Dahlia stood tall, grabbed more oxygen, and eyed the motionless human mess next to her workstation. I guess it’s true what they say, she filled her lungs, the bigger they are, the har—

A heavy mass hit her from behind, driving her forward a couple steps.

Doubled over in a reverse bear hug, pushing back against her attacker, her arms pinned to her body—something rough squeezing her left breast—she spotted a black leather glove clutching a knife near her belly, the dwelling’s scant amount of light reflecting off the shiny blade.

A male voice: “Unless you want your guts...”

She lowered her head, the point of the weapon coming to within an inch of her cheek.

“...spilling out all ov—”

She jerked upward and connected with a soft part of the person’s anatomy.

Grunting, assailant number two’s grip loosened.

Dahlia clasped his left wrist with her right hand, broke the hold, and sunk her left elbow into his stomach.

He shot out a burst of air.

Spinning counter-clockwise while twisting his weapon-wielding arm downward...

“No.”

...she glanced toward the front door, toward the out-of-sight protesting voice, and...

“Wait.”

...thrust the knife upward into flesh until the handle met the victim’s ribcage.

Number Two’s body seized, his hand still holding the weapon protruding from his chest.

She slid her hand inside the stabbed man’s jacket and yanked on the pistol she had felt pressing against her kidney when she was in his grasp.

Number Two pulled the sharp edge from his torso and gawked at the red luster on the metal.

As soon as she had cleared the downward pointing gun from its leather shoulder holster, Dahlia lifted eyebrows at the attached sound suppressor and squeezed the trigger.

A muffled report filled the apartment.

Screaming, Number Two dropped the knife, clutched his knee with both hands, and collapsed.

Distant voice: “Don’t...”

She fired twice more.

The fallen adversary ceased his writhing.

She swung the semi-automatic in the direction of the unseen man’s voice and eased the trigger toward her.

“...shoot him.” The mystery man let out a heavy sigh. “Damn it, Dahlia. You just killed one of my best men.”

Recognizing his speech pattern, she straightened her trigger finger.

Dressed in a black suit and a white collarless shirt, a six-two, thirty-something beanpole-of-a-man with dark hair and a goatee entered the living space. Seeing the gun pointed at him, he held out his hands, a cell phone in one. “You,” a cigarillo bobbed up and down as he spoke, “don’t want to do that.”

“You broke into my home. Why wouldn’t I want to?”

Pinching the short cigar between his first two fingers, Beanpole plucked the dark brown tobacco roll from his mouth, wiped a digit across the mobile, and showed her the screen.

She gaped at the phone, her knees weakening, her adrenaline spike fading.

Noting the paleness in her cheeks, he smiled. “Did you honestly think you could keep this a secret?”

Recovering her composure, she glared at him. “You mother f—”

“Everything’s fine.”

“If you’ve...” her voice trailed off while she lined up the gun’s sights with Beanpole’s nose.

“Everything’s fine...” he raised the hand holding the cancer stick and scratched a well-manicured eyebrow with the tip of his ring finger, “for now.”

She gritted her teeth. “What do you want?”

“I just want to talk. I have a business proposition for you.”

She shook her head. “I left that line of work.”

Chuckling, “We both know,” he slipped the cell into his jacket’s inner breast pocket, “there’s only one way people like us get to leave this business.” He dipped his forehead toward her. “And, since you’re still upright, you don’t meet that lone criterion.”

On the floor, WB rolled onto his side, holding his smashed nose.

Dahlia gave the groaning man a look and came back to Beanpole.

Beanpole extended an open hand her way. “Five minutes.”

She lowered her arm and held the gun loosely at her side. “You have three.”

He dipped his chin once, “That’ll do,” bit down on the cigarillo, and slid hands into his pants pockets. “I have this client who—” he took in the fullness of her bare breasts. A second later, his attention dropped to her thong.

Half of the lacy garment’s pencil-thin waistband arched over the right side of her waist while the other half sagged to her hip.

“Don’t you,” he removed a hand from a trouser pocket and gestured toward her, “want to put on some clothes?”

She tilted the gun ninety degrees toward him.

The open end of the sound suppressor greeting him, he lifted his hands. “Okay. Suit yourself.”

After hearing Beanpole’s proposal, Dahlia closed her eyes and mashed her brows together. Raising the pistol a moment later, the weapon’s sound suppressor now pointing upward, she pressed the heel of her gun hand to her forehead and rubbed at the tension building in that area while her inner voice let loose with a couple foul words.

“There’ll be,” he blew a ring of smoke into the air, “a big payout for you when it’s all over with, Dahlia.”

“I have,” she growled into the crook of her elbow, “plenty of money.”

Beanpole admired the quaint, lavishly decorated studio. “I’m sure you do; however,” he thumped the cell phone inside his jacket, “everyone has her price.”

Lowering the pistol, she squinted at his tapping middle finger and breathed in through flared nostrils before expelling a rush of wind. A tick later, her chin fell to her chest while she envisioned the image on the uninvited guest’s mobile again. You bastard. She shook her head, flung the gun onto the coffee table, and turned away.

He beamed. “Good choice.”

She ambled toward WB.

Covering his bloodied, broken nose, the beaten man narrowed his eyes at her. “You,” he spewed a vulgar name, “I’m going to kill you for this.”

She picked up her Walther and bent over in front of him.

He spied her breasts, two feet from his face.

“Call me a,” she repeated the vulgarity, “again and you’ll...”

He lifted his gaze.

She pressed the PPQM2’s muzzle deep into his groin.

His chest heaving, he leaned back on his elbows.

“...never use your skinny little—”

“All right, Dahlia.” Beanpole approached her. “You’ve—” he shook his head at the bullet-ridden remains of his second employee, “you’ve made your point.”

Glimpsing sweat beads on WB’s forehead, “Not yet I haven’t,” she reared up and drove the heel of her foot into his nose.

His head bounced off the floor and his body went limp.

“Now I’ve made my point.” She shot looks at the downed men, “I want this mess...” before passing by Beanpole, her shoulder colliding with his arm.

He absorbed the blow, his upper body pivoting away from her.

“...gone by the time I’m done showering.”

After sneaking a peak at her high and tight butt cheeks while she strode out of the living room, he eyed his henchmen, one dead and the other unconscious. “And just,” he picked up a hairbrush and squinted at the blonde strands entangled among the tool’s bristles, “how do you propose I do that?”

“Not my problem.” She barged into the bathroom and slammed the door behind her.

 


Chapter 3

He Needs to Know

 

 

57 hours later...

 

25 May—8:52 a.m.

Washington, D.C.

 

 

While Dr. Dana Roschelle delivered the tail end of her medical assessment, a woman serving in law enforcement studied her fingernails without really seeing them. I’m only thirty. How can this be happening? WHY is this happening? I’m in a good place right now. My career is taking off. I’ve met a man I’m head over heels for. And I...I...she shut her eyes. Dear God, why is—

Outside, a loud crack preceded a long, low rumble of thunder.

The female FBI agent flinched and sat straighter in the chair. “So,” for the third time in the last three minutes, she uncrossed her legs, shifted her position, and re-crossed her legs, “can you give me any kind of prognosis, doctor? What are the—” her voice hitching, her lips drawing taut, she clutched the right side of her stomach, “what are the chances I have this? I mean,” she let out a short breath and turned her palms upward, “I’m getting married soon.”

Another blast from the skies punctuated her words.

Slouching, Raychel DelaCruz looked left and peered out Doctor Roschelle’s office window at a sky as dark as her mood was. I’m getting married. What do I tell Hardy? He needs to know. She blinked a few times. I would want to know if I was marrying someone who had—

“It’s still too early to say with absolute certainty, Raychel, but,” the doctor removed her gold-colored metal spectacles from her face and folded them, “based on what you’ve shared with me, I’d say the odds are definitely better than fifty percent. With your permission, I’d like to run some tests...to rule out a few things and get more definitive results.”

Facing the late-thirties woman, who was seated behind a tidy desk, DelaCruz let her chin fall to her chest. “Of course, doctor. Please,” she pressed a hand to her forehead and washed the appendage down her face a tick later, “please do whatever you need to do.”

Tucking her eyeglasses into a pocket on her black blazer, Doctor Roschelle stood and escorted her patient to the door, her navy blue flats sinking into the carpeting. “I know this is terrible advice, but,” she took DelaCruz by the elbow and squared shoulders with the federal employee, “try not to worry. I’ve seen initial diagnoses that appeared to be slam dunks,” Roschelle bobbed her head, her medium-length dark hair swaying, “overturned by a later test.” The medical professional opened the door.

DelaCruz mustered a feeble smile. “Thank you, doctor.”

Roschelle nodded. “My office will be in touch with you to set up those procedures. I’d like to get them done sooner rather than later.”

“So would I.”

The women shook hands.

“Thank you again, doctor.”

Roschelle smiled. “You’re very welcome.”

...

One hour later...

10:04 a.m.

Washington, D.C.

The Flats at DuPont Circle Apartments

Every inch of the sub-one-thousand-square-foot apartment could be seen from every interior vantage point unless one was in the bedroom or bathroom. Upon entering the abode, the kitchen was situated on the right, near the entrance, and the dining room and living room were combined to take up most of the dwelling’s square footage.

Reclining on a sofa, legs crossed at the knee, Aaron Hardy sipped his coffee. He returned the cup to a side table, swiped a finger across his cell phone, and squinted at the screen. For this momentary light affliction is producing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison, as we look not to what is seen but to what is unseen; for what is seen is transitory, but what is unseen is eternal.

Hardy flicked back a few pages on his Bible app and snaked a forefinger down the screen before stopping. He read a couple verses and went back to where he had started. For this momentary light affliction is producing for us an eternal weight of glory...

The FBI covert agent read this last passage several times and picked up his beverage. Pausing, holding the mug a few inches from his lips, he looked left and stared out the sliding glass door that led to the balcony.

Outside, the clouds that had been looming all morning were now making good on their threats. The rain—driven by strong winds—was coming down on an angle.

Taking in Mother Nature’s forceful display, his mind reflecting on what he had just read, Hardy barely shook his head. Why do we have to suffer in the first place? What’s the point? He set his mobile on the couch, took a drink, and held the cup on his lap.

Ten minutes later, he turned toward the sound of a sliding deadbolt.

The only other person who had a key to his place entered his home.

He met her near the kitchen. “Hey.”

She closed the door and spun to face him. “Hi.” The greeting sounded more like a puff of wind rather than an audible word. She shrugged out of a black, knee-length overcoat.

Stepping forward, “Here,” he took her jacket, threaded a hanger inside, and hung the garment over a closet door to dry. “How’d it go at your physical?”

Her doctor’s words coming back to her, I’d say the odds are definitely better than fifty percent, DelaCruz froze for a beat. “Oh,” she flapped water from her hands before wiping them on skin-tight black jeans that flaunted the wavy lines of her five-eight figure, “same as usual.”

“So a clean bill of health then...that’s great.” He laid hands on her hips and listed forward.

Pulling on a band, she freed her long, dark brown hair from a ponytail with a shake of her head and dodged his romantic advance.

Hardy managed to land a glancing peck on her cheek.

She slipped free of his grasp, sidestepped right, and poured a cup of coffee.

Frowning, he confronted his soon-to-be wife. “Is everything okay, Cruz? You don’t seem yourself.”

She did a one-eighty, pressed her butt to the counter, crossed ankles, and took a drink. “I’m,” her cheeks contorting into a short wince, she grabbed her right side, “fine,” before observing the floor, her concentration centering on where a chair leg met the floor. “I...I’m just tired I think.”

He cozied up to her, leaned against the counter, and folded arms, his right arm grazing her left shoulder.

With both hands around the mug, four fingers inside the handle loop, Cruz raised the warm coffee to her lips. “I probably didn’t get good sleep last night.” A tick later, she blinked twice to break her fixation and took a quick slurp from the vessel.

Hardy observed the mesmerized woman holding her beverage to her mouth while she gaped downward over the cup’s far rim. His instincts were telling him something was wrong with her. He scowled at the side of her face. I’ve seen you in better moods with NO sleep.

Crossing his feet at the ankle, he bobbed his eyebrows. Give her the benefit of the doubt, man. He looked away and came back to her a split second later. “We need to get moving on those wedding invitations. The big day’ll be here before we know it.”

Cruz stiffened. The big day. He needs to know, Raychel. She opened her mouth and gave him a long look.

He took in her features—brown eyes, high cheekbones, tanned skin.

She clamped shut her jaw, Not now...not today, and returned to staring at the nothingness on the floor. “I don’t really feel like it.” She sipped her caffeine fix.

He leaned away, his head retreating even further. “You don’t really feel like it? When I said something similar the other day,” he grinned, “you busted my chops. Kind of unfair, isn’t it?”

She whipped her head toward him. “Unfair? You think that,” she raised her voice, “me not wanting to screw around with some damn invitations is unfair?” She whirled around, threw the rest of her coffee into the sink, and slammed the ceramic container onto the counter. “I’ll tell you what’s unfair.” The ruffled woman faced the love of her life, a finger aimed at his nose.

Able to count the number of times he had heard her curse on one hand—and still have one or two fingers left over—Hardy unfolded his arms and stood taller.

“It’s unfair finding out that you—” noticing his wide-eyed, slack-jawed expression, she watched him take a half step backward. Doctor Roschelle’s voice invaded Cruz’s thoughts. Try not to worry. I’ve seen initial diagnoses that appeared to be slam dunks...overturned by a later test. The FBI agent expelled a burst of air from her lungs, “I’m sorry,” and pumped an open hand at him while lowering her gaze to her five-eleven partner’s flat stomach. “I’m just,” she felt her phone vibrate in her pocket, “not myself right now.”

Hardy heard a chime come from the living room, from his cell phone.

Cruz fished out her mobile device. “I think a nap,” she opened the texting app, “might be...” and read the short message. O.R. NOW. Recognizing the term for Operations Room, she looked at Hardy. “It’s Jameson. We’re needed in the O.R.”

“Why? What’s going on?”

She slid arms into a dry jacket and flipped out her hair. “How should I know?” She closed her eyes and stood still, her ears catching the harshness in her words. She could sense Hardy giving her another wild-eyed look. She flattened the collar and made a conscious effort to make up for her callous tone. “He didn’t say, Aaron. But I think it’s important.”

After snatching his phone off the sofa, he shoved arms into his black leather jacket and pulled the keys to his Ford F-150 truck from a jean pocket. “I’ll drive.” He opened the door for her.

She strode out of the apartment.

Hardy followed, closing the door behind him, his eyes never straying from her while his brain replayed the events of the last five minutes. He caught up to his woman and gave her a sideways glance. What’s going on with you, Raychel?

 


Chapter 4

We Won’t Rest

 

 

25 May—10:26 a.m.

Washington, D.C.

J. Edgar Hoover Building

 

 

Following a quiet drive to a parking garage under an office building, Hardy and Cruz slid out of a dark blue Ford F-150 Raptor’s front seats and slammed the truck’s doors.

They entered an elevator and took the car to the fourth floor below the building, the descent adding more silent, awkward moments between them.

The metal doors parted. Cruz exited first, Hardy a step behind. The couple passed a makeshift training area—complete with a large black wrestling mat, life-sized punching dummy, and exercise equipment—before hanging a left at a ‘T’ in the floor plan and walking down a short hallway.

On Hardy and Cruz’s ten o’clock—sporting dark hair, a red hue to her shoulder-length locks—a five-six woman rushed out of her office and hurried toward the Operations Room across the hall. Noticing the new arrivals, Charity Sinclair faced the twosome.

Hardy noted two things out of place with the twenty-two-year-old member of his team—no wide and cheery smile, and squiggly lines above her large eyes. With a backward flip of his head, he sent the woman a nonverbal query.

“Dahlia’s gone off the grid.”

Hardy glanced at Cruz and came back to Charity. “What do you mean off the grid?”

“She’s not answering her phone.” Pushing her red spectacles further up her slender, short nose, Charity barreled ahead, not stopping for oxygen and not ordering her thoughts. “Bodies are turning up. Her phone isn’t even on. DNA analysis puts her at the crime scenes. I can’t track her via cell towers.” Charity put a hand to her forehead. “And using traffic cams...”

Hardy showed her a palm. “Hold up, Cherry.”

“...is like finding the proverbial needle in a...”

“Cherry.”

“...big fat haystack the size of the whole...”

He clutched her upper arms. “Cherry!”

She faced him, eyes bulging, “...country.”

“Just take a breath and,” hoping to calm the frazzled woman, he lowered his voice, “tell us what’s going on.” He lifted a finger. “One thing at a time.”

The highly skilled FBI Information Specialist filled her lungs and exhaled. “Okay. Director Jameson called me—” hearing the sound of the elevator doors opening, she glanced between Hardy and Cruz and envisioned one of five people who had access to this floor. “That’s him now. I shot him a text when I,” she poked her chin at Hardy, “heard you two coming.” She spun away from him. “Come on.”

They followed her into the O.R.

“I’m going to let the director fill you in on the details himself.”

The trio sat in high-back swivel seats at a conference table—Hardy’s back to the doorway, Cruz on his right, Charity across from him. Large monitors were mounted on the surrounding walls. An island-style interactive keyboard and monitor was located next to the table to Cruz’s right.

The five-eleven, one-ninety FBI Director Phillip Jameson—baldhead, black rectangular eyeglasses, black suit and shoes, white shirt, red tie—marched into the room. “We need to make this briefing quick.” He claimed his own executive chair at the head of the table, Hardy on his right, Charity on his left. “While there’s no official time table,” he scooted closer to the others and settled into the leather seat, “I won’t be able to keep this information under wraps forever.”

Hardy dipped his brows at the man. “What information, sir?”

Jameson eyed his tech guru. “What have you told them, Cherry?”

“I was just getting into it when I heard you come in.” She shrugged. “So nothing really.”

He nodded at her and faced the agents on his starboard side. “An hour ago, I received word from the head of the FBI’s Albany Field Office. Edgar Mulroney and his wife, Nadine Upton,” Jameson slid crime scene photos across the table, “were found murdered in their Vermont home. Both were shot in the head at close range with a twenty-two caliber gun, presumably a pistol.”

Hardy examined the stills, one depicting two bodies. He shook his head. Such a waste.

During his time in the military, he had witnessed the aftermath of atrocious acts of violence against civilians, committed by leaders of totalitarian regimes, warlords, dictators, and all sorts of evil men bent on gaining more power and wealth at the expense of others. He had never taken much time to consider the victim’s pain. His country was at war. ‘Bad things happen in war,’ he had told himself.

Today, holding an image of similar violence against a man and a woman, Hardy rubbed the heel of his hand into his breastbone while recalling the Bible verses he had read this morning; those verses had dealt with afflictions, suffering. He contemplated this couple’s agony during their final moments. More suffering. Why?

“The medical examiner puts the time of death around thirty-six hours ago, somewhere between ten and eleven at night on the twenty-third.” Jameson lifted a finger at the photo Hardy held. “He’s a multi-billionaire who owns a biotech company in the Northeast. She’s a former model. Agents are working those angles while local police are knocking on doors and canvassing the area around the couple’s home, asking if anyone saw anything on the night of the murders.”

Closing his eyes, Hardy shook his head to clear his thoughts, exchanged pictures with Cruz, and glanced at his boss. “A sad story all around, sir, but how does this tie in with Dahlia?” He shot a look at Charity and returned to Jameson. “We understand she’s gone off the grid.”

Jameson blew out a gust of wind before standing. “The Albany SAC,” —Special Agent in Charge— “told me her people,” he sauntered behind his chair, laid forearms on the headrest, and clasped hands, “recovered blonde hairs at the crime scene...from the clothing on one of the bodies.” Pressing his lips together, he looked downward and paused. “DNA analysis got a hit.”

“Let me guess.” Hardy let go of the gruesome image he was holding and slumped back into his chair. “Dahlia’s DNA.”

“I read the report myself.”

Hardy looked at the woman joining the conversation, Charity.

“There’s a ‘99’ point ‘7’ percent match.” She eyeballed her superior.

Jameson nodded.

Charity leveled her gaze at her coworkers. “I did some digging on Dahlia’s whereabouts. Using her cell phone, I was able to find out that she was in New York on the night of the twenty-second; however, just before midnight her cell signal disappeared.”

Cruz leaned forward. “Meaning what exactly?”

“Meaning she either shut off her phone and removed the battery or something happened to cause her phone to go dead.”

“And,” Jameson bobbed his head, “that tracks with what I know to be true. I checked the call log on my cell. I received a call from her on the twenty-second at nine thirty-two at night. We spoke for five minutes before she said she was tired and was heading off to bed.”

Hardy turned up his palms. “Do we know where she was calling from in New York?”

“She told me she was going to be staying at her apartment in the city for a few days.” The director glimpsed Charity. “She wanted to give you a few days to yourself...something about not wanting to wear out her welcome before she finds a place of her own.”

Charity held a shrug. “She’s not a burden. She’s welcome to stay with me as long as she wants to.”

Jameson gave her a flat-lined smile. “I said something to her along those lines, Cherry. She knows.”

“Okay,” Hardy put flat hands on the table and pushed himself to his feet, “I would think a lock of hair, and a last known whereabouts in a state next door to a murder, is hardly concrete evidence.”

“I agree.” Jameson approached the threesome. “That’s why we need to find her...and fast. The Albany SAC and I go way back. As a courtesy, she’s sitting on this for as long as she can. Eventually, however, the agents who uncovered the lead on Dahlia are going to wonder why their boss is stonewalling them.”

“And the SAC,” an absent look on his face, Hardy stared at a distant wall, “will be forced to follow up...release everything.”

“Then,” Cruz stood, “everyone in the FBI, most of them knowing nothing about her, or giving a rat’s—” she caught herself, “they’ll be searching for our teammate.” She faced her boss. “Where do we start, sir?”

Jameson swung a finger back and forth between Hardy and Cruz. “You two will be flying up to New York, to the last place we know she was before going dark.”

Hardy gathered the photos into a stack. “Her apartment.”

“There’s a jet waiting for you at Joint Base Andrews.” Jameson faced Charity. “Cherry, I need you working on this from a surveillance aspect. Do what you do best and pick up her trail using the digital side of things.”

“With all due respect, sir,” Charity rose from her chair, her voice projecting a little further into the room, “I’m not going to be able to stay cooped up,” she lifted arms and gave the room a quick look, “down here while Dahlia is somewhere,” she flung out an arm, “out there...possibly in trouble.”

Jameson half closed an eye at the timid woman who rarely asserted herself.

“Please sir. I need to be out there too...looking for her.”

He pursed his lips at Charity. “Can you do what you need to do from the field?”

“Most definitely.”

He stared at her for a few seconds, assessing her demeanor, her determination, before facing Cruz. “I understand your assistant is good with computers. Is that true?”

Thirteen months ago, after being promoted to a supervisory special agent position in the FBI’s Fraud and Public Corruption Division, and before joining Hardy’s team, Cruz had abruptly forfeited her new role, saying she wanted to be in the field, not pushing papers around a desk. She and Jameson had negotiated a compromise. If she kept the supervisory position, he would assign to her a full-time assistant to handle the paperwork, and she would go back to working cases.

“He’s helped me out in the past...uncovered a lead once that ended up cracking a homicide case. So,” Cruz nodded, “yes, I’d say he’s proficient with computers.”

Jameson cocked his head to one side. “What’s your take on his level of discretion? Can he keep what he discovers to himself?”

Cruz mulled this question for a moment. “He’s young and green, but...I think he can be trusted.”

“Good. Get him down here now.”

“Yes sir.” Cruz produced her mobile and walked away.

Jameson returned to Charity. “You can go with Hardy and Cruz, but I want you working on locating Dahlia. That’s your top priority.”

“Yes sir.”

“Utilize Cruz’s assistant for other digital tasks that’ll help us get more information on these murders...and how they might relate to Dahlia’s disappearance and her DNA being found at the scene.”

Charity affirmed his orders.

“Once you have him set up,” he motioned toward the others, “I want the three of you to fly to New York and search Dahlia’s apartment. At this point, no one knows about her possible connection to the killings, so her place should be just as she left it.”

Cruz clicked off, stowed her phone in a jean pocket, and came back to the group. “He’s on his way, sir. I’ll meet him up top and bring him here.”

Jameson acknowledged her, stood tall, and gave each one of them a long look. “Seven years ago, I didn’t do everything I could have done...should have done...for my daughter.”

In their minds, Hardy, Cruz, and Charity recalled the events surrounding Dahlia’s early departure from the FBI, events that led her down the road to becoming an assassin.

“That’s something I’ll always regret.” Balling his hand and lowering his head, Jameson pumped his fist toward the table, stopping himself before his knuckles pounded on the wooden surface. “I won’t make that mistake again. I plan to suppress this information about my little girl,” he closed his eyes and shook his head, “our team member...until I’m fired.”

The three agents exchanged looks.

“After all this time, after all that’s happened,” he stared at the wall opposite him, seeing an imaginary image of his daughter’s face there, “I can’t believe she’s gone back to her old ways. I refuse to believe that. She must have a reason. We just need to locate her before someone else does...so she can tell us what that reason is.” He eyed Charity. “Find her.” His gaze shifted to Cruz, “Find your teammate,” before settling on Hardy. “Get to her before this is out of my hands...out of my control.”

Flexing his jaw muscles, Hardy tipped his head forward a hair, his penetrating eyes meeting those of his boss. “We will, sir. We won’t rest until she’s back where she belongs...with us.”

 


Chapter 5

Tag

 

 

10:56 a.m.

 

 

Jameson and Cruz had taken the elevator up together. He had gone to his office while she had ridden back down in the car with her assistant.

On Cruz’s four o’clock, his long legs easily keeping pace with her fast strides, Franklin W. Tagliaferro swiveled his head left and right, doing a wide sweep of the area beyond the elevator doors. “Never knew this building even had a fourth underground floor, ma’am.”

“Most agents don’t, Franklin.” She made a left. “This way.”

Thirty seconds later, introductions had been made in the O.R., ending with Hardy who stuck out his hand. “Tag...la—”

“Tag,” Charity on his left, Cruz on his right, the newcomer seized the offering, “lia...ferro.”

A bit behind in the clasp, and having not fully meshed hands with the six-three man, Hardy clenched his teeth at the sharp pain coming from his compressed knuckles. Strong grip.

The men pumped hands twice and let go.

“Right.” Hardy tipped his head back and scrutinized the lean, yet muscular, mid-twenties agent.

Except for the blue tie and full head of dark hair—parted on one side, swept to the other, and held in place with a generous portion of styling gel—he was dressed like a taller, younger version of Jameson, right down to the black plastic eyeglasses.

“Taglia...” Hardy paused and wagged a finger at him. “You know what? I’m going to call you Tag. Mind if I call you Tag?”

Standing rigid as a telephone pole, his hands folded in front of his body, Tagliaferro dipped his chin once. “That’s fine with me, sir.” His eyes flicked toward Charity before darting back to Hardy. “Tag was my nickname all through high school and college.”

“What college?”

“University of Michigan, sir. Go blue.”

Hardy cocked his head. “No kidding. I grew up in Michigan...way up near Traverse City.”

“I’ve never had the pleasure of visiting that city, sir.” Tagliaferro gave Charity another quick peek before eyeballing Cruz. “If you don’t mind me asking, ma’am, I’m not sure why I’m here...or what the chain of command is.”

Cruz smiled at the nervous man she had grown to like over the last year. “You’re here to,” she bobbed her forehead at Charity, “work with Cherry.”

A wisp of a smile came and went from his face as he glimpsed Charity and faced Cruz.

“She’ll fill you in on the details of what you’ll be doing.”

“Come with me.” Charity touched his elbow before walking away. “I’ll...”

Tagliaferro felt a tingle race from his arm to other parts of his body.

“...get you settled in and up to speed.”

He broke his stiff posture, pivoted his torso, and gawked at the woman in a sleeves-rolled-to-the-elbow white blouse tucked into curve-hugging blue jeans, her black flats slapping the floor while she made her way to her office.

“And, as far as the command...chain...” Hardy followed the man’s gaze all the way to the back pockets of Charity’s jeans, “goes...”

Tagliaferro’s attention never strayed from the departing woman’s petite frame.

Hardy snapped his fingers. “I’m over here, Tag.”

Red-faced, the man whirled back around and resumed his stance.

Hardy stepped closer, his features stoic, his eyes a little narrower than they were a second ago. He threw a look at Charity and sent the new guy a protective ‘big-brother’ glare.

Tagliaferro stood even taller. “I’m sorry, sir.”

After holding his death stare a couple ticks longer, verifying his nonverbal warning had been received, “As far as the chain of command goes,” Hardy twirled a finger in the air, “every one of us is your boss.” He eyed Cruz. “We should—”

“Understood sir.”

Hardy made eye contact with the man, “And you can drop the ‘sir’ and call me Hardy.”

“Yes, s—” Tagliaferro dragged out the syllable for a second and a half, making it seem as if there were a snake in the room, “of course.”

Hardy half smiled at Cruz.

Turning away from her assistant, she bobbed her eyebrows once while a similar expression crossed her lips.

He jutted out his chin at her. “We should get ready to leave.”

“You go ahead. I’ll be right out.”

Hardy nodded and headed for the elevator.

Cruz clamped fingers around her assistant’s elbow and led him toward Charity’s office. “You need to loosen up, Franklin. These are good people you’re going to be serving with...and you’ll be involved in some very important work.”

“Yes ma’am.”

She spied him.

He recognized the look she had sent his way many times in the past. “I mean,” not comfortable using casual names with those in authority, he hesitated before making a face like a kid preparing to swallow horrible-tasting medicine, “Cruz.”

As they crossed the hall, Cruz smiled, chuckled under her breath, and patted him on the back. “Hang in there, Franklin. I’m not giving up on you just yet. I’m determined to break you of your,” thinking of his formal traits and quirky demeanor, she applied a humorous slant to her next words, “bad habits.”

Entering Charity’s office, watching its occupant run fingers through her hair while she studied her laptop screen, Tagliaferro never heard Cruz’s last sentence.

 


Chapter 6

Anything for Those She Loves

 

 

12:10 p.m.

Quebec, Canada

Quebec City

 

 

The bell ceased ringing. The high-pitched screams faded while little people disappeared from a cell phone’s screen. Dahlia stared at her mobile until it turned black and the words ‘RECORDING STOPPED’ appeared in the center.

Sitting in the passenger seat of a rental car, she shut off the device, rested an elbow on the door, covered her mouth, and gaped out the side window. The video she had viewed for the thousandth time was now replaced with a mental image of two corpses from thirty-eight hours ago. Her mind took her back to that scene...

“We got what we came for,” Beanpole had said while brushing by her and hurrying toward the bedroom door. “Let’s go.”

Her mouth slightly open, Dahlia gawked at the man and woman lying on the floor. Growing in circumference, pools of blood haloed their heads. The husband and wife’s eyes were open and staring at the ceiling.

Dahlia lowered her gaze to the Walther in her grasp. She shifted her focus to the dead people before coming back to the gun, her ears hearing Beanpole’s dress shoes go from soft carpet to the hallway’s hard flooring. Her head flopping backward, she let the weapon dangle at her side, shut her eyes at the ornate wooden beams crisscrossing overhead, and filled her lungs.

The room was still. No sounds from outside the house penetrated the walls of the intimate space; the inner sanctum the deceased homeowners had once thought protected them from harm.

What am I doing? This isn’t me. Not anymore. I save lives. I protect lives. I don’t take them. She emptied her lungs. Who the hell am I? She trundled her head forward and eyed the plush white carpeting stained red. A second later, the face of a much younger person pushed the surrounding, haunting scene from her consciousness. I’m a woman, Dahlia slowly nodded, who would do anything for those she loves.

Inwardly, Dahlia jumped at the sound of the rental car’s door slamming shut. Outwardly, maintaining a calm appearance, she pivoted her head to see Beanpole rotating the ignition switch, pulling back on the gearshift, and checking the driver’s side mirror. A tick later, he stepped on the accelerator.

The vehicle lunged forward.

After opening a fresh pack of expensive cigarillos, Beanpole settled into his seat, lit up, and shot out a puff of smoke. He faced his passenger and did a double take at the woman’s hardened glare. “What’s wrong?”

What’s wrong? She gritted her teeth. A hell of a lot is wrong. Two innocent people are dead. She plucked the tobacco from his mouth.

“What the fu—”

Hearing him finish his curse, she snuffed out the mini cigar and sealed it in the pullout ashtray. And I’m involved in something I swore I’d never do again.

“Do you know how much those cost?”

“I might have to share this space with you, but I sure as hell don’t have to inhale that crap too.”
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