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“There are but two parties now, traitors and patriots.

And I want hereafter to be ranked with the latter,

and I trust, the stronger party.”

~ Ulysses S. Grant

18th president of the United States

 


Prologue

 

 

Washington, D.C.

 

 

The director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, Phillip Jameson, ducked into the waiting black Chevrolet Suburban a second before one of his security personnel closed the right-rear door behind him. He laid his suitcase on the seat beside him, affixed his seatbelt, and got comfortable. Jameson’s SUV, as well as the one in front of and behind him, rolled out.

A minute later, outside the J. Edgar Hoover Building, FBI agents stopped traffic, so the three-vehicle caravan could exit the basement parking garage and enter traffic without breaking formation.

Dressed in a black suit and white shirt, the fifty-one-year-old Jameson removed his cell phone from a jacket pocket and placed a call. Watching the D.C. streets go by his window, he loosened his red tie, ran a palm over his baldhead, then took off his black rectangular eyeglasses to rub the marks on his nose.

The call connected.

“Hi, Daddy.”

“Hello, sweetheart. I’m running a bit late. We just left the parking garage.”

“Want me to order you a drink?”

Jameson shut his eyes and sighed. “You’re my little angel. You know what I—”

The phone clicked at the same time the vehicle hitched for a split-second.

He looked around, glimpsed his device, then put it to his face again. “You still there?”

“I was just about to ask you that same thing. I heard a click, like you had hung up on me.”

Jameson gave his cell another quick peek then focused on his caller. “You know what I like. Make it neat, please.”

His daughter’s voice came through the phone a few decibels lower as she said his drink of choice aloud before following up with a ‘thank you.’

“It’ll be ready when you get here,” said Dahlia St. James, her voice louder now.

“I can’t wait.”

“For the drink or to see me?”

The Director half smiled. “Drink or no drink, I am always pleased to see my little girl.” He could hear her smiling. “I’ll be there soon.”

“I love you.”

“Love you, too.” He clicked off, stowed his mobile, then opened his briefcase to read a few pages of a report before his weekly daddy-daughter lunch date.

After several years of being estranged from each other, father and daughter had agreed to get together every week to stay in touch. Unless Dahlia had been on a mission, the accord had not yet been broken. And since she had just returned from a successful assignment, in Sweden, the streak would stay intact for another seven days.

The convoy passed through an intersection.

Jameson donned his spectacles and perused the information he held.

Outside the vehicle, the early-afternoon autumn sun played across a scene of pedestrians scurrying about and cars rushing toward their destinations. But since most people had already eaten and returned to work, street congestion was minimal.

Up ahead, the light at the next intersection turned ‘red’ then quickly turned ‘green.’

Seconds later, the first SUV zipped under the traffic signal.

Shifting his gaze to a place higher on the report’s page, Jameson spotted the shiny chrome out of the corner of his left eye, the slotted grille encompassing the SUV’s entire left-rear window.

A blast of metal grinding against metal filled the compartment.

Almost as if they had been fired out of a twelve-gauge shotgun, glass particles smacked the side of Jameson’s face and left arm.

The Suburban lurched sideways, to the right, then spun counterclockwise ninety degrees, before skidding some more and slamming into a parked car.

 


Chapter 1

Festival

 

 

30 September—8:49 P.M.

Stockholm, Sweden

 

 

The Skeppsholmen Island annual music and arts festival had been going for only a few years, growing bigger with each successive year. And this year’s three-day event was poised to top them all.

Beginning at the southeastern side of Skeppsholmen Bridge, booths lined the streets of Västra Brobänken and Svensksundsvägen. In between those streets, a small strip of grass hosted a makeshift stage, where a band was playing music. To the south, a brick apron butted up to the shores of Stockholms River. Two hours ago, the sun had set. And now a bright moon was casting a sheen of light across the calm waters.

Vendors sold food and beverages. Others displayed their artwork—landscape paintings, metal crafting, musical instruments, all sorts of handmade trinkets. There were designated areas for children to play games, get a balloon, or have their faces painted. And further down the coast, to the south, a large, old-time sailing vessel sat anchored in the water, a gangplank stretching from ship to shore. For a nominal fee, visitors could tour the antique boat.

Newly married, Aaron and Raychel Hardy, she on his left, had just finished touring the ship and were now strolling arm-in-arm along Västra Brobänken. They had followed the loop of vendors, seen everything to be seen, and were now meandering by the last few stands.

Dressed in blue jeans, black boots that rose to the middle of her kneecaps, and a long-sleeved red turtleneck under a knee-length black leather jacket, the five-eight Raychel Hardy hugged her husband’s left arm. “I’m so glad we were able to do this.”

Also in blue jeans, a leather jacket, and black boots—although his coat only came down to his waist, and his boots were six inches high and of the tactical variety—Hardy freed himself from her grasp to wrap his left arm around her shoulders.

She nuzzled into him.

His mind drifted back four months to a previous mission involving a fancy gathering in Italy; specifically, to the conversation that had prompted this mini vacation...

 

Surveying the partygoers, Cruz touched the glass to her lips and feigned taking a sip. “It’s a shame. We’ve gone to so many countries, but we never really get to see the sights. We fly in, take down the bad guys, and fly out again.”

Hardy took Cruz’s hand and pulled.

Cruz followed him through the crowd, “Where are we going?” her heels scuffing the wooden floor every third or fourth stride.

“While we still have a minute,” escorting her out of the main hall, “I thought I’d,” Hardy got his bearings before taking her to the railing on their three o’clock, “show you some sights.”

Entering the cool evening air, her exposed skin tingling from the change in temperature, Cruz hugged herself.

Noticing, he wrapped arms around her from behind, “I’d give you my coat, but our nines might cause a little stir among the guests.”

Envisioning his Walther PPQM2 and her Glock 19M in separate holsters on his belt, “That’s okay,” she rubbed his forearm. “I like this better, anyway.”

He motioned with his champagne glass. “See that over there...those brick arches?”

She eyed a long, elevated horizontal structure emerging from the trees on her ten o’clock and stretching beyond the corner of the house on her starboard side. “Is that a Roman aqueduct?”

“No. Because of the arches, many people think it’s Roman; however, that’s...”

 

Remembering how he had pointed out to his then fiancé a couple of Italy’s sights, Hardy now recalled a promise he had made to himself that night; namely, to make it a priority to plan something for the two of them to do once a mission had ended...if circumstances allowed, that is. And these last two days in Sweden, after having completed a recent mission, had been his first opportunity to make good on that personal vow.

Hardy rubbed his wife’s upper arm and pecked the right side of her head. “I’m glad we did this, too, Cruz.” Even though her legal name was Raychel Elisa Hardy, he still called her by her nickname, a shortened version of her maiden name, DelaCruz. As he had told her on their honeymoon, ‘To me, you’ll always be Cruz. That’s the first name I knew you by, and that’s the name you had when I fell in love with you.’

On the couple’s right, the band finished a song and announced they would be back in fifteen minutes.

Hardy separated from Cruz and sidestepped to his left, toward a booth displaying musical instruments of all kinds. He picked up a shiny harmonica and asked the price while making hand gestures he hoped conveyed the correct request.

A young man with long black hair, multiple tattoos on his arms, and a ring on each finger conversed in his native tongue, making gestures himself.

Following a brief back-and-forth, finally overcoming the language barrier, the American and the Swede agreed on a price, and an exchange took place.

“What are you going to do with that?” asked Cruz.

A twinkle in his eye, admiring her tanned skin, high cheekbones, and long dark-brown hair, Hardy pinched the stainless-steel instrument between his left thumb and forefinger, found the hole he wanted, and brought the harmonica to his mouth. He cupped his hands together, looking as if he were about to light a cigarette on a windy day, then puffed out his cheeks and blew.

After a rough start of strange noises and several downward glances at the harmonica’s holes, trying to adjust to their spacing, he let loose with a slow rendition of the Star-Spangled Banner, ending with a drawn-out last note.

Her eyes wide, her brows arched, Cruz looked at him, her mouth agape.

Several festival goers, having recognized the tune, clapped in appreciation.

Hardy bobbed his head twice to acknowledge them before looking skyward, his mind trying to come up with the start to another song, an upbeat one. He hit a few notes in succession, stopped, then started over again, only to stop once more. “Dang it.” He winced. “How does that go again?”

“What are you trying to play?”

“Oh, it’s that Johnny Cash song.” Hardy tilted his head back and forth. “Bum...ba-da-bum-bum—”

From the grassy stage area came the notes that had been eluding him.

Hardy pivoted left to see one of the band members sauntering toward him, an acoustic guitar slung around the man’s neck.

An inch shorter and a bowling ball heavier than Hardy’s five-eleven, one-eighty-five muscular physique, the fiftyish ‘Guitar Man’ played the same six notes again.

Hardy raised his harmonica and repeated them.

‘GM’ did the same.

Hardy mimicked him once more.

Together, the two men then launched into the song’s chorus.

People nearby gravitated to the musical spectacle, forming a semi-circle around the two-man band.

Cruz cocked her head and frowned, her eyes rolling upward. I think I know this. She listened. Halfway through a repeat of the chorus, she started tapping her right boot on the pavement. Yeah. It’s Ring of Fire. Gauging where the song was, she waited a few more notes then started singing.

Hardy lifted his gaze to see his woman swaying her hips and tapping her toe. He glanced at GM. Both men exchanged a look. They were already in the second verse. But they went with their ‘lead vocalist’ and started from the top, GM adding deep background vocals to Cruz’s higher pitch.

Mumbling more than singing, a couple of people in the crowd joined in, too. Others clapped their hands to the beat and danced in place.

Two minutes later, the song came to the chorus.

Cruz bent at the knees and went down, down, down, twisting her hips and squatting, before standing tall and raising her arms above her head. She wiggled her fingers and waved her arms in the air as if they were flames.

Onlookers laughed.

Hardy lowered his harmonica and caught his breath, gesturing toward GM in the next beat. “Bring it home, man.”

Smiling, Cruz fell silent and yielded the spotlight.

His scraggly gray hair held back in a ponytail, with more gray hair on his cheeks and chin, GM sung the outro while strumming the last few notes of the song.

The crowd erupted into cheers.

Beaming, clapping her hands, Cruz cozied up to her man while eyeing their ‘fans.’

Hardy planted a kiss on her lips then faced GM. “That was awesome. I assume you speak English to be able to sing that song. Am I right?”

“You are correct. I do speak English.”

The men shook hands.

“The name’s Magnus.”

“Aaron.” Hardy motioned toward Cruz. “This is Raychel.”

 Magnus took Cruz’s hand. “Pleased to meet you both.”

“Likewise,” she replied.

“Americans?”

Hardy nodded. “How’d you guess?”

“I studied music there a few decades ago before coming back here and opening a small school of my own.” He lifted a shoulder. “It’s not much, but I’m happy.” He jutted out his chin. “How about you two? What brings you to Stockholm?”

The FBI agents exchanged a glance then faced their questioner. Simultaneously, Hardy said, “Business” as Cruz said, “Vacation.” They gave each other another peek before he followed up with, “It’s both. We just finished our work and,” he quickly took in his surroundings, “and we thought we’d turn it into a vacation.”

Magnus nodded. “I get the feeling you’re more than simply business associates, though.” He grinned. “Am I correct?”

Cruz slipped her left arm around Hardy’s waist. “We’ve been married a month now.”

The Swede’s eyebrows went higher. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you.”

“Thanks,” said Hardy.

Magnus spied the couple’s hands. “No rings?”

“We don’t wear them when we’re on a,” mission...Cruz wavered, “um, when we’re on business.” She smiled. “Don’t want to get them damaged...or lost.”

Dressed in jeans and a leather vest over a long-sleeved sweater, he scratched his chin. “Damaged, huh?” A beat. “Yeah, I imagine throwing all those left crosses can really play havoc on a diamond’s setting.” He ended with a short snigger.

Unnerved at how close the man had come to the truth, Hardy and Cruz each delivered a nervous chuckle before she glanced down at the sidewalk, and he turned to glimpse the bridge on his left.

“Well, I don’t want to keep you from enjoying Stockholm, but,” Magnus wagged a finger at them, “if you two are ever in town again, we should get together, jam a bit.”

“Thanks for the offer,” said a smiling Hardy.

“Nice meeting you folks.” Magnus swapped handshakes then made his way back to the stage area.

In each other’s arms—thirty-one and thirty-years-old, respectively—Hardy and Cruz wandered toward the bridge, she on his right.

“You know,” she said, “for secret agents, we sure do suck at playing it cool when giving out our cover stories.”

“Speak for yourself, woman. I was still basking in the afterglow of all my,” he hooked a thumb over his shoulder, “all my adoring fans back there.”

“Yeah, about that.” She laid her right hand on his chest and looked up at him, pausing a moment to take in his square jaw, the dimple centered on his chin, and light-brown hair. Normally cut short, his hair had grown out a little and was curling up in the back. She focused on his deep-blue eyes. “I never knew you were so musically inclined.”

He shook his head. “That’s just it. I’m not.”

“Then what was it I just witnessed?”

“I couldn’t point out a half note, full note, or that,” he scribbled the air with an index finger, “that squiggly thing that looks like the and symbol...to save my soul.” He frowned. “I think it’s called trouble something.”

“Treble clef.”

He pumped his fist and grunted. “So close.”

She smiled. “So, if you can’t read music, then how’d you play those songs so well?”

“Because numbers I can do.” He showed her the harmonica while eyeing the figures below the instrument’s holes. “You just put your lips on the right hole and either suck or blow.” He hunched his shoulders and grimaced. “Sorry. That sounded a little crude.” He paused. “Draw air in or blow air out.”

She half laughed. “I know what you meant.” 

“And what about you?” Gripping her right shoulder, he jostled her a bit as they started across the footbridge. “I didn’t know you had pipes like that.”

“Oh, please.” She felt her cheeks warming in the cool night air. “Magnus was ten times better than me.”

“Where’d you learn to sing like that?”

“My mother made me join the church choir. Said it was an honorable way to praise God.”

Hardy nodded. “Mothers usually know best.”

“And she was right. I peed and moaned about going. But then, after the third or fourth practice, I started enjoying it.”

“Why’d you quit?”

They reached the other side of the bridge and kept going straight, veering right a few steps later to get onto the sidewalk.

“I watched my first beauty pageant and was taken in by all the glamour. Singing then took a backseat to learning everything I could about becoming a contestant.”

“Whew.” Hardy pretended to wipe sweat from his forehead. “Here, I thought you were going to say you discovered boys.”

Coming upon the front doors of where they were staying, The Grand Hotel, Cruz gave him a devilish grin and dragged out her next word. “Well...that too might’ve been part of the equation.”

He made a show of putting his palms over his ears. “All of a sudden, I find myself not that interested in your—”

A black SUV zoomed by on their left, made a hard right, jumped the curb, and screeched to a halt ten feet from them.

A second SUV made the same maneuver ten feet behind them.

Hardy unzipped his leather jacket and slid his right hand inside the covering to grip the Walther pistol riding on his right hip.

Seven doors opened, and seven men in black suits poured out of the vehicles that were cutting off Hardy and Cruz’s escape.

Hardy freed his weapon from its holster.

 

 


Chapter 2

Gun!

 

 

Cruz put her back to Hardy’s and watched an eighth man exit the trailing SUV and make a beeline for her. Noticing the approaching man snake fingers into his suit jacket, then withdraw them, she lunged forward and kicked the shiny object he had retrieved.

A voice on her four o’clock: “Gun!”

She clamped onto the man’s wrist, twisted it backward, and brought him to his knees.

His face contorted, his free hand on the roadway to keep his balance, he let out a prolonged groan.

She glanced around and saw seven pistols pointed at Hardy, who had drawn down on the men from the other SUV.

Screaming pedestrians fanned out, running in all directions. Some darted into the hotel.

“Ma’am,” the kneeling man grunted, “I’m with the F—” he winced when Cruz applied more pressure, “the FBI. Check my credentials.” He made another face. “What you just kicked out of my hand.”

She located the bifold, squatted to retrieve it, then opened the case. A moment later, she eyeballed the other men. “You’re all FBI?”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

She released the wrist lock a tick later. “They’re FBI, Aaron.”

“I don’t care if they’re Santa’s elves here to give me my Christmas presents early. All I see are four guns pointed at me. And you know how I hate guns pointed at me.” He flicked his eyes from one man to the next. “I’ll take at least two of you down before you can get a shot off, boys. Try me.”

Cruz came up on his left and pivoted to face him, getting in the line of fire.

The seven men lowered their weapons.

“It’s real,” she said before spinning back to face the men.

Now with a clear shot at Hardy, the four from the lead SUV immediately leveled their guns at Hardy while the three on the other side of Cruz kept their Glocks aimed at the concrete.

The eighth man stood while massaging his wrist. “Holster your weapons...everybody. This isn’t what we came here for.” He flapped his hand twice.

Reluctantly, the men complied with the order.

Cruz grabbed Hardy’s upper arm. “Hardy?”

Once his opponents had holstered their guns, he did the same.

She came back to the man nursing his injury. “Who are you? And what’s this all about?”

Hardy pivoted left to stand behind her. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed the other men turn their backs on him, each man scanning a different direction.

“Special Agent Thomas, Ma’am. And I’m here to get you safely to the airport, where a jet will be standing by to fly you to the States.”

“And why,” shot back Hardy, “would we want to go to the airport with you?”

“There’s no we, sir.” Thomas regarded Cruz and dipped his forehead toward her. “Only the Madam Director.”

Hardy scowled.

Cruz cocked her head. “Madam Director? Of what, exactly?”

“There’s been an accident in D.C., and you are now the acting director of the FBI.”

Her eyes grew bigger. “I’m sorry,” she faltered, “what?”

“A short time ago, Washington contacted the FBI office here in Stockholm, my office. They instructed me to track you down and keep you safe until you’re aboard that jet.”

Hardy eyed the surrounding agents, and everything clicked for him. The guns had been meant to take him out, not Cruz. He barely nodded his head. They were protecting the one in their charge.

“Now,” Thomas took hold of her forearm and motioned toward his SUV, “if you’ll come with me...”

Hardy reached around his wife, broke the man’s hold, and stiff-armed him. “Whoa there, sport. Hands off.” A tick. “What happened to Jameson?”

“Is he okay?” chimed in Cruz.

“I don’t know.” Thomas twisted his head left and right. “But it’s not safe here, Ma’am. We need to get you off the street.”

“What do you know about this accident?”

Thomas growled under his breath, his eyes shifting left and right. “I’ll tell you everything I know,” he gestured toward his ride, “once we’re rolling.”

Hardy spied the side of her face. “We don’t know the situation, Raych. There might be some coordinated attack taking place.” He glanced in different directions, his senses now heightened even further. “We should go with him.”

“Once again, sir,” Thomas shook his head, “you are not part of this equation. My orders were to secure—”

“And I’m not leaving my husband behind,” said Cruz.

“Ma’am, I can appreciate that, but my orders—”

“Have just changed,” interjected Hardy.

The two men locked eyes.

“If she’s the acting director of the FBI, then she outranks,” Hardy twirled a finger in the air, “all of us.”

Thomas went from Hardy to Cruz.

“My husband will be coming with me, Agent Thomas.” She bypassed the man without giving him another look. “Let’s go.”

Hardy followed his woman with an eye on her gait. Her strides were long and purposeful. And her posture had changed, too, becoming more rigid, erect. He smiled to himself. Leadership looks good on her.

“You,” Thomas said to an agent, “ride in the other vehicle,” before gesturing at another. “You take the lead. Let’s roll, people.” He climbed into the trailing SUV’s front passenger seat.

Cruz stepped into the same vehicle via the right-rear door and scooted over.

Hardy got in behind her and shut the door.

The two Chevys sped away from the hotel.

 


Chapter 3

Madam Director

 

 

Nine Hours Later

Ronald Reagan Airport

Washington, D.C.

 

 

Sliding his left hand along the jet’s staircase handrail, his wife behind him, Hardy descended the retractable steps, pausing at every other tread to make sure Cruz was as close to him as possible. Under normal circumstances, he would have let his wife go first. But these were not ordinary circumstances. No. If anyone had the acting FBI director in his sights, Hardy wanted the bulk of his body between her and any incoming bullets.

“Thanks for the update, Franklin. I’m not sure when I’ll be able to get to the hospital.” Cruz spied three black Chevrolet Suburban SUVs lined up bumper to bumper near the base of the stairs. Her eyes then zeroed in on a woman in her late twenties dressed in a navy-blue skirt suit and heels.

Her black hair pulled back, black plastic eyeglasses centered on a round face, the woman marched toward Cruz when she saw her exit the plane.

“Jameson’s chief of staff,” continued Cruz, “contacted me in mid-flight. She says we have a lot of work to do.” Cruz cocked her head at the approaching woman. Seems high-strung. “Please get to the office as soon as you can. I’m going to be relying heavily on you throughout all of this.” Cruz clicked off.

Now on the tarmac, Hardy took in the multitude of men in black suits encircling him and his wife. He recognized three of them. The rest were strangers. Presumably, they were all there for the same reason: to protect the acting director. But if his past had taught him one thing, it was not to presume anything. His right hand a few inches from the gun on his right hip, he knew the exact order in which the ‘strangers’ would die if things went wrong.

“Madam Director,” said the five-five woman in the skirt suit, her cadence coming off like an M4A1 carbine on full auto. “I’m Candace. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” She opened a portfolio pad and pivoted, so Cruz could see what she had. “I’d like to get started right away. So, if you’ll just—”

Hardy pinched the portfolio shut with one hand, “Not here,” pushed it into the woman’s chest, and took Cruz by the upper arm, hurrying her toward the middle SUV.

Her mouth hanging open, Candace huffed at what had just happened while watching the man get into the SUV behind her new boss. “How rude?” She then scurried to climb into the last SUV before it left without her.

The caravan rolled out.

...

Fifteen minutes later...

J. Edgar Hoover Building

Underground parking garage

Candace skittered into the elevator while rattling off several duties that needed Cruz’s immediate attention.

Following Cruz into the car, Hardy glanced at the man-in-black waiting inside. He was one of the men Hardy knew. Once inside, Hardy made a sharp one-eighty to confront the other MIBs. “All full, guys.” There was no way he was going to be trapped in an elevator and outnumbered three to one. If necessary, he could handle the guy behind him.

The men outside the elevator stiffened. “Sir, we need to accompany the acting director to her office.”

“Thanks, but I’ve got it from here.”

One man thrust out his arm to keep the doors from closing. “We don’t take orders from you.”

“You are now,” a pulse, “since I’m the acting director’s new head of security.”

The tension grew.

The MIB on Hardy’s five o’clock moved forward.

Hardy sensed the man’s presence and clenched his hands.

Candace backed herself into the corner on Hardy’s seven o’clock.

Cruz took in the scene then raised her left hand. “It’s all right, gentlemen.” She smiled, hoping her feminine charms would dissipate the testosterone levels. “If anyone has my best interests at heart, it’s my husband.”

Hard glares were exchanged among the men.

One of the MIBs, one Hardy knew better than the others, intervened. From behind his two colleagues, he laid a hand on one man’s shoulder. “Like the acting director said, it’s all right. We’ll take the next one.”

After a two-second standoff, the men retreated.

Hardy and the intervening agent met each other’s gaze. Each man dipped his chin one time as the doors came together.

Hardy spun right to stare down the last MIB. “Are we going to have a problem with this?”

“I think,” Cruz stepped between them, “we have enough problems at the moment.” She cast alternating glances at the men. “Wouldn’t you gentlemen agree?”

MIB backed up. “Just doing my job, Ma’am.”

“I know. I know. Thank you. I appreciate everything you’re doing to keep me safe. I really do.” She faced her man and gave him a ‘play nice’ look.

Hardy nodded once then eyeballed MIB.

Sensing the danger had passed, Candace slipped out of her corner. “As...as I was saying, Ma’am, we have a lot to go over before your meeting on Capitol Hill this morning. When we get to Director Jameson’s office, I can start bringing you up to—”

Cruz lifted a hand. “Stop right there.”

Candace looked up from her notes.

“I will not be taking over Director Jameson’s office.” She thrust out an index finger to emphasize her next word. “He’s the director. I’m just a placeholder until he’s fit to resume his duties. We’ll operate from my office, and you’ll coordinate everything through my assistant. Is that clear?”

“Of course, Ma’am,” replied Candace before tilting her head. “But what if Director Jameson does not end up—”

Cruz whipped her head toward the woman and delivered a steely gaze that sent Candace backtracking a step. “Don’t you ever even think that,” a beat, “let alone finish that sentence in my presence.”

“Yes, Ma’am. My apologies.”

His back to the women, Hardy allowed himself a private moment to admire his wife’s steadfast devotion to their boss.

His hands clasped in front of his body, MIB stared straight ahead. Well said, Madam Director.

...

Minutes later...

The scene in Cruz’s office was chaotic. Besides Candace being there, seven other staffers and agents had joined the fray. They talked above each other, trying to get their requests heard and dealt with first.

Hardy stood off to the side, not caring about what these people wanted. He only saw them as threats. His eyes scanned their faces while he kept their hands in his peripheral vision.

In the next instant, he stifled a yawn. The plane ride had given Hardy a chance to sleep. But how can you sleep when you don’t know if your boss is alive or dead? And now that his wife was leading the Bureau, he had to stay awake to keep her safe.

“Ma’am, if you could just take a look at...”

“...and the people in accounting are...”

“...there’s a case that’s pending your...”

Sitting on the edge of her desk, her arms folded, her ankles crossed, Acting Director Cruz closed her eyes and rubbed them with a thumb and middle finger.

The barrage of pleas kept coming.

She washed her hand down her face and stood, “All right,” then pumped her hands at her petitioners. “All right. Calm down. Take a breath, everyone.”

The people quieted.

“I understand you all have pressing concerns. And I promise I’ll get to each one of you. But right now, I...”

A six-three, lean and muscular agent in his mid-twenties entered the office. He wore a black suit, white shirt, and blue tie. His full head of dark hair was parted on one side, swept to the other, and held in place with a generous portion of styling gel.

“...I just—” Cruz spotted the newcomer, her assistant, and sent him a ‘deer in headlights’ stare.

Franklin W. Tagliaferro caught the look. “Excuse me, everyone,” he said.

All eyes focused on him.

“Acting Director Cru—Acting Director Hardy will eventually see to all your needs. But for the time being,” gripping the door, he stepped aside and swung his free arm toward the archway, “how about we let her take a moment?”

No one moved.

“In case I wasn’t clear,” he paused, his voice growing louder as he finished his sentence, “that means...Get. Out.”

Everyone shuffled toward the door.

“Not you, Candace,” said Cruz, moseying to the leather chair behind her desk. “I need you to tell me more about this upcoming hearing.”

Tagliaferro ushered the staffers and agents out into the hall, shut the door, then headed for Hardy.

The men shook hands.

“Hey, Tag,” said Hardy. “Nice job with the,” he motioned toward the door. “I didn’t know you had it in you.”

The taller man half smiled. “When it comes to serving,” he jerked his head toward Cruz, “my boss over there, I’m quite capable of anything, sir.”

Hardy raised a finger.

Tagliaferro picked up on his mistake. “Sorry.” A beat. “I meant Hardy.” Prim and proper by nature, Tagliaferro had always been formal with those in authority, to a fault, in fact. Lately, however, since becoming a member of Hardy’s team, he had been making great strides in relaxing a bit more, seeking a happy medium, especially around his teammates. But as the saying goes, ‘old habits’ dot-dot-dot.

Hardy slapped him on the shoulder. “That’s better.”

Tagliaferro joined the women for the impromptu briefing.

Hardy peeked out the window and saw two men stationed outside, two men he had handpicked to shadow Cruz. He faced the trio at the desk, his worry fading now that Tagliaferro was on the scene. “Sorry to interrupt, but I take it you have plenty to keep you busy here?”

Cruz glimpsed Candace then came back to him. “Apparently.”

“Then I’m going to the hospital.” He leveled a finger at her. “Call me if you plan on leaving this building, all right?”

She smiled at her protector. “I promise.” A tick. “Let me know how he’s doing?”

“You got it,” he smirked, “Madam Director,” before opening the door.

She shot playful daggers his way. “Don’t get too used to saying that, Special Agent Hardy.”

On his way out the door, his features turning stoic, Hardy got Tagliaferro’s attention, pointed two fingers at his own eyes, then aimed one at Cruz.

The man got the message and nodded his head.

 


Chapter 4

He’s Strong

 

 

1 October—1:49 A.M.

Washington Hospital

 

 

The space’s layout was like almost every other hospital room in the country; tile flooring, light-colored ceiling, medical machines that beeped, displayed numbers, comfy chair against one wall, sink and bathroom door against another wall. Finally, a window beside the comfy chair afforded patients a visual connection to the larger world. And central among all the accoutrements, an adjustable bed. On that bed, a man lay on his back. He was hooked up to the machines, bedcovers up to his chest, arms resting at his sides, his eyes closed.

From outside the room, Hardy ever so gently rapped a knuckle on the heavy wooden door before easing it open and snaking into the room. He spied his still boss before his eyes fell upon a bleach-blonde woman sitting in a straight-back chair on Jameson’s right, the big bay window on the far side of the room, on Jameson’s left.

Shedding a lazy smile, the woman uncrossed her legs and rose to her five-eight height. Black, block-heeled, ankle-strapped pumps added another two inches to her stature. Her long hair in a high ponytail, she wore skin-tight blue jeans and a tight-fitting black sweater that accentuated full breasts.

Meeting her halfway, Hardy observed puffy, hazel-green eyes shrouded by redness.

The two embraced.

Feeling her trembling, he stiffened his spine and held her tighter.

“I just got him back.” She sniffled. “I can’t lose—” her voice cracked, “lose—” she buried her nose into his shoulder, her upper body convulsing.

Hardy patted her lower back. “I know, Dahlia. I know. But you know your dad, though.” He kissed her left cheek then released her, letting his arms fall to his sides. “He’s—”

She stayed in the clinch, not wanting him to see her like this.

Hardy resumed the embrace. “He’s strong. He’s going to pull through.”

Another minute passed before the thirty-three-year-old assassin backed away, drying her eyes with her palms. She sniffled every few seconds. “Look at me. I’m a babbling mess.”

Hardy sidestepped left and snagged a tissue from a cube-like box.

Still unable to make eye contact, she took the offering, wiped her nose, then gently swatted him in the stomach. “What took you so long to get here?”

“I’m sorry. I’d have been here sooner, but we were delayed at the airport in Stockholm. And then when we landed, Cruz and I were whisked away to the office.”

“I understand all that, but,” fiddling with the tissue, “it’s just that,” she regarded him, “it’s just that you’re—we’re,” she wavered, “I’ve come to,” another awkward moment, “you know?”

Hardy smiled at the tough woman, who had a tough time telling others how she felt. We’ve come a long way since pointing guns at each other in that warehouse. “Yes. I know what you mean.” He brought her in for a half hug, coiling his left arm around her back and clutching her left shoulder. “And you know I’ll always have your back, Dahl. Always.” He planted a quick kiss on the crown of her head. “So, how’s he doing?”

Staying in his arms, Dahlia pivoted left to see her father. “He’s under sedation right now.” She ran the tissue across her nose. “The doctors did it to give his brain a chance to rest and heal.”

“Did he hit his head in the accident?”

She nodded. “His SUV was broadsided, whipping his head left then right. The right side of his head impacted the door window.”

“What about the airbags?”

“They never deployed.”

Hardy scowled at Jameson. What!?

“Investigators are pouring over the crash site and digging into the SUVs onboard computers, looking for answers.”

He scratched his chin. Those are new Chevys. Why didn’t the airbags deploy? A moment later, he shook his head, “Okay,” before plopping his right hand onto his right hip. “So, how bad is the head injury?”

“I was told it’s mild. He was conscious when he arrived at the hospital. But he wasn’t responding all that well to questions. After a few tests, they decided the best course of action was the sedation. Their plan is to bring him out of it within twenty-four hours and see if he’s improving.”

“How far under is he?”

“Moderate to deep sedation, borderline needing a ventilator.” Her words striking a chord deep inside her, Dahlia lowered her head and covered her mouth and nose with the tissue. “What if he doesn’t get better, Hardy? Or worse, what if he—” unable to suppress the emotion, she gave in.

Hardy brought his right arm across his body to enfold her quivering shoulders.

Minutes later, the two separated. A few beats after that, a knock came from behind them, and they turned to see a slim-figured, five-six woman entering the room.

Glimpsing the newcomer’s shoulder-length dark hair, tinged red; dark and large eyes beneath dark eyebrows; eyeglasses with red plastic frames resting on her slender, short nose, Hardy offered a quick smile. “Hey, Cherry.”

Dahlia turned away from the other woman, snatched two more tissues, and quickly dried her eyes and cheeks, composing herself as best she could.

“Hey, Hardy. Good to see you.” Charity Sinclair gave him a hug then eyed Jameson.

The trio stood shoulder to shoulder, Charity in the middle and on Dahlia’s right. Everyone regarded the patient, each person lost in personal memories.

Charity reached out to lay her left hand on Dahlia’s nearest shoulder blade. “How are you doing?”

Her fingers clutching crumpled tissues, Dahlia folded her forearms across her belly and nodded. “Just waiting...like we all are.”

Two minutes passed.

Charity patted Dahlia’s shoulder then got Hardy’s attention. “Can I,” her voice a whisper, she tipped her head toward the door, “talk to you outside?”

She was trying to mask it, but Hardy could see the woman was eager to tell him something. “Sure.”
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