







“Statistically speaking, this is kind of alarming,” Marshall said. “Two dead women, each of whom happens to share a name with one of your past aliases, both turning up dead in the past few weeks? I don’t like the sound of this.”

Tell me about it, Sydney thought. A disturbing picture was definitely forming. “What’s the next name on the list?”

Marshall worked through the list with dismaying ease. Less than an hour later, an unmistakable pattern had emerged:

Molly Zerdin, thirty-one. Found hanging from a lamppost on the Venice boardwalk. Sydney had posed as a Molly Zerdin six years before, on assignment in Oxford, England.

Christina Auriti, thirty. Found stuffed into a trash bin on Rodeo Drive. Not to be confused with Christina Auriti of Auriti Antiquities, Sydney’s cover in Mexico City during the Rambaldi clock affair.

Four women dead, Sydney counted. In less than a month. She felt sick to her stomach. There was no way to deny the awful truth.

Someone is killing my namesakes.
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Intelligence Briefing



To: Authorized Personnel Only

From: Archives (Classified)

Re: Mission Chronology

 

Note: The events described in this dossier take place shortly before APO Mission 4.20, code-named “The Descent.”









Prologue

LA BREA TAR PITS
LOS ANGELES




A family of prehistoric mammoths posed around the edges of the bubbling tar pit. The life-size replicas drew wide-eyed stares from the throng of fourth graders visiting the site. Digital cameras whirred busily as the children chattered among themselves. A sunny blue sky provided ideal weather for their field trip.

“Welcome to Rancho La Brea,” Dan Tillworth said, greeting the students and their hassled teacher. The volunteer tour guide raised his voice to be heard over the babble of childish voices, not to mention the traffic on nearby Wilshire Boulevard. “Thanks for showing up here so bright and early this morning. Are you ready to learn about the pits?”

A chorus of enthusiastic voices answered in the affirmative.

“Great!” Dan said sincerely. He was anxious to get the tour started. The fourth graders from Buena Vista Elementary were the first group tour of the morning, but they were hardly the only field trip expected that day. He had a long shift ahead of him. “Let’s get going!”

Ferns surrounded what looked like a large, greasy pond in the southeast corner of Hancock Park. Bubbles broke the oily surface of the pool as pockets of methane and hydrogen sulfide accompanied the gummy black asphalt seeping up from beneath the water. A smell like rotten eggs made the children wrinkle their noses. “Whoa, that stinks!” one of the kids exclaimed.

Dan led the group over to the wire fence guarding the perimeter of the pit. With his back to the bubbling ooze, he launched into his spiel. “The La Brea Tar Pits are one of the world’s most famous repositories of prehistoric fossils. During the last ice age roughly ten thousand to forty thousand years ago, mammoths, saber-tooth tigers, and other now-extinct animals and plants were trapped in the sticky asphalt and preserved forever. Even today many small birds and insects are snared in the tar every year.”

“Like that lady?” one kid asked.

Lady? Dan glanced over at the child, who was pressing his face against the wire fence. A horrified gasp escaped the guide’s lips as he spotted what the boy was looking at.

Lying along the shore of the pond, half-submerged beneath the muck, was the body of a young woman, obviously quite deceased. Glassy eyes stared blankly back at Dan and the kids. Gooey pitch was smeared over the corpse’s face and upper body. Streaks of asphalt clung to the woman’s pink velour jogging suit. Although the woman’s features were obscured by the goo, she looked to have been in her mid-thirties. Dan didn’t think he had ever seen her before.

“Oh my God…”

The other children rushed forward to see, even as their teacher struggled to herd them away from the grisly sight. A few of the more sensitive kids started crying. The teacher’s face looked just as pale as Dan imagined his own countenance must be. A little boy vomited onto the walkway. Dan knew exactly how he felt.

“That’s it!” he blurted out. “The tour is over!”

 

According to the report the police filed, the woman’s driver’s license identified her as Christiana Stephens.

The name meant nothing to Dan.








Chapter 1



EDGEWOOD GARDENS, PENNSYLVANIA
ONE MONTH EARLIER

Originally the private arboretum of a wealthy nineteenth-century philanthropist, Edgewood Gardens was now open to the general public. More than one thousand acres of sprawling gardens, woodlands, and meadows attracted scores of nature-loving tourists from all over the world who ambled along Edgewood’s shady walkways as they took in the intoxicating sights and scents of the gardens’ lavish horticultural displays. A gentle breeze wafted through the warm April air. Birds chirped in the treetops. A squirrel ran up the trunk of a leafy oak tree.

There are worse places to be on assignment, Sydney Bristow thought. She breathed in the rich floral aroma of the native azaleas. Daffodils, magnolias, and purple hyacinths blossomed in a gentle hollow alongside the path. An elegant glass conservatory rose in the distance. This beats an industrial park in Siberia any day.

The undercover agent strolled down a paved walkway, seemingly intent on enjoying the sylvan serenity all around her. She was dressed casually, in a tank top, shorts, and stylish sneakers. A baseball cap protected her face from the glare from the abundant sunshine and helped conceal her features. A pair of tinted sunglasses added to her disguise. An innocuous-looking brown handbag was strapped over her shoulder, and her oversize star-shaped silver stud earrings glinted in the sunlight. A light brown ponytail bounced against the back of her neck.

Her relaxed body language was deceptive. Behind her shades, Sydney’s eyes were focused on a short, middle-aged Asian woman walking several feet in front of her. Dr. Yvonne Wong had made an effort to hide her own identity, sporting a wide-brimmed hat and dark glasses, but it was to no avail; Sydney had been trailing Wong ever since the CIA-employed chemist had first set foot in the gardens.

According to Hayden Chase, director of the Central Intelligence Agency, the CIA had reason to believe that Wong was being blackmailed to supply classified tech secrets to an unknown party. Worried that Wong might have accomplices within the agency, and anxious to keep knowledge of the possible security leak under wraps, Chase had tasked APO to quietly look into the matter. Since APO didn’t officially exist, the top-secret black-ops unit was ideal for this sort of clandestine investigation…which is why Sydney found herself shadowing Wong on this warm and sunny afternoon.

Certainly, the scientist in question was acting guilty as hell. Unlike Sydney, she kept glancing around nervously, as though afraid of being recognized, and she walked hurriedly down the path, paying little or no attention to the brightly blooming flowers along the way. You can tell she’s no field agent, Sydney thought. The other woman looked like she was going to jump out of her skin at any moment. I couldn’t behave that suspiciously if I tried.

Sydney wondered what the blackmailer had on Wong. So far, APO’s preliminary research hadn’t turned up any of the usual smoking guns: financial problems, drug habits, gambling debts, illicit love affairs, et cetera. Wong’s background was squeaky clean, with no indication that she was any sort of double agent or mole. She had no husband to cheat on, no children to threaten or hold hostage. As of this morning, her parents were still living peacefully in a retirement home outside Baltimore. Her personal politics were boringly middle of the road; she hadn’t even voted in the last election. Ideology was not a factor; the most subversive organization she belonged to was the American Chemical Society.

With any luck, we should have the answer soon, Sydney mused. Prior surveillance indicated that Wong was on her way to rendezvous with her blackmailer. Ideally, Sydney and her fellow agents hoped to catch both Wong and the unknown extortionist in the act. Hayden Chase and APO were determined to find out who had turned Wong in the first place—and what they wanted with the stolen technology. That’s the big fish, Sydney reminded herself. Wong is just the bait.

Wong glanced back over her shoulder, and Sydney pretended to be captivated by a bed of pink and white lilacs. Sydney lingered by the flowers, letting a family of Belgian tourists come between her and the other woman. She wasn’t worried about letting Wong get a little farther ahead of her. If their intel was correct, she knew exactly where the nervous chemist was heading.

Hurry up, Yvonne, she silently urged Wong. You don’t want to keep your blackmailer waiting.

The scientist’s gaze moved past Sydney without stopping. Even though both women had worked for the CIA at various points in their careers, they had never met before, so Sydney was not surprised that Wong did not recognize her. Plus, Sydney was based out of Los Angeles, while Wong worked at Langley. These days, of course, Sydney was even more anonymous. Only Chase and a few others knew she was still on the Agency’s payroll.

Apparently satisfied that no one was following her, Wong continued down the path toward the center of the gardens. Sydney waited a couple of seconds, then strolled after her target at a leisurely pace. Within minutes they approached an open courtyard dominated by an elegant marble fountain. White water erupted into the air before cascading down into a tiled stone basin. Beyond the fountain was a hedge maze composed of closely packed yews. Evergreen walls that stood more than seven feet high guarded the shadowy entrance to the maze.

Almost there, Sydney thought. “Phoenix to Outrigger,” she whispered into a concealed miniature communicator. “We’re heading your way.”

“Copy that, Phoenix,” a familiar voice replied in her ear. She recognized the deep bass tones of her partner, Marcus Dixon. “I have the target in sight.”

Sydney spotted Dixon on the opposite side of the courtyard, a distinguished-looking black man, some nineteen years older than she, disguised as one of Edgewood’s small army of gardeners. He watered the outer walls of the maze with a garden hose while covertly monitoring the situation. Dixon and Sydney had gone through a lot together; she knew she could count on him to watch her back, no matter what.

“Any sign of Wong’s contact?” she asked him.

“Negative.” Dixon kept his gaze fixed on the thirsty hedges. “If the blackmailer is here, he’s not making himself known yet.”

Too bad, Sydney thought. Spray from the fountain blew against her face as she surveyed the scene. The warm weather had brought out a good-size crowd; dozens of visitors passed through the courtyard as they explored the gardens. A preppy couple walked hand in hand. An overweight retiree cruised along in an electric scooter. Smiling parents pushed a stroller. Wong could be here to meet any one of them.

Carved stone benches offered relief to weary feet, but Wong was too keyed up to take advantage of them. Instead, she paced restlessly in front of the maze, peering frequently at her wristwatch. Like Sydney, she searched the faces of the crowd, but in a far more obvious fashion. A four-year-old would have known that Wong was waiting for someone. For the CIA’s sake, Sydney hoped that Wong was a better scientist than she was a spy. Even Marshall looked cooler in the field.

Wong checked her watch again. Sydney began to worry that the petite chemist had been stood up. Had Wong’s agitated manner scared off her blackmailer? She wondered how long the jittery scientist would wait for her rendezvous. Wong looked ready to bolt at any moment.

Hang on, Yvonne, Sydney thought. There was no point in nabbing Wong alone. Even if they caught her with classified material on her person, that wouldn’t bring them any closer to the mastermind behind the blackmail plot. If necessary, Sydney was willing to wait all day to find out who was in the market for stolen CIA tech secrets. But could Wong’s nerves hold out that long?

“You think we’ve been made?” she asked Dixon. Faking a yawn, she placed a hand over her mouth to conceal her moving lips. “What if someone spotted me following her?”

“Unlikely,” he answered. “You’re too good for that.”

Sydney appreciated the vote of confidence, but it didn’t make waiting any easier. Minutes dragged on interminably as she wandered idly about the courtyard. Then, just when she was convinced that the blackmailer was going to be a no-show, a well-groomed couple emerged from the hedge maze and approached Wong. Sydney’s heart sped up. This could be it!

Making a point not to look directly at the encounter, she fished a compact camera from her handbag and feigned an interest in the fountain. In fact, the camera had been ingeniously designed (by Marshall Flinkman, op-tech inventor extraordinaire) to observe subjects at a right angle to the direction in which it appeared to be pointed. Thus, Sydney was able to zoom in on the new arrivals as she seemed to be focusing on the fountain. She clicked away, capturing the strangers’ faces for future reference. A built-in parabolic microphone allowed her to eavesdrop on the encounter from several feet away.

“Excuse me,” one of the newcomers said, addressing Wong. He was a stocky man wearing a neatly pressed white suit. Sydney thought his creepy features looked vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t place him right away. His eyes were a freakish yellow hue and he had slicked-back black hair that had gone gray at the temples. Bushy black eyebrows met above his puglike nose, and a thick handlebar mustache drooped past both sides of his mouth, framing a lantern jaw. His voice held a distinct German accent. “Do you know if the lilies are in bloom?”

“Only the v-violet ones,” Wong stammered nervously. “In the conservatory.”

The German nodded approvingly; obviously, Wong had provided the correct response. His companion, a statuesque blonde, stood silently at his side, holding on to his hand. Her flaxen tresses, which were piled up in a bun, crowned her smooth white brow, and a cotton halter top and tight white slacks showed off an Amazonian physique worthy of a female bodybuilder. Her striking blue eyes coolly scanned the courtyard while her exquisite cheekbones looked like they could cut through glass. A bulge beneath one of her polished leather boots hinted at the presence of a concealed weapon.

The German’s bodyguard? Sydney speculated. She took note of the couple’s clasped hands. Or perhaps something more?

“A pleasure to meet you, Dr. Wong,” the man said. Now that the scientist had given the proper response, the German was ready to do business. “Forgive the delay. My colleague and I had to make certain that you had truly come alone, as instructed.”

Sydney was glad to hear that she and Dixon had apparently escaped the couple’s surveillance. Let’s hear it for that expert SD-6 training.

“I did everything you asked, I promise!” Wong insisted. The parabolic microphone picked up the nervous tremor in her voice. “I just want this whole nightmare to be over with.”

“First things first,” the German said. “Do you have the formula?”

Formula for what? Sydney wondered. The exact nature of the information sought by the blackmailer remained unclear. Regardless, she had no intention of letting the German or his imposing colleague exit the gardens with their prize.

“Yes,” Wong answered. She looked around furtively before retrieving a computer disk from her purse. The German reached for the disk, but Wong hesitated before letting go of it. Guilt was written all over the woman’s face. “I can’t believe I’m doing this….”

“Then perhaps you should not have fled the scene of that accident,” the German accused her. His suave voice held little sympathy as he snatched the disk from her fingers. “I must say, the phrase ‘hit-and-run’ sounds particularly ugly in English.”

“It wasn’t my fault!” Wong blurted out. “That boy came out of nowhere! I tried to stop the car, but it all happened so quickly!” She wrung her hands, barely able to contain herself. “Please, you can’t show anyone those photos!”

So that’s what the blackmailer has on Wong, Sydney realized. She couldn’t help wondering whether the German or his associates had staged the accident in the first place, to set up Wong in a compromised position. Probably, she decided. Lord knows enemy agents have gone to even more elaborate lengths to get hold of classified information.

The German tucked the disk into the inside of his jacket. “Once we have verified that the formula is genuine, the incriminating footage will be destroyed. In the meantime, our business here is concluded. Thank you for your cooperation, doctor.”

That’s my cue, Sydney thought. Putting away her camera, she began to close in on Wong and the nameless couple. Still watering the hedges, Dixon inched toward the trio as well. Sydney scowled as she contemplated the swarms of innocent bystanders populating the area. Apprehending Wong and the others was going to be tricky; the last thing she wanted was for civilians to be caught in a crossfire.

Her gaze darted to the suspicious bulge in the Amazon’s boot. “The blonde appears to be armed,” she warned Dixon via the comms. “I’m going to take her out first.”

“Copy that, Phoenix. Good luck.”

Sydney crossed the courtyard toward her targets, pretending she was heading for the hedge maze. Soon she was close enough to hear Wong without the aid of a microphone.

“Wait!” the distraught chemist exclaimed, grabbing on to the German’s arm. “How do I know you’ll destroy the film? Why should I trust you?”

“You have no choice,” the blackmailer hissed under his breath. The blonde glared menacingly at Wong, who flinched in response. The man yanked his arm free. “Now control yourself, doctor. And please lower your voice!”

Concerned about being overheard, he looked about—and spotted Sydney approaching them. His brow furrowed and he peered more closely at Sydney’s face. Uh-oh, she thought, as the German’s eerie gold eyes lit up in recognition. I’ve been made. But how?

She had no idea how the German had recognized her, and no time now to figure it out. “Wir sind nicht allein!” he barked at his companion. We are not alone. He pointed at Sydney. “CIA!”

Letting go of the man’s hand, the blonde instantly assumed a defensive posture between Sydney and the German. Heedless of the crowd around her, she dropped to one knee and drew a Glock automatic pistol from her boot. The sight of the weapon provoked shocked gasps and screams from startled civilians. “Go!” the blonde urged the German as she jumped back to her feet. An American accent hinted at Midwestern origins. “I’ll take care of this bitch!”

You can try, Sydney thought. She plucked her earring from her right lobe and hurled it like the razor-edged throwing star it actually was. The spinning shurikenstruck the blonde in the wrist before she could fire her weapon. She yelped in pain as the Glock flew from her fingers and clattered onto the pavement several feet away.

Pandemonium erupted in the plaza as the situation rapidly spiraled out of control. Panicked tourists fled the scene, shouting in alarm. Sydney had to jump backward to avoid being run over by an old man on a scooter, while a running teenager accidentally kicked the fallen pistol under some bushes. Her face pale, Yvonne Wong joined the frantic exodus, hurrying away from the meeting place. The German darted into the entrance of the hedge maze, only to hesitate and look back at his blond accomplice. “Kimber?” he called out, clearly reluctant to leave her behind. “Eile! Kommen Sie mit mir!”

“Just keep going!” she insisted. Biting down on her lip, she yanked the silver star from her wrist and hurled it back at Sydney with her other hand. Blood streamed from the gash, but the lack of crimson spray suggested that the throwing star had missed any arteries. The blonde glared murderously at Sydney, who ducked her head to avoid being tagged by the returning shuriken. The spinning star whistled past her ear before coming to rest in the trunk of a cherry tree. Sydney was grateful that no innocent bystanders had been in its path.

Clutching her wounded wrist, the blonde turned and followed the German into the maze.

Sydney drew her own gun from her handbag. The loaded Beretta fit her grip perfectly. “You take Wong!” she shouted at Dixon. “I’m going after the other two!”

“Understood!” Dixon replied. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him turn his hose on the fleeing chemist. A high-pressure stream of water slammed into Wong, knocking her off her feet. Dixon clutched the grip of the spray nozzle as he rushed toward the downed scientist. Sydney didn’t anticipate that her partner would have any trouble subduing Wong.

That’s one down, she thought grimly.

She guessed that the other two would not be so easily dealt with. Shedding her handbag, she cautiously entered the maze, only to be confronted with an immediate choice between two hedge-lined passageways. She mentally kicked herself for not familiarizing herself with the layout of the maze while prepping for this operation. Did the German and his Kimber already know the fastest route through the maze?

Probably, she figured. After all, they chose this site for the meeting.

She furrowed her brow in frustration. Which way to go? She couldn’t afford to waste time exploring the maze, not while the unidentified German was still in possession of that computer disk. It was vital that she recover the formula, whatever that might happen to be. The bad guys had gone to too much trouble to get their hands on it for it to be anything less than a matter of national security.

But how she was supposed to track them through the maze of flora?

She looked quickly for any telltale bloodstains, but the blonde had not left a gory trail behind. She must have stanched the bleeding somehow, Sydney guessed. Another thought occurred to her, and she spoke urgently into her communicator. “Phoenix to Merlin, I need a hand here.”

“Copy that, Phoenix,” Marshall Flinkman replied from APO headquarters, more than three thousand miles away. She visualized the diminutive op-tech specialist seated in front of his computer screens back at the office. “What’s the scoop?”

Sydney got right to the point. “I need you to talk me through the hedge maze here at Edgewood Gardens. Can you call up a diagram or aerial photos or something? I need a guide ASAP.”

Her foot tapped impatiently against the gravel pathway. Every minute she waited, the greater the odds were that the German and Kimber would escape with the formula.

“No problemo,” Marshall assured her. “Just give me a second here.” She heard him tapping away at a keyboard in the background. “Okay, got it! I found some old satellite surveillance photos. You’re at the start of the maze, right?”

Sydney was impressed—but not too surprised—by how quickly Marshall had located the necessary information. His APO call sign was well chosen; when he had to, Merlin could work magic with computers. “Roger that. Which way?”

“Left,” he began. “Then take a sharp right at the next turn.”

That was all she needed to hear. Sydney started running down the left-hand corridor before Marshall even finished his sentence. She held her Beretta in front of her as she sprinted through the narrow passageways, rounding the corners as swiftly as safety allowed. Despite the need for haste, she remained on guard, all too aware that Kimber or the German could be waiting to ambush her around every turn. She tried to peer through the verdant greenery, but the dense hedge walls were too thick to see through.

Like an angel on her shoulder, Marshall guided her through the maze, feeding her directions at every intersection. Sydney was grateful for his assistance; she could see how easily one could get lost amid all the bewildering twists and turns. Once, she thought she heard muffled footsteps pounding deeper within the maze, and she longed for a machete so she could hack a straight path through the brush.

Even with Marshall’s help, this was taking too long.

Scooting around another corner, she came upon a motionless figure lying prone upon the gravel in front of her. “Hang on, Marshall!” she blurted out as she skidded to a halt in front of the body. Grass-stained yellow coveralls identified the casualty as one of Edgewood’s gardeners. She dropped to the man’s side and hastily checked his pulse. To her relief, he was only unconscious, not dead. She felt a swollen bump at the back of the gardener’s head. The German’s handiwork, or Kimber’s?

Sydney remembered the blonde’s bulging biceps and guessed the latter.

She quickly scoped out the scene. Freshly trimmed branches suggested that the man had been pruning the hedges when attacked by the fugitives. Sydney noted that the gardener’s shears were missing.

That’s not good, she realized.

“Phoenix?” Anxiety raised Marshall’s voice a couple of octaves. “Everything okay over there? You still reading me?”

“I’m fine, Merlin.” Satisfied that the waylaid gardener was not in need of immediate medical attention, she rose to her feet and turned her focus back to the chase. I’ll have to make sure someone calls a doctor after all this is over, she thought; she hated to leave the poor guy behind, but countless lives could be at stake if the mysterious formula fell into the wrong hands. “Which way now?”

“Er, two rights and a left,” Marshall told her. “You’re nearing the end of the maze, by the way. There’s an enclosed garden with an exit on the other side.”

“Glad to hear it,” she said, sprinting away from the downed gardener. Then again, she realized, if Kimber wants to ambush me, she’s going to have to do it soon. “Merlin, you mentioned satellite photos before. Any chance you can divert a spy satellite to give you a real-time view from above?”

“Already on it, Phoenix.” The sound of rapid-fire tapping came over the comm-link. “Eureka! Big Brother is watching you even as we speak.”

Sydney offered a silent prayer of thanks for the clear blue sky above her. Heavy clouds or fog would have interfered with Marshall’s ability to scan the maze ahead of her. “Any unpleasant surprises coming up?”

“Let me see,” he murmured. Marshall had a tendency to ramble sometimes, but not when her life or a mission was at stake. “Ohmigod, there’s someone waiting just around the next corner…and, boy, is she hot!”

Bingo, Sydney thought. She slowed to a trot as she neared the next turn. Her finger tensed on the trigger of her gun, but she was reluctant to fire blindly through the hedge wall. What if she missed Kimber and shot an innocent civilian instead? The neatly trimmed yews weren’t exactly bulletproof. Besides, she couldn’t risk killing the blonde before they had a chance to interrogate her—especially if the German evaded capture. We’ll have to do this the hard way.

She waited until she was at the very end of the corridor, facing another two-way intersection, then crouched down and somersaulted around the corner. The stolen garden shears jabbed at the air above her, right where her throat should have been, as Kimber lunged forward with an angry grunt. Sydney tumbled past her, than sprang to her feet a few yards beyond the murderous blonde.

“Damn it!” Kimber swore. Momentum carried her forward, almost toppling her onto her face, but she regained her balance and spun around to confront Sydney, shears in hand. A silk handkerchief was wrapped tightly around her injured wrist. Anger flashed in her eyes and rage contorted her exquisite features. “CIA slut! I’ll cut you to pieces!”

“Freeze!” Sydney shouted back, drawing a bead on Kimber with her Beretta. Glancing around quickly, she found herself in a topiary garden right outside the maze. High yew walls enclosed the garden, which held a collection of bristling green bushes sculpted into whimsical shapes. Evergreen hippos and lions cavorted in place, along with large geometric cones and pyramids. “Don’t move a muscle!”

Her Beretta gave her the upper hand, but what about the German? As far as Sydney knew, he still had the disk with the formula on it, which made him her primary target. The blonde was just a homicidal distraction. Can I restrain her before her partner gets away for good?

“Phoenix to Outrigger,” she began, hoping Dixon was available to head off the German. Both her gaze and her gunsight remained fixed on Kimber. “Male target remains at large. Immediate interception required. Merlin, can you pinpoint his location?”

Before either of her fellow agents could respond, a harsh voice seized her attention.

“Sydney Bristow!”

Hearing her real name sent a jolt through her system. Looking away from Kimber, she turned to the right and saw the German step out from behind a life-size topiary hippopotamus. A blue-steel revolver glinted in his hand. “Let her go, American whore!”

Despite his warning, he didn’t give her a chance to comply with his demand. A shot rang out, and Sydney felt a bullet whiz by her head, missing her by inches. She fired back at the German, who ducked behind the evergreen hippo for cover. He shot at her through the bush, forcing Sydney to seek shelter behind a large green cone the size of a tepee. The German’s bullets tore through the dubious protection of the shrub. Shredded branches and pine needles pelted Sydney’s face.

Kimber saw her opportunity. Holding the pointed shears above her head, she charged at Sydney from the right. The flaxen-haired Amazon had at least two inches and maybe twenty pounds on her opponent, but Sydney’s reflexes were faster. She heard Kimber coming, even over the sharp report of the gunshots, and let her Krav Maga training take over. At the last minute, just as the blonde was bearing down on her, she jumped backward, out of the way of the strike, and thrust her right leg out in front of the other woman’s legs.

Kimber went flying. A grunt of pain escaped her lips as she slammed face-first onto the grassy floor of the garden, just beyond the perimeter of the cone-shaped bush. Sydney watched her land and braced herself for the blonde’s counterattack. Chances were, Sydney had just made her angrier.

“Phoenix?” Dixon’s voice, filled with alarm, came over her comm-link. “I hear gunshots. Please report!”

“I’m still in one piece, Outrigger. So far.”

“Understood,” he replied tersely. “I’m on my way!”

To Sydney’s surprise, Kimber did not spring up again. A gurgling noise issued from the woman’s throat as she rolled weakly onto her back. The blades of the shears were lodged deeply between her breasts, and Sydney realized that Kimber must have fallen onto the point of the weapon. Kimber’s trembling fingers groped at the shears, but she lacked the strength to extract the blades from her chest. It would have been a wasted effort anyway. Sydney knew a mortal injury when she saw one.

So did the German. “Kimber!” he cried out in anguish, his head briefly visible above the topiary animal. He stared in horror at his dying companion. “Liebling!”

“Make them pay!” she called back to her lover. Bright arterial blood trickled from the corner of her mouth. Her tanned face drained of color. “Make them all pay….”

Her body spasmed once, then went limp and still.

Sydney wasted no time mourning the death of the woman who had just tried to kill her. As far as she was concerned, the blonde had brought her gruesome demise upon herself. Karma’s a bitch.

The German felt otherwise. “You killed her, Sydney!” He glared at her with hate-filled eyes before ducking back behind the cover of the hippo-shaped hedge. “You killed my Kimber!”

Another blast from his pistol tore through Sydney’s own topiary, forcing her to crouch down behind the shrub in hopes of presenting a smaller target. That was a close one, she thought. She fired back at him, but couldn’t tell if she hit him or not. Hidden behind their respective bushes, they were both shooting blindly at each other. The German had the advantage, though, in that he wasn’t worried about a stray shot hitting someone outside the garden. If only the hedge walls provided more protection.

At least I’ve got him pinned down for the moment, Sydney thought. “Merlin, I can’t get a visual on the male target. Can you assist?”

“I’m trying, S—Phoenix!” Marshall stammered. His near slip indicated that he knew just how precarious her position was. “But he keeps shifting position behind that big shrub. He won’t stay still!”

Sydney exhaled, frustrated. By the time Marshall told her where to aim, the German would have moved again.

A bullet whizzed past her shoulder in a explosion of pine needles. She realized that it was only a matter of time before one of the German’s wild shots struck home; the only question was whether Dixon would reach the scene first. “Outrigger, the female target is down, but I am under fire from the male. Please respond!”

“Hang on, Phoenix!” He was breathing hard, as though running at top speed. Sydney heard his shoes pound rapidly against the pavement. She guessed that he was trying to approach the German from the other end of the garden. “I’m coming around the outside of the maze now.”

Make it quick, Sydney thought. She fired a warning shot high above the walls of the garden. “Give it up!” she shouted at the German. “My people are closing in. Don’t force us to kill you.”

“Like you killed Kimber?” A blast of red-hot lead chipped away at the topiary cone, less than six inches away from her face. The German’s voice was hoarse with emotion. “I only wish I had time to make you suffer before you die, Sydney!”

How the hell does he know my name? she wondered. That question was almost as scary as his flying bullets. Multiple aliases guarded her true identity, and for good reason. Have we clashed before?

Footsteps sounded by the rear entrance to the garden. Sydney peered cautiously around the conical bush, hoping to see her fellow agent arrive to provide some much-needed reinforcement. Between the two of them, they should be able to force the German out from behind the cover of the hippo topiary, and perhaps even induce him to surrender. One way or another, they needed to get that illicit computer disk back.

“Outrigger? Is that you?”

To her horror, a smiling, twentysomething couple entered the topiary garden, seemingly oblivious to the gunshots echoing across the enclosed arboretum. Sydney started to call out a warning, then saw the man signing enthusiastically to the woman. Oh, God, Syd realized, aghast. They’re deaf!

Unaware that they were walking into a gunfight, the pair strolled blithely across the garden. Then the woman spotted Kimber’s body lying on the manicured lawn, with a pair of bloody shears jutting from her chest. The female tourist’s mouth opened in a silent scream and she pointed frantically at the corpse. Her companion’s eyes widened in shock. He stepped between the woman and the body, trying to shield her from the sight. Sydney prayed that they would run like mad from the scene, but instead they seemed frozen in place.

Get out of here! she thought desperately. It’s not safe!

They never had a chance. The German’s gun blared, and the deaf man stiffened as a bullet slammed into his back. He reached out for the woman, only to topple to the ground. Blood spurted from an exit wound between his ribs. An incoherent moan broke the silence. His horrified companion looked like she couldn’t believe what had just taken place before her eyes.

“Paging Nurse Bristow!” the German taunted Sydney. “Your patient requires immediate assistance!”

Bastard! Sydney thought. She realized that the German had shot the innocent man on purpose to keep her occupied while he made a break for it. He had her number, though; there was no way she could let the injured man bleed to death right in front of her. Bolting from behind the conical hedge, she rushed to the victim’s side. The deaf woman was already there, sobbing hysterically, as she tried in vain to hold back the blood gushing from his wound. Sydney glimpsed a wedding ring beneath the gore on the woman’s hands.

“Merlin, I have a civilian down! Call 911 right away!”

The distraught wife looked up at Sydney. Her tearful eyes implored her, until they spotted the Beretta in Sydney’s grip. Sydney quickly laid the gun aside and shook her head. She signed hastily to the woman, insisting she only wanted to help. “It will be all right,” she said aloud, more for her own benefit than the other woman’s. Her concerned expression got the message across. “Help is on the way.”

Footsteps pounded on the grass. Sydney glanced away from the victim long enough to see the German dash back into the maze. She half-expected him to take one last shot at her with his pistol, but he must have taken her warning about reinforcements seriously. Escape had taken priority over revenge. “Until next time, Agent Bristow!” he hollered back at her as he disappeared into the twisting labyrinth. “Give my regards to Arvin Sloane!”

Sloane? He knows Sloane, too?

Frustration churned within Sydney. However, she had no choice but to let the German get away…for now. Giving the bleeding tourist her full attention, she tore open the man’s shirt to get a better look at his injuries. A pink froth bubbled up from the wound, indicating that the bullet had nicked one of the man’s lungs. She had to admire the German’s precision. The wound was life-threatening, but not instantly fatal: just the thing to keep her by the man’s side while the nameless blackmailer escaped. A puddle of blood spread out beneath the victim’s body. His face took on a grayish tint as he gasped for breath.

“Phoenix?” Dixon came charging into the garden from the opposite direction. He was too well trained to use her real name in public, even under such dire circumstances. His dark eyes scanned the site as he held up his gun with both hands. The topiary displays blocked his view. “What is your position?”

“Over here!” Sydney called out.

Dixon rushed to where she was kneeling. He dropped beside the victim, next to the man’s wife. “Good Lord,” he said softly at the sight of so much innocent blood. He glanced around warily for any potential threats. “The shooter?”

“Gone,” Sydney said grimly.

Dixon nodded. He didn’t question Sydney’s decision to see to the injured civilian instead of pursuing the German. She knew he would have done the same in her situation. The bleeding man looked like he was on the brink of death. “What do we have here?”

“A sucking chest wound, plus an entry wound in the back. I could use some help.” Sydney reached beneath the man, cautiously checking to make sure his spine was intact. Thankfully, the bullet seemed to have missed his vertebrae. “We need to turn him onto his side.”

“Let’s do it.” He gently eased the man’s wife aside, while Sydney applied pressure to the exit wound. Air whistled through her clasped fingers. Dixon placed his hands underneath the man. “On my count. One, two…three!”

In a smooth motion Dixon lifted the wounded man onto his side. To Sydney’s relief, the victim’s ragged breathing grew steadier now that his good lung had been elevated. Blood soaked through the knees of Dixon’s yellow overalls as he applied pressure to the entry wound in the man’s back.

That’s better, Sydney thought. The poor guy was still in bad shape, but at least they had halted the massive hemorrhaging for the time being. Now all they had to do was keep him alive until the EMTs showed up—which ought to be any minute. Sydney thought she heard a helicopter flying toward them.

The victim’s wife looked on anxiously. Her hands and clothes were stained with her husband’s blood. Sydney remembered finding the lifeless body of her fiancé, so many years ago, and felt a stab of intense sympathy for the woman. She wished she could promise that her husband was going to be okay, but there were no guarantees. At least he had a chance. No thanks to that German son of a bitch.

She tried not to think about the missing disk.

FORTY-EIGHT HOURS LATER

Sydney and her fellow agents sat around the pristine white table in the APO briefing room, waiting for an update on the Yvonne Wong affair. Frosted glass walls, with sleek white trim, gave the room a cool, antiseptic feel. You’d never guess that the modern-looking chamber, along with the adjoining hallways and cubicles, was hidden deep beneath the L.A. subway system. Authorized Personnel Only was the code name for the black-ops unit also known as APO, and that term accurately described the men and women currently assembled.

“The deceased female operative has been identified as Kimber Gill,” Arvin Sloane announced from the head of the table. Clad in a dapper gray suit, he presided over the briefing as head of APO. He clicked a remote and photos of the deadly blonde, both pre- and post-mortem, appeared on video screens built into the wall. Sydney recalled the woman’s grisly demise and shuddered. “She was an American-born anarchist, believed to be the chief bodyguard—and mistress—of this man.”

He clicked the remote again. Sydney’s photos of the male blackmailer took over the screens, alongside other surveillance photos taken on previous occasions. Sydney recognized the man’s shaggy features and creepy yellow eyes. Her jaw tightened as she recalled the callous way the German had gunned down an innocent civilian. That his victim was now resting in a hospital, not in a grave, did little to cool the anger simmering inside her. Next time, you’re not getting away from me, she vowed. No matter what.

“Oskar Murnau,” Sloane continued, attaching a name to the object of Syd’s animosity. “Formerly of the East German secret police. After the fall of the Berlin Wall, he entered the private sector as a high-ranking member of the Alliance.” Sloane did not have to remind anyone at the table that he had also been part of the Alliance, a now-defunct criminal organization that had once profited from international arms and intelligence trading. Every agent at APO was all too aware of their leader’s sinister past—and few of them believed that he had truly reformed. “As a member of the Board of Twelve, he had full access to the files of all SD cells…at least, until he was drummed out of the Alliance some time later.”

So that’s how he knew me, Sydney realized. She had spent several years working for Arvin Sloane at SD-6, falsely believing it to be a legitimate arm of the CIA. That she now found herself working for Arvin Sloane once more, this time on the right side of the law, was an irony she lived with every day. Murnau must have seen photos of me in the Alliance’s files. He also must have found out about my role in bringing them down.

“Why was he expelled from the Alliance?” Jack Bristow asked. Sydney’s father sat across the table from her, wearing a conservative black suit. His lean, clean-shaven face maintained a characteristically aloof expression.

“Differing philosophies,” Sloane replied. “Murnau is rabidly anti-American, blaming the U.S. for the collapse of his old regime in East Germany. Ultimately, he proved more interested in outright terrorism than the steady acquisition of wealth and power. Put bluntly, he was a loose cannon—with an insatiable appetite for acts of wanton destruction. In some circles he is known as Der Werwolf, due to his penchant for staging his terrorist attacks only during full moons.”

“Wow. How creepy is that?” Marshall asked rhetorically. The brainy little tech guy peered at the photos of Murnau on display. He fidgeted in his seat, full of nervous energy. “Although, there have been some intriguing studies linking antisocial behavior to the lunar cycle. Who knows? Maybe the full moon exerts some kind of a tidal effect on the human endocrine system….”

“More likely, the moon possesses some deep personal symbolism to Murnau,” Jack stated, cutting off Marshall’s rambling. “It’s possible that we may be able to use this psychological quirk to our advantage.”

Sydney recalled Der Werwolf’s vengeful reaction to his mistress’s death. Just what I need, she thought, another lunatic out for my blood.

“Do we know yet what was on that computer disk Murnau escaped with?” Michael Vaughn asked. Beneath the table her boyfriend gave Sydney’s hand a reassuring squeeze, just to let her know that he wasn’t blaming her for Murnau’s escape.

She glanced at his lean, Gallic face, seeing only professionalism in his cool demeanor. She didn’t mind his bringing up the subject of the disk. It was vital that they find out what sort of data Murnau had extracted from Yvonne Wong.

Sloane’s own expression darkened. “Under interrogation, Dr. Wong has confessed to providing Murnau with the top-secret formula to Black Thorine.”

“You’re kidding!” Eric Weiss blurted out. The portly agent sat on the opposite side of the table, next to Sydney’s half sister, Nadia. “That is serious bad news.”

Tell me about it, Sydney thought. Black Thorine was a chemical explosive of unparalleled power. She and Nadia had recovered a stolen quantity of the substance from a Russian arms dealer only a few months before. A CIA strike team had later destroyed the secret Ukrainian laboratory where the illegal (and undetectable) explosive had been manufactured. I thought we were done with that stuff.

She and Nadia exchanged a worried look. Neither of them had forgotten just how dangerous Black Thorine was. One drop was enough to level an entire city block.

And now Murnau had the formula.

“Does Wong have any idea what Murnau wanted the formula for?” Dixon asked. Sydney could tell that he was also troubled by the prospect of a man like Murnau gaining the ability to manufacture Black Thorine. With two young children to worry about, he had a very personal stake in the war against terror.

Sloane shook his head. “Wong was not privy to Murnau’s ultimate agenda. All she cared about was hiding her own dirty little secret.” Contempt dripped from his voice. “Given Murnau’s anti-American proclivities, we have to assume that he is planning a major terrorist strike against this country, employing Black Thorine as a weapon.” He walked around the table, handing out dossiers to the seated agents. “Finding Murnau has just become our top priority. Trust me, I know this man—he’s a true fanatic.”

Sydney shuddered at the thought of a terrorist mastermind whom Arvin Sloane, of all people, considered a dangerous fanatic….
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