







The man took a few steps into the exhibit hall and paused as if daring the security cameras to pick him up. In fact, he appeared to be seeking out each of the video cameras to make sure they got a good shot.

Sydney sat up straighter as she waited for him to make his approach. She glanced back to Vaughn and noticed his fist sliding in the direction of his holstered gun. It was clear he wanted payback for the sneak attack on the ship. But Sydney knew he wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize the fact-finding mission, and certainly nothing that would put the innocents in the room at risk.

The mystery man surveyed the room, his eyes stopping briefly on Vaughn before continuing. It was unlikely that he’d made Nadia or Marshall, or Weiss out in the hallway, but she assumed the man figured she and Vaughn were not alone. Sydney slid to the side of the bench, allowing room for the man. After a moment he walked over to her and took the space offered.

“Ms. Bristow,” he said warmly as he sat. “Good to see you again.”

Sydney was well practiced at keeping her facial features locked to hide her emotions. But she knew her eyes gave away the surprise at being so easily identified.
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FOR CHRISTINA





Chapter 1



BERN, SWITZERLAND

Sydney Bristow was so focused on the street around her that she barely noticed she was shivering from the cold. The chill winds blowing down from the Alps were an abrupt departure from the Los Angeles version of winter. Even a weekend trip to Big Bear wouldn’t have prepared her for the record-low temperatures the city of Bern was currently experiencing. Though she could mentally ignore the cold, her body couldn’t help but react.

Aside from the occasional car passing by, the street was not very busy. Even the Swiss knew when it was time to stay indoors. And they lived for this kind of weather. Sydney could hear sirens off in the distance, so it wasn’t like the city was abandoned. It only seemed that way.

She wasn’t entirely alone, though. A trio of bundled-up people were a short distance away. Tourists. Probably decided to save some money and see the sights during the off-season. They weren’t about to let a stretch of subfreezing temperatures stop them. Two members of the trio were happily posing in front of the Kindlifresserbrunnen while the third took their picture. Then they exchanged places for different poses with each of their cameras. Sydney figured they’d get a kick out of showing the fountain to their friends back home. The appropriately named “Ogre Fountain” was an odd attraction, to say the least.

The sixteenth-century fountain itself was fairly basic: an octagonal pool at the base, empty during the winter season. It sat on the side of the road rather unceremoniously. Four spigots stretched out of the fountain’s central tower. It was the statue sitting atop the tower that gave the fountain its name and sent an extra chill down Sydney’s spine.

A plaster ogre held a bag full of struggling children figures frozen in time. Even worse, one of the small children was gripped in the ogre’s mouth, and the others watched in terror. Sydney had seen many things during her time as an agent for and (unknowingly) against the U.S. government, but this morbid tourist attraction was by far one of the strangest.

Sydney tore her eyes away from the odd fountain, silently scolding herself for letting her attention drift even for the brief moment. Ahead, a small red trolley had come and gone while she’d been staring at the fountain, but no one had gotten off, so she hadn’t missed anything, really. Still, it was unlike her to let her mind wander during a mission.

It wasn’t as if she were expecting anything exciting to happen. Her life wasn’t in any more peril than it was on the average day. It was just a simple meet. But it was still nice to know she had a guardian watching over her.

“Have I mentioned how much I hate this?” Sydney said softly into the cold air. The communicator hidden inside a pin stuck on her black leather coat picked up her words and transmitted them into the gray stone building beside her. It wasn’t a great place to observe the meet, but their options had been limited by the layout of the street and the fact that Sydney hadn’t been the one to pick the location. If she had, she would have been waiting indoors now, preferably by a fire.

“It shouldn’t be much longer,” Michael Vaughn’s voice replied in her earpiece. “Then we’ll get some hot chocolate and warm you up.”

“That’s not what I meant,” she said.

“I know,” Vaughn said. “But hot chocolate works for anything that ails you.”

Sydney raised her chin and directed a smile up at him. She knew he could see it clearly through the binoculars from his position in the third-story window. Even though he was inside, she knew that he also wasn’t totally embraced in warmth. He had to keep the window open for a clean shot if it became necessary.

She brushed aside a strand of synthetic blond hair and checked her watch. The contact was ten minutes late. Not that punctuality would have endeared him to her in any way. It was just that any divergence from a prearranged plan put her senses on heightened alert.

Sydney maintained her continuous scan of the street. The tourists were already putting away their digital cameras and shuffling toward the warmth of a small restaurant on the first floor of the building in which Vaughn was stationed. Looks like they finally gave in and accepted the fact that they can’t win against the weather, Sydney thought.

She couldn’t blame them. If she’d had her choice, she’d be right behind them. Actually, if it were up to her, she’d be at home right now enjoying the view of the Alps while sitting on the couch in her pajamas and watching The Sound of Music.

She was only alone on the street for a minute when she saw a man coming around the corner at the north end of the street. She had expected her contact to pull up in a car, so her attention wasn’t focused on him at first. Who would be out for a stroll on a day like this? she wondered.

He could have been just a local heading home for the evening, but the two men flanking him one step behind screamed bodyguards. It annoyed Sydney that he wasn’t even bothering to look inconspicuous.

Sydney turned her full attention to the trio of men walking toward her. Vaughn had the street covered, so she would be warned if anyone came up behind her. She locked eyes with the contact. He had made it clear that there was no need for secret phrases or furtive tells. I always conduct my business in the open, he had written over the secured communications system he had set up for his business. It’s more honest that way.

Sydney still couldn’t get over the total lack of irony in his statement.

One of the guards peeled off about thirty feet away from her and took up a position with his back to the building Vaughn was stationed inside. The other guard continued forward, passing Sydney without bothering to acknowledge her. He took up a position twenty feet behind her, standing in the exact same manner as his friend. She didn’t like that he was behind her, but she knew Vaughn would have his eyes trained on the man.

“I believe you’ve been waiting for me,” her contact said as he approached.

“Yes,” Sydney said. In the long list of crimes against him, she couldn’t understand why his not apologizing for his lateness was the thing that really upset her.

“Maximilian Sprague,” he said, holding out his hand.

Sydney took his hand. “Lilia Von Malkin. It is a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Sprague.”

“Please call me Maxie,” he said as his hand lingered in hers long past what would be considered proper. Or comfortable.

“I don’t believe I will,” Sydney said as she forced his hand away. “Mr. Sprague.”

“A feisty one, aren’t you, Lilia?”

There was something particularly annoying about the combination of congenial and condescending. Sydney just added it to the list and moved on. It wouldn’t help the situation any for her to come across as overly aggressive. She had a role to play, and she would cope by immersing herself in the part.

“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather move to someplace less exposed?” Sydney asked as she looked down the still-empty street. The rows of trees across the road concerned her, but not as much as the fact that someone in a car could just drive by, fire on them, and continue on his or her way unchecked.

“Not at all,” Sprague said. “I like being out in the cold. Keeps the senses alert.”

Sydney had meant exposed to sight, not exposed to the weather. She wasn’t sure if he was trying to make a joke. Sydney found it hard to believe that he was indifferent to the cold, since he was tightly bundled up in a wool overcoat, a hat, a scarf, and fur-lined gloves. Hardly an inch of his skin was actually exposed to the elements. This was going to make her job more difficult.

“Of course, if a tiny bird such as yourself finds it nippy, you can always move a little closer for warmth,” he said, holding out an arm.

Sydney ignored the “tiny bird” comment and focused on the flirtation. This would make her ultimate objective easier. She threw in a smile so he would think she was willing to play along. Then she got down to business.

“I hear you have a new shipment of weapons available,” Sydney said. “All that you seem to be missing is an interested buyer.”

“Oh, I have plenty of interested buyers, Lilia,” Sprague said. “But I have yet to find one that interests me.”

“I think I can make a very tempting offer,” Sydney said. She closed some distance between her and Sprague, as if she had decided to take him up on his offer for warmth. The implication being that she could offer more than money. “But first I’d like to hear about these new Scorpion Pistols.”

“You like the name?” Sprague asked. “I came up with it myself. It describes the guns—or the bullets, actually—quite effectively. One sting and your victim is as good as dead.”

“Go on,” Sydney prodded as she brushed a speck of imaginary dirt off his coat. She allowed her hand to linger on his chest far longer than necessary.

“It fires acid bullets,” he explained. “The bullet casing disintegrates on impact, injecting the body with a lethal dose of some rather tenacious flesh-eating acid. Even a minor flesh wound would have devastating results.”

“Genius,” Sydney said, trying to sound impressed while feeling disgusted. The ways people found to kill each other were truly revolting to her.

“I can’t recall the name of the acid,” Sprague said with a dismissive wave, “but it doesn’t really matter. I shouldn’t tell you, anyway. It wouldn’t be profitable to give away all my secrets.”

“I would love to meet the person who could create such a device,” Sydney said, meaning it in so many ways.

“You and half the world market,” Sprague said as he pulled away momentarily. “But that is not part of the deal.”

Sydney leaned in close to his ear. “You have yet to hear my offer.”

He looked in her eyes for a moment, clearly trying to judge what she had meant by that. Sydney could tell by his expression that he wasn’t quite ready to go along with her plan yet. She tried to slide her hand up under his scarf, but he pulled away with a playful smirk.

“Don’t you just love the Kindlifresserbrunnen?” Sprague asked, with the heavy word tumbling over his lips. He turned away from Sydney and took several steps toward the fountain. He didn’t bother to look back to see if she was following. “Such power in the statue.”

Sydney tried not to laugh as she realized what was going on. Maximilian “Maxie” Sprague was trying hard to come off like a B-movie villain. As if it were something to aspire to.

“You like power, don’t you?” Sydney asked, deciding to play along so the man could live out his little fantasy.

“I like money,” he said. “And the power that it brings.”

“Then we should get down to business,” Sydney said, pulling him back toward her. “I’m ready to pay double your asking—”

“Phoenix! Get down!” Vaughn’s voice yelled in her ear.

Sydney pushed Sprague out of the way and dove for cover behind the fountain. She barely registered the fact that Sprague’s guard—now only twenty feet away—had suddenly dropped to the ground. She could tell by the way he had fallen that he wouldn’t be getting up anytime soon, if at all.

She looked back to the other guard and saw that he had his gun out and aimed across the street. Looking up, she could see the tip of Vaughn’s gun out the window pointed in roughly the same direction. She hadn’t heard any shots, but that didn’t mean someone wasn’t shooting at them.

Sprague’s remaining guard suddenly crumpled. Again, she heard nothing, meaning the sniper was using either a tranq gun or a regular pistol with a silencer. Somehow she expected the would-be assassin wasn’t into tranquilizers.

Vaughn’s gun was also equipped with a silencer, so she wasn’t even sure if he had a lock on the sniper and was firing back. She could tell that the sniper was now firing at her and Sprague. She felt the sting of concrete and plaster as pieces of the Ogre Fountain came chipping off around her as the bullets struck only a few feet away.

“Stay down!” Sydney said as she grabbed Sprague by the neck. She held him to the ground with her left hand as her right swung up with her gun.

“That grip is a little tight,” Sprague moaned from his position face down on the cement. She had her hand wrapped around his neck.

Sydney ignored him. She was too busy trying to do several things at once.

There was a break in the firing. At least, the plaster chips had stopped raining down on them. Sydney leaned low behind the fountain as her eyes scanned across the street. She could see movement behind the trees but couldn’t make out the identity of the person. The figure could have been male or female. Tall or short. The one thing she could tell was that the body was moving away.

“I’ve got nothing,” Vaughn said into her ear. “No clear shot on the shooter.”

Sydney could understand his problem. From his vantage point he’d only see the tops of the trees. He didn’t even have the sound of the gunfire to work from. If the guards hadn’t dropped, they wouldn’t have even known there was a shooter until it was too late. She couldn’t help but wonder why the shooter hadn’t just taken Sprague or her out first.

“Cover me,” she whispered into her pin.

“What?” Sprague asked with his mouth still pressed to the ground. “What was that?”

Sydney didn’t bother to clarify that she wasn’t speaking to him. She also didn’t wait for Vaughn to warn her against doing what she was about to do. An unexpected opportunity had arisen, and she had to move quickly.

She slipped out from behind the fountain, staying in a crouch with her gun leading the way. For the first time, she was glad that it was a cold winter day, since it kept the innocent tourists indoors. Of course, with fewer people walking, more were on the road taking public transportation. When she saw another trolley coming down the opposite side of the street, she knew she could use it to her advantage.

The small red trolley slowed as Sydney stepped off the curb. Keeping the vehicle in front of her, Sydney bolted across the street, staying low to the ground. She was torn between relief that the trolley was providing cover and concern that it was dropping off a civilian who didn’t know what he or she was getting out in the middle of.

“Anything?” Sydney asked into her comm as she checked the other side of the street through the trolley’s windows.

“Nothing,” Vaughn replied. “Looks like the shooting has stopped. Sprague’s still alive. He keeps popping his head up like a whack-a-mole game.”

“Do you see anyone?”

“No. But the tree line is blocking my view.”

“I’m going in,” Sydney said, and watched as a man exited the trolley and headed south down the street. She was glad to see that he was moving at a brisk pace, taking himself away from the area quickly. Probably wanting to get back indoors.

Sydney waited for the trolley to roll out before walking up to the sidewalk. She performed a quick sweep up and down the street with her eyes and her gun, but saw no one. Based on how the plaster and concrete had fallen, she assumed that the shooter had been on the north end of the street.

Moving slowly, she now walked along the row of trees searching for any sign of life. She walked farther than she knew the shooter could have been positioned, but found nothing but more empty streets leading off in different directions. The shooter could be anywhere—in any of the buildings or even zipping away in a car. She had lost him.

As she slowly turned back in the direction from which she had come, Sydney noticed something pinned to the tree beside her. It was the size of a credit card and black except for a white spot in the center.

“Looks like someone left us a message,” she said to Vaughn over the comm.

Sydney stepped over to the card and pulled it from the tree. It was card-stock paper, like a business card. The white spot in the center was actually a star with the number thirteen written in the middle in black. It was definitely a message, but Sydney didn’t know what it meant.

She pocketed the card for further examination later and filled Vaughn in on the find. After one last sweep of the area, she hurried back across the street. Sprague was waiting for her, standing, by the fountain. He had obviously grown bored of hiding on the ground. Sydney was almost upset to think that she had probably scared off the shooter before he could finish the job.

“Maybe you should start doing business indoors,” Sydney said as she returned to the task at hand. Her mission was largely accomplished, but she had to complete the deal to get out of there without raising suspicion. “A nice quiet coffeehouse, perhaps?”

“Then they’d just poison my drink,” Sprague said, without bothering to ask about the shooter. He seemed bored by the turn of events, but Sydney could tell it was an act. She suspected his shivering wasn’t just due to the cold. But a true B-movie villain would never let anyone get to him. “It’s the price of business in my line of work.”

Sydney could see that Vaughn was still keeping watch from the third-story window, for whatever good it was doing. Whoever had been there was gone. The message had been delivered, though she wasn’t sure if it was meant for her or for Sprague. She wasn’t about to tip her hand by asking him about it.

“Speaking of business,” Sydney said, looking back at the dead guards. She seemed to be the only one concerned about them.

“Double my asking price, I believe is what you said, Lilia?” Sprague continued the conversation as if they had only been interrupted by someone asking for directions.

“Yes,” she confirmed.

“Sounds fair,” he said, considering the offer. “But why don’t we knock five percent off that? For saving my life.”

He held out his gloved hand and Sydney took it. “I think we have a deal,” she said, ignoring the fact that he was squeezing a little too tightly. Sydney gave him one last smile.

“It has been a true pleasure doing business with you,” he said. “Perhaps we can meet again sometime?”

“Perhaps,” Sydney said, knowing she didn’t sound as eager as she was supposed to be acting. She could only carry this alias so far.

“I mean, for business, of course,” he said. “I have something in development that you might find of interest.”

“Do tell,” Sydney prodded. She had assumed the meet was over, but he didn’t seem to want her to leave. She wasn’t sure if the interest was personal or professional, but she figured it would be best to hear him out. It never hurt to know when additional weaponry would be in play.

“I’m afraid I can’t offer more than a tease,” he said, obviously enjoying the game. “But you should know that I don’t go around mentioning it to all of my clients. Just the ones who save my life.”

“I’m honored.” Sydney played along. “But can you tell me anything about it?”

“Well,” he said, obviously savoring the moment, “I will say that it is a weapon the likes of which could change the face of the world, as they say.”

Sydney tried to pull some more information from Sprague, but he had played his game and said all he intended to say. He wanted to meet her again and was dangling his new toy in front of her as a temptation. Once it was clear she wasn’t going to learn anything more, they finalized the arrangements for the shipment of Scorpion Pistols, flirted a little more, and finally parted ways. Sprague didn’t even bother to check on the dead guards he left behind.

Sydney hurried into the building as soon as he turned the corner. A police car was coming down the street, and she didn’t want to be around when they noticed the bodies lying out on the sidewalk.

The meet hadn’t gone as planned, but she’d still managed to accomplish both of her goals. Conveniently, the shooter had unknowingly helped her with the more important of the objectives.








Chapter 2



LOS ANGELES

“Phase one was a success,” Arvin Sloane said as he addressed the team in the glass- and white-walled conference room of the underground headquarters of APO. The black ops CIA unit formally known as Authorized Personnel Only had been in existence for just a short time but had already proven successful on a variety of top secret projects. It wasn’t a surprise, considering the caliber of the individuals in the unit, but taking into account the unique work environment, Sydney was amazed that they were managing as well as they were so early in the game.

She still felt odd in the sparsely designed room. It was like working in a fish bowl. On one hand it was unnerving to be in such an open workplace. On the other, it was comforting to know that it would be difficult for anyone involved in clandestine activities to go unnoticed. And considering certain people in the room, there were many opportunities for clandestine activities in the workplace.

“Within the week the U.S. government will be in control of a considerable stock of Scorpion Pistols,” Sloane continued, throwing an unnerving smile in Sydney’s direction. She had done her job. She didn’t need him to point it out for everyone.

It was her job, she kept reminding herself. She was supposed to have let Sprague go even though his weapons sales had been responsible for countless deaths across the globe. Even though she knew he was already making more deals that would lead to future deaths.

Sprague’s hand was clearly seen in the escalation of certain international conflicts that could easily have been handled through peaceful negotiations. Sydney wasn’t naïve enough to think that all conflict could be ended by simple discussion, but she wished smaller governments would give that avenue more of a chance.

Once Sprague’s weaponry reached one side of a conflict, the opposing government was sure to put in a matching order, plus ten percent. Keeping up with the Joneses took on a whole new meaning in the global arms race. And not since Ineni Hassan had Sydney met anyone who was so good at turning a profit from it.

“What will be done with the guns?” Nadia Santos asked. She was still asking the questions that Sydney had long since given up on.

“Naturally, they will be destroyed,” Sloane replied. “They are…unnecessarily vicious weaponry.”

Of course, Sloane would know a thing or two about being unnecessarily vicious, considering his personal history. Sydney wished that she could believe him about the guns being destroyed, but something about his voice rang false. Then again, most of what he said sounded like lies to Sydney. She was still coming to terms with working for a man she didn’t trust in the least.

“That just leaves a dozen warehouses around the world full of other similarly deadly devices,” Vaughn added. “Not to mention this supersecret weapon Sprague mentioned. We should definitely look into that.”

“All in due time,” Sloane replied. “That is not the goal for today.”

Sydney looked about the room, going down the roll call in her mind: Vaughn, Dixon, Marshall, Weiss, Nadia, and Sydney’s own father, Jack. She had become close friends with each of them over the years, through a series of unexpected working relationships. None of them had any reason to trust Arvin Sloane. In fact, they all had every reason in the world not to trust him. And yet here they were working under him.

Sydney pushed that thought out of her mind. She had already spent numerous sleepless nights thinking about the decision that had teamed her with her sworn enemy. She had made her decision, and dwelling on it wasn’t going to change anything. At least she wasn’t alone. At one time or another Sloane had betrayed just about every member of the team, to varying degrees of horror.

It seemed like a joke that anyone—let alone the U.S. government—would authorize Arvin Sloane to have control over a lemonade stand, much less a highly secret organization working against the same forms of global terrorism he had once overseen as the head of SD-6. But, again, that bed had been made, and Sydney was already lying between the sheets.

At least now Sydney was on the side of the government. Even though she had intended to resign from the CIA several times, Sydney couldn’t help but feel that continuing with intelligence work was at least some penance for her past actions. Sure, she hadn’t been aware of her involvement in illegal activities when she was at SD-6, but she still felt like she hadn’t really made up for the things she had unknowingly done back then.

Today, at least, she believed she was on the right side. She wasn’t entirely sure of that when she had to let someone like Maximilian Sprague go on his merry way. She kept reminding herself that her actions served the greater good. Even when it didn’t seem that way.

“What about Martine?” Sydney asked, trying to focus on the point of the mission. She had let Sprague walk away for a reason, after all. She was ready for phase two to begin. “Sprague shut me down when I tried to ask about his weapons designer. When will we know more about her?”

“Hopefully soon,” Jack Bristow said. The look on her father’s face signaled that she needed to calm down. Apparently, she hadn’t managed to keep the impatience out of her voice when she had asked the question. She honestly didn’t mind if anyone had taken notice.

“Yes,” Sloane added. “I suspect we should be determining her location shortly, thanks to you, Sydney.”

He’s up to something, Sydney thought.

Sloane had been heaping exaggerated praise on her for weeks in a rather transparent attempt to win her over since she’d joined APO. Today he was really turning it on. She remained stone-faced to silently let him know that it wasn’t working.

Sloane held her glare for a moment before moving on. “Marshall.”

“Um…yes, hi,” Marshall said with a wave as he stood. He often came across like the kid in class who was surprised the teacher had called on him even though he knew every answer. The technological genius was a bundle of energy who could drive many people insane with his rambling. Sydney couldn’t help but love him as a dear friend despite—and because of—his quirks.

“The Second-Skin Tracker that Sydney impressively managed to slip onto the back of Sprague’s neck—and I don’t think I’ve mentioned how cool it was that you could slip it onto him, under his scarf, without him noticing, while you were being shot at—is working perfectly.”

Sydney tried to wrap her mind around that sentence, but gave up halfway through.

“Second Skin?” Nadia asked. She had missed the earlier brief because of some paperwork she needed to complete for Langley. There seemed to be no end to the red tape involved in her transfer from Argentinean Intelligence to the APO team. Sydney couldn’t help but worry that reams of paperwork were counterproductive for members of a black ops team. But that was government work in a nutshell.

Marshall’s eyes immediately lit up when he realized that not only Nadia but Weiss and Dixon had missed the earlier brief. The only thing that excited Marshall more than talking about new technology was talking about his son, Mitchell. And if he could manage to fit both into the same conversation, he was overjoyed.

“Just one of my latest brilliant inventions,” Marshall said with forced immodesty. He pulled what looked like a small piece of flesh out of his jacket pocket. “Oh, look, I just happen to have an early prototype with me in case someone asked.”

Sydney tried not to look at Vaughn. She knew if their eyes met they would both start laughing. Marshall’s act was always something to be appreciated and enjoyed. Unless you were her father or Sloane, that is. They were often the first to cut him off as his discussion veered to some oddly humorous place. But even they indulged Marshall on occasion.

“This tiny little strip of synthetic human skin is actually a tracking device,” Marshall explained. “The one placed on Sprague has been sending his location to a satellite since the moment Syd placed it on him. We can track him through our GPS system. And the best thing is, once this little guy is attached to the skin, it is virtually undetectable.”

“Wait a minute,” Weiss said. “He’s not going to notice he has a Band-Aid stuck on his neck?”

Marshall looked offended, but Sydney knew Weiss was just baiting the technician to brag a bit more. “This is a state-of-the-art combination of latex, microtechnology, and animal flesh,” he said. “Not some mass-produced cloth bandage. Here, give me your hand.”

Marshall didn’t wait for Weiss. Instead he grabbed the agent’s hand and held it out, palm down.

“Careful,” Weiss said with a mock flirtatious tone. “You’re a married man.”

Marshall ignored the comment and slipped the Second Skin onto the back of Weiss’s right hand. “Now you tell me Johnson & Johnson can come up with anything like that.”

“Wow, I can’t feel it at all,” Weiss said as he rubbed his left hand over the patch, then held it out to look at. “I can’t see it either.”

“Naturally,” Marshall said as he removed the prototype. “I designed it to mimic the exact shade of the subject’s flesh. The Second Skin will eventually wash off Sprague’s neck, in about three days. So long as the he bathes regularly, which I assume he does. I mean, I don’t sit around wondering about his personal grooming habits…. I’m still working on a stronger adhesive. I figure one of these may come in handy by the time Mitchell starts driving.”

Marshall paused. Sydney knew he was waiting for the right question to further explain his genius. She figured that she would provide it if no one else did.

“But how will that get us to Martine?” Dixon asked. “What if they don’t meet in person in the next three days? Where are we tracking him to?”

“I’m glad you asked,” Marshall said, holding the tiny piece of latex and animal flesh to the light.

“You’re probably thinking, ‘Marshall has designed much smaller tracking devices, so what’s so special about this one?’ Right?” Marshall looked around the room like a magician making sure the audience was paying attention to his trick. Except, in this case, he was going to explain the secrets of his magic.

“This tiny technology,” he continued, “also contains a device that will record every conversation Maximilian Sprague has over the next three days. Those conversations will be compressed into a data stream and eventually sent via burst transmissions to a satellite at prescribed intervals throughout each day. The satellite will bounce the compressed conversations here, where we will decompress the recording and listen in on everything he said. It’s not live, but it’s not quite Memorex, either.”

Marshall looked quite satisfied with himself.

“But why send burst transmissions?” Weiss asked. “Could we just put a bug on him that was set to continuous transmission?”

Marshall deflated a bit. “Oh, sure, if you wanted to get caught,” he said. “For someone so laid back, Sprague has surprisingly tight security protocols. I think it has something to do with Stefani Martine. Rumor has it she’s a freak when it comes to security. Anyway, a continuous transmission could easily be traced. It was hard enough to develop a tracking signal that could be hidden. You want me to do that with an actual voice recording, it’s gonna cost you.” He looked at Sloane. “Not that I’m complaining about my current rate of pay. It’s just…well…with a young child at home and Carrie talking about maybe wanting another…I don’t want to imply that when I joined—”

“Marshall,” Sloane said.

Marshall turned back to Weiss. “Besides, how much battery life do you think I can fit into this thing?” he asked. “I’m good, but I’m not that good. The burst transmission takes up less power.” Then he mumbled under his breath. “I mean, I’m not perfect, you know. I’m only human. Sure, when I give you exactly what you need you’re all, ‘Marshall you’re amazing,’ but today—”

“Stefani Martine,” Sloane announced, putting an end to Marshall’s rambling. Sloane hit a button on the keypad in front of him and the image of a dark-haired woman in her midforties came up on the computer screens that lined the wall of the conference room.

“Yowza,” Marshall said under his breath. He’d reacted the same way the first time her image had appeared on the screen at the prior briefing two days earlier. Even Sydney had to admit that Martine’s sharp, angular features only added to the woman’s beauty.

“We expect Sprague to make contact with Martine to discuss Sydney’s order of Scorpion Pistols. And possibly this new device he mentioned. Be ready to move when we get confirmation of her location. There’s a safe house waiting once we get her in the States.”

“I’d like to go on record that I have issues with this plan,” Sydney said.

“Yes, Sydney,” Sloane replied with a note of exasperation in his voice. “You made your objections perfectly clear during the initial brief. This is the plan Langley approved.”

“Because you pushed for it,” Sydney reminded him. “Stefani Martine belongs in prison.”

“That would do no one any good,” Sloane said.

“She has been responsible for countless deaths,” Sydney said. There wasn’t any chance she was going to convince Sloane to change the plan, but it didn’t mean she couldn’t make her opinion known. “Her weapons have been used in everything from assassinations to full-scale wars. And she keeps coming up with new ways to kill people. She has to be stopped.”

“But why stop her when we can have her on our side?” Sloane reasoned.

It’s that kind of logic that keeps the world a breath away from war every day, Sydney thought.

“A person like that can’t be trusted,” Sydney insisted, not caring to hide the fact that she wasn’t just referring to Stefani Martine.

“Of course she can,” Sloane said. “We just have to make the right offer. I think a lifetime of…well…life as opposed to the death penalty is a good starting point.”

“And if she doesn’t take the deal?” Vaughn asked, obviously trying, in his own way, to support Sydney while moving the conversation forward.

“She’ll take the deal,” Jack said, obviously siding with Sloane. Sydney tried not to take it personally. Her father often had an easier time dealing with the shadier side of their business.

“How do you know that?” Nadia asked.

“Marshall?” Jack looked to the technician.

“Yeah—um—yes?”

“What’s the one punishment worse than the death penalty for you?” Jack asked.

“Taking my wife and son,” Marshall said without hesitation.

Sydney noticed that her father looked as if he hadn’t expected that answer. It was only a brief shift in his facial features. Most people wouldn’t have noticed the hesitation, but it wasn’t lost on her.

“And after that?” Jack pressed on. “What would be the worst thing anyone could do to you?”

Marshall looked confused, like he was worried about getting the answer wrong. “Well, I didn’t like it that time I was tortured,” Marshall said with a shiver. “But the absolute worst thing I can imagine is someone telling me I couldn’t do my work anymore. I mean, I’d, like, explode if I couldn’t build all this—”

“Exactly,” Sloane jumped in. “Stefani Martine has more than enough money to live several lives of leisure. She only continues to work because she loves what she does.”

Sydney managed to suppress a snort of disgust as Sloane continued.

“Martine will only be allowed to continue her weapons development if she agrees to do it for us.”

“Don’t you mean ‘for the U.S. government’?” Sydney asked.

Sloane’s face fell into that smug, self-satisfied look that Sydney had long since learned to hate. “That is what I said.”

“So now we just sit around and wait?” Dixon asked.

“What about that card Sydney found?” Vaughn asked. “With the star and the number thirteen?”

“Yes. The mysterious card,” Jack said as he punched a button on his remote control and an image of the business card appeared on the screen. “We believe it is the symbol for a group known as the Thirteen Stars.”

“Thirteen Stars?” Sydney repeated. Her mind immediately went to the original colonies and Betsy Ross’s flag. “Does that mean they’re based here? In America?”

“So far as we can tell,” Jack said. “According to the CIA files we accessed, they have received very little information on the organization from the FBI. Of course, the FBI says they have turned over all their records in the new spirit of cooperation between agencies.”

“Then what is Thirteen Stars doing attacking an Austrian man in Switzerland?” Vaughn wondered aloud.

“We’re not sure,” Jack said. “Thirteen Stars is rumored to have been behind several assassination attempts on foreign dignitaries while on U.S. soil.”

“It should be mentioned,” Sloane added, “that these so-called ‘dignitaries’ tended to be those with, shall we say…strained relationships with the U.S.”

“Of course none of these assassination attempts have been successful,” Jack said. “But they have managed to stir up trouble, bringing some of the government’s shadier dealings to light. I should mention that nothing has been found to link the organization to the attempts. It’s all speculation at this point.”

“What about the calling card?” Sydney asked.

“This is the first time one has been found,” Jack said. “We’re not even sure that it refers to this Thirteen Stars organization. It just seems likely from a statistical standpoint.”

“They don’t seem like much of a concern,” Weiss said. “I mean, they keep missing their targets.”

“Do they?” Sloane wondered aloud. “Just because the intended target is still alive doesn’t mean that a message hasn’t been sent.”

“Why do we think they went after Sprague?” Dixon asked.

“It’s likely they were unhappy with a deal that went sour,” Sloane said. “Sprague told Sydney that he had many buyers interested in the Scorpion Pistols. And Sprague has been known to change his mind in the middle of negotiations. He’s made more than a few enemies that way.”

“The larger concern is the business card,” Jack said. “After a few years of almost obsessively clandestine activities, it seems like Thirteen Stars wants to go public. We’re not sure exactly what that means at this point. We assume they have something big planned. It’s possible Sprague fits into that plan.”

Sydney considered the ramifications of what Jack was saying. If it was a terrorist organization working inside U.S. borders, it technically fell under the purview of the FBI and the Department of Homeland Security. Even the attempt on Sprague could be handled by the traditional CIA offices. Certainly Thirteen Stars had done nothing so far that warranted the interest of the black ops team. Somehow, Sydney didn’t think they had seen the last of the organization, though.

The meeting broke up on Jack’s unsettling comment. There was plenty of work to do while they waited to find the location of Stefani Martine. Marshall said that the burst transmission should come in shortly, so everyone needed to be on alert until then.

Sydney left the conference room, hoping to bury her head in some work for a while. As she left, she noticed that Sloane had asked Nadia to stay behind for a moment. Sydney did not think it was work related. She and her newly found sister had grown closer in the short time they had lived together, but there was still some distance between them, particularly in areas related to Sloane. Even with those differences, Sydney expected that whatever Sloane was discussing with his daughter, Sydney would find out soon enough.
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