







There was a part of Sydney that still wanted to trust Connors. What if her instincts were wrong? What if Connors had no idea who Christopher and May were and Sydney was leaving him in jeopardy if she fled? Her father’s voice scolded her and began rattling off a laundry list of people that she had mistakenly trusted in the past. Sloane, your mother… She shook her head to shut him up. “You’re not helping right now,” she whispered, briefly wondering if talking out loud to the voices in her head was enough to earn her a permanent spot at the Devereaux.

Obviously, the right thing to do was get out, call for help, and wait for the APO team to arrive. Just the thought of leaving the clinic made her father’s voice downgrade from “warning” to “approval” level in her mind. There was absolutely no doubt about it: Getting out now was the safest course of action. Sydney stood up, took a deep breath, and—not for the first time in her life—decided to ignore the safest course of action.
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Chapter 1


SANTA MONICA FARMER’S MARKET


“Two bucks. Best price on heirloom tomatoes in the whole United States,” the man in the blue overalls announced. Sydney Bristow smiled at him and switched her large, canvas shopping bag from her left shoulder to her right.

“Sorry. I already picked up tomatoes around the corner,” she said. And they were cheaper, Sydney thought, looking over the man’s display of vegetables.

It was an exceptionally beautiful morning in Los Angeles, and Sydney was making the most of it. I love the farmer’s market, she thought as she walked down the street, perusing the produce and flower stalls. It’s a nice change of pace, she thought, eyeing some particularly fine-looking asparagus. No one shooting at me, no bombs to disarm…I’d much rather decide between red and yellow bell peppers than between cutting the red or yellow wire on a ten-megaton nuke—like I had to yesterday.

On a whim, Sydney opted to buy the red and yellow peppers. As she handed her money to the older Chinese woman at the stall, the hairs on the back of Syd’s neck tingled. Something’s not right, she thought. Knowing better than to dismiss a warning signal, no matter how small, Sydney quickly took stock of the situation. Smiling, being careful not to seem alarmed, she scanned the market. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary…until she caught the quick flash of sunlight off a camera lens. Sydney adjusted her position so that she could see the photographer reflected in the rear view mirror of the seller’s van. There he was: a middle-aged man with an expensive digital camera, lurking behind a display of organic honey and definitely taking pictures of Syd. He didn’t look threatening, but Sydney had learned to never gauge an opponent based solely on appearance.

“I think you have an admirer,” the Chinese woman said, handing Sydney her change.

Sydney laughed. Okay, Syd thought. Even the bell pepper lady spotted this guy. This is not professional surveillance. Thanking the woman, Sydney moved down the street, one eye on the man with the camera.

As Sydney came to the intersection of Second and Arizona, the center of the market, she caught a glimpse of the man reflected in a mylar balloon tied to the bumper of a pickup truck full of strawberries. He was closer than before. She could even hear the sound of the camera’s shutter. Getting a little cocky, aren’t you, Syd thought. Time to find out who you are.

Sydney turned down Arizona, noting with satisfaction that the increasingly bold photographer followed after her. Hoping to maneuver him toward the far end of the market, she lingered over a display of cheap, designer-knockoff sunglasses. Once she saw the man pass by her in the mirrored lens of a pair of “Pradoo” glasses, Sydney turned and walked rapidly toward him. Spooked, the photographer spun around and started making his way toward the far end of the street. Perfect…exactly what I wanted you to do.

Syd was closing the gap, drawing within a few feet of the fast-walking stranger, when her shopping bag was grabbed from her hand. Damn, she thought, why now? The thief, a clean-cut kid in his early twenties, was racing away from her…back toward the center of the market. If it were only a question of stolen produce, she might let it go, but her keys and her cell phone were in that bag as well. With a regretful last glance at the vanishing photographer, Sydney turned and took off after the purse snatcher.

The market was crowded, but the thief was making good time. Sydney ran as fast as she could, trying hard not to plow anyone over. “Stop him!” Sydney shouted, hoping that someone would at least try to slow the guy down. “He’s got my bag!”

The crowd was thinning as Sydney neared the end of the market, but the thief was almost completely in the clear. As soon as he rounds that corner, he’s going to be a lot harder to catch. With a final burst of speed, Sydney cut left and cleanly vaulted a table of beautiful watermelon slices. Two strides later she caught up to the thief and swept his legs from under him with a well-placed kick.

He went down hard, dropping Sydney’s bag in an attempt to shield his face from the onrushing asphalt. As he lay there, gasping for breath, Syd spun around and, kneeling on the man’s back, twisted one of his arms behind his back.

A smattering of applause and laughter drew Sydney’s attention: quite a little crowd had gathered. Great, she thought. Undercover agents are not exactly encouraged to make scenes in public. Afraid that any moment now a policeman would show up, Sydney turned her attention back to the thief. “This could be your lucky day. I don’t feel like filling out a police report,” she said. Syd got off of the man’s back, allowing him to get to his feet. As he wiped the gravel off of his skinned knees and elbows, Sydney got her first good look at the guy. This isn’t a purse snatcher, she thought. This is a frat boy.

The guy looked at her sheepishly, then spoke. “Look, I’m sorry. Some guy said he’d pay me five hundred bucks if I could grab your purse and make it to the far end of the street. I thought it was just some reality TV thing.”

“Five hundred…what guy? Point him out to me,” Sydney demanded.

The would-be thief looked around at the crowd. Many of the onlookers were openly laughing at him. He shook his head. “I don’t see him. He was just some weird old dude. Had on a fancy suit with a white rose in the…ummm…”

“Lapel?” Syd offered.

“Yeah. The lapel. But he ain’t here now.”

Sydney was confused but decided to extricate herself from the situation altogether. She’d already drawn too much attention. “Okay, get out of here. And don’t go grabbing anyone else’s bag…no matter how much someone offers you.”

The frat guy smiled gratefully. “I’m sorry,” he said. Syd just nodded and waved him off. He turned to leave, stopped, and turned back. “Hey, do you have a boyfriend?” he called to Sydney.

Sydney did her best to suppress a laugh. “You have got to be kidding me.” The guy just shrugged a can’t blame a guy for trying shrug and walked away.

As she picked up her bag from the ground, Sydney heard the familiar click of a camera shutter. Looking up, she saw the photographer standing at the edge of the crowd…snapping off one shot after another. Sydney was fed up with the course that her morning was taking. What happened to my day off? She rushed the shutterbug. Before he could react, she had grabbed the man’s camera and, with impressive speed, put him in a chokehold by twisting the strap around his neck, while simultaneously thumbing open the camera’s side door and ejecting the memory card.

“Why are you taking pictures of me? Talk,” Sydney said, giving the camera strap a sharp tug for emphasis.

“Please, Miss Bristow. You’re hurting me.”

How does this guy know my name? Sydney wondered.

The crowd was gathering again, some of them starting to wonder out loud if Sydney was some kind of lunatic, and the photographer looked genuinely terrified. “I’m sorry, Ms. Bristow. He said he was your colleague. He told me it was just a practical joke he was playing on you.”

Sydney released the pressure on the camera strap. “Who did? Where is he?” She asked.

The man glanced around the crowd, then back to Sydney. “He’s not here. The man in the suit. He gave me five hundred dollars to follow you and take your picture. Please don’t hurt me.”

This has gone far enough.

Loudly, for the benefit of the crowd, she feigned a fit of embarrassed laughter. “Oh my God. This must be one of Steve’s jokes. I didn’t hurt you, did I?” Sydney helped the man untangle himself from his camera strap, apologizing profusely the entire time. Time to beat a hasty retreat.

Sydney walked away from the market as fast as she could go without drawing any more attention to herself. Just as she was rounding the corner onto Ocean Avenue, her phone started to ring. Fishing it from the depths of her bag, Sydney noted that the call was from her partner, Marcus Dixon. “Hey, Dixon, what’s up?”

“Don’t shoot the messenger,” he replied. “I hate to do it to you on your day off, Syd, but Sloane’s called a briefing for two o’clock. Looks like we have a new assignment.” Great.

As she hung up the phone, Sydney felt someone tugging at the hem of her shirt. She spun around, ready to fight it out, only to find an eight-year-old girl holding a white rose. Sydney dropped her hands from their attack position as the little girl held out the flower.

“The man gave me money and said to give you this. He said he would see you at the office,” she said with a shy smile, and then walked away.








Chapter 2


LOS ANGELES


The train rattled along beneath the streets of downtown Los Angeles, carrying the late-morning crowd to their destinations. Alone on a bench at the back of the very last car, Sydney Bristow contemplated the white rose, now sealed in a ziptop bag. It gave every appearance of being a normal flower, but Sydney intended to have Marshall check it out just the same. Better safe than sorry.

The metallic screech of brakes drew Sydney’s attention as the train pulled to a stop. The doors hissed open and a handful of people moved to exit the car. Syd gathered her belongings, stuffing the rose back into her purse, and slipped off the train just before the doors slid shut again.

Sydney glanced around, making sure that she was unobserved, and then made her way toward the end of the platform. She passed a man in a transit authority uniform sweeping the already spotless floor. As she moved past him, he made eye contact and gave an almost imperceptible nod: all clear to enter.

She slipped around the edge of the platform, past a barricade, and entered a door marked AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. Once inside, she flipped a series of breakers and switches, disengaging the massive locks on the blast-proof doors of APO headquarters.

The gleaming white hallways of APO were busier than usual. Junior agents dashed from office to office, gathering information from their senior counterparts and distributing it as needed. Sydney pulled the plastic bag containing the rose from her purse and turned down a back corridor, headed for Marshall’s workshop.

As Syd approached his door, APO’s resident tech wizard, Marshall J. Flinkman, burst out of his office carrying a steaming mug of coffee. Attempting to move as quickly as possible without spilling any of the scalding liquid on his own hand, Marshall pushed past Sydney without acknowledging her presence.

“Marshall…,” Sydney called after him, holding up the bag. “Could you…?”

Marshall glanced up from the mug, just long enough to see the rose in Sydney’s hand, and then let out an agonized wail as he disappeared around the corner: “White roses. Why didn’t I think of that? Everyone knows he loves white roses.”

“What is going on around here?” Sydney muttered as she followed Marshall’s trail of coffee splashes around the corner, which led straight across the floor of the bull pen and into the glassed-in briefing room that occupied the center of the cavernous space. Through the glass, Sydney could see her fellow agents gathered around the conference table. There was Michael Vaughn, her boyfriend—just the sight of him made Sydney smile—sitting next to his lifelong friend Eric Weiss. Marcus Dixon, her partner ever since her first days in intelligence, was also present. At the head of the table, standing with his back to the wall of high-tech video monitors, was Arvin Sloane, the head of APO and the most evil man that Sydney had ever had the displeasure of knowing. The focus of all their attention was sitting at the conference table—a dapper gentleman in an expensive-looking, blue and white seersucker suit.

As the stranger accepted the cup that Marshall reverentially offered to him, Sydney noticed the immaculate white rose in the lapel of his suit. She watched in amazement as the man took a sip of the coffee and then, apparently finding the brew to his liking, reached out and patted Marshall on the head like a puppy.

A familiar voice came from behind Sydney. “If Marshall had a tail, he’d be wagging it.” Sydney turned to find that her half sister, Nadia Santos, had joined her. Nadia was Sloane’s daughter—the product of an affair with Sydney’s mother—but, in spite of their twisted family history, Sydney had grown to love and trust her sister completely.

“Nadia, who is that? Marshall looks like he’s going to faint.” Sydney took note of the rapt attention that Sloane and her fellow agents were paying to the stranger. “Actually, they all look like they’re going to faint.”

“I don’t know. They’ve been like this for the last two hours, ever since that man arrived. I wanted to go meet him, see what all the fuss was about, but I’m trying to finish up the report on the Madagascar mission. We’re delaying the start of the briefing until your father gets here.”

“Does our visitor have a name?” Sydney inquired.

Nadia shrugged. “Not as far as I know. Marshall said something about the ‘Ghost’ being here, but he was a little too excited to pass along anything as helpful as a name.”

Sydney looked back toward the briefing room, her face taking on the same fascinated expression that Vaughn and the others shared. “The Ghost? You’re kidding me. I always assumed that he was just a rumor. Like the boogeyman for young agents. No wonder Marshall’s excited. The Ghost is an obsession of his.”

Now it was Nadia’s turn to be curious. “Who is the Ghost? How come I’ve never heard of him?”

“Not that many people remember him, I guess. His heyday was some time in the seventies. Like I said, I wasn’t even sure that he ever really existed.”

“What do you know about him?”

Sydney continued to stare at their visitor as she answered. “He’s a legend. If even half of what they say about him were true, he’d be the greatest psy-ops genius of all time. Supposedly he is so far underground and has changed aliases so many times that no one knows his true identity anymore. Some people say that even he doesn’t remember who he is.”

Nadia laughed. “That’s not genius. That’s delusional. And if that were the case, how do we know that the man in there”—Nadia pointed to the briefing room—“is really who he says he is.”

Sydney shook her head, finally tearing her eyes away from the man in the suit and turning to face her sister. “I don’t know. The only thing we know for certain is that if he got clearance to enter this facility, he must have some very highly placed connections.” Sydney held up the plastic bag for Nadia to see. “And we know that he likes white roses.”

“Where did you get that?”

“It was given to me at the farmer’s market this morning. A gift from the Ghost, apparently.”

Nadia looked confused. “Have you two already met?”

“No. Not face-to-face, at any rate. But I think that it’s time I introduced myself.” Sydney excused herself from Nadia and headed for the briefing room, ready to meet a ghost.








Chapter 3


APO HEADQUARTERS


As Sydney entered the briefing room, the well-dressed man was holding forth on the history of the MK-ULTRA project. Upon seeing Sydney, he cut himself off in mid-sentence and practically jumped to his feet.

Sloane smiled at her…that reptilian smile that never failed to make Sydney’s blood run cold. Crossing the room toward Sydney, Sloane attempted to make an introduction. “And this is Ms.—”

The stranger spoke up before Sloane could finish. “Ms. Bristow. Yes. What a pleasure. Truly, Ms. Bristow, a very great pleasure indeed. I have been following your remarkable career ever since its inception and may I just say that the very thought of working with you thrills me to the core. Please forgive me my little stunt at the market this morning, but I really could not resist the opportunity to observe you in action, so to speak. And, as expected, you did not disappoint. Bravo, Ms. Bristow. Very well played; very well played, indeed. Ah…but I can see that you are a little confused by all of this. Please don’t fret, my dear…. All will be made clear in time. For now, just know that you can call me Mr. Connors, and that I am overjoyed to finally make the acquaintance of the daughter of the finest man with whom I ever had the privilege to serve.”

Completely flustered by the torrent of words that Mr. Connors had unleashed, all that Sydney could manage was a feeble “Um…”

While Sloane and her fellow agents expressed their curiosity about the “stunt at the market,” Sydney took a better look at the strange man smiling at her from across the room. He was slightly shorter than average, but gave the impression of being powerfully built underneath his impeccably tailored suit. He appeared to be in his mid-sixties, but the youthful sparkle of his eyes and his wide, apparently genuine smile gave a definite impression of youth and vitality. His voice was slightly high-pitched and he spoke rapidly, with no discernible accent. Sydney suspected that the man’s convoluted speech patterns and curiously flattened accent were designed to conceal any information about his origins. On the table next to him were a battered leather briefcase and an umbrella. Quite the dandy, she thought.

Connors’s expectant smile and unwavering gaze snapped Sydney out of her reverie. She crossed the room and shook the man’s outstretched hand. “I’m sorry. You really threw me for a loop this morning. It’s nice to make your acquaintance as well, Mr. Connors. Or should I call you the Ghost?”

He laughed and clapped his hands. “Delightful. This is going to be even more fun than I had hoped.”

Taking a seat at the table, Sydney made eye contact with Vaughn, who raised a questioning eyebrow. Without him saying a word, she understood his concerns: What happened at the market? Are you all right? She smiled reassuringly at him, letting him know that she was fine. His concern filled her with a warm, comforting feeling that wiped away the strangeness of the last few hours and brought her back down to earth. Sydney turned to Connors and smiled. “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to interrupt you. It sounded like you were in the middle of a story when I came in.”

Connors seated himself next to Sydney and, somewhat disconcertingly, took her hand in his as he spoke. “I was just reminiscing with Arvin about a project that he and I were both peripherally involved in during the earliest days of his tenure in the intelligence field…although we never did have the pleasure of meeting face-to-face until today. You are familiar, of course, with the MK-ULTRA program?”

At the very mention of MK-ULTRA, Marshall let out a squeal of pleasure, then quickly clamped a hand over his own mouth.

Sydney, ignoring Marshall’s outburst, nodded to Connors. “Of course. It was a series of CIA-backed mind-control experiments conducted in the fifties and sixties. Lots of LSD and assorted bad behavior. It tends to be very popular with conspiracy theorists.”

Connors smiled and patted her hand. “Indeed it does. And Arvin spent a few months of his CIA infancy helping to administer some of those experiments. As you entered, I was just starting to explain my involvement in the project. When I joined MK-ULTRA, they were at the end of fifteen years of increasingly bizarre experimentation, and my role was strictly—how should I put it?—behind the scenes. You see, in the final months of the project, what we were actually studying was the effect of the experiments on the men conducting those experiments. What appeared to be a never-ending series of tests involving strange drugs and electronic brain implants was in reality an attempt to gauge and measure the human capacity to inflict pain on fellow men.”

A look of surprise crossed Sloane’s face. Apparently this hidden agenda was news to him. “I was a test subject?”

Connors nodded and continued with his reminiscence. “And, although he and I never met, I considered Arvin to be one of our star subjects.”

A derisive laugh from Sydney, and a muttered “no doubt” from Dixon—neither of whom had any trouble believing that Arvin Sloane would be a star at inflicting pain on others—prompted Connors to protest. “You misunderstand. In spite of your own troubled histories with Arvin, most of which I am aware of, I always found him to be a remarkably pragmatic man who never inflicted pain or cruelty simply for the sake of inflicting pain or cruelty. This was a man who did what needed to be done in any given circumstance, always thinking several moves ahead. Unfortunately, some of his colleagues of less, shall we say, penetrating intelligence were not so restrained, and the entire project collapsed in a whirlwind of scandal and accusations. Most of the records were destroyed and a great deal of nastiness was swept under various rugs.”

Sydney balked at the man’s defense of Sloane and at the casual way he discussed a project that sounded like nothing more than torture. Sensing her disapproval, Connors attempted to turn the tide back in his favor.

“Of course, all of this was a long time ago…before I truly understood the amount of suffering caused by the actions of men like myself. Today, when I think of the things that I was a part of, the horrors that I witnessed and, to my eternal shame, facilitated…it makes me physically ill.”

Connors’s eyes filled with tears and Sydney felt herself warming to him. In spite of the mind games, the strange speech, and the rather exaggerated mode of dress, Connors did seem to be completely genuine.

She changed the subject, hoping to let him off the hook. “What did you do after the collapse of the MK project? I’ve heard so many rumors, so much speculation about you over the years. I’d be curious to hear your version.”

Connors finally let go of Sydney’s hand, pulled a handkerchief from a breast pocket, and dabbed at his eyes as he resumed speaking. “I remained in the employ of the CIA for several more years, conducting a series of experiments of my own devising. It was during this period, during just such an experiment, that I met your father. We did not know each other for long, but I count my days with Jack as some of the most valuable in my life.”

Sydney hated to ask, but just couldn’t resist. “What sort of experiment? Or would I be better off not knowing?”

Connors smiled and reached out for Sydney’s hand again. “Perhaps you should hear about it from your father. I’m sure he could tell that story better than I could.”

Unable to contain himself any longer, Marshall blurted out, “I don’t think anyone could tell a story better than you, sir.”

Connors smiled. “Some stories need to be told by a parent, Master Flinkman. Someday, you will tell young Mitchell the story of your adventures, and, believe you me, nothing will mean more to him than the fact that he is hearing the tale from his father’s own lips.”

Marshall was practically quivering with excitement. “You know my son’s name?”

“I know a great deal about all of you,” Connors replied, “and I look forward to learning even more. I must say that your work as a team has been exemplary. Really, quite spectacular.”

“Well,” Sloane interjected, “perhaps it’s time that we heard just what it is that you have in mind for us. I must say, Langley was not very forthcoming when they alerted me to your visit.”

A short, wheezing laugh broke from Connors’s mouth. Quickly stifling it, he replied to Sloane. “I’m not surprised. I do my best to tell Langley as little as possible regarding my activities. Fortunately, my work has been successful enough to warrant me a great deal of autonomy.”

“Not to mention your blackmail files. I’m sure those help with the auton—” Everyone turned their heads toward Marshall, who immediately blushed a deep crimson. “That is…I’ve heard…you know…that you…have…”

Taking pity on his number one fan, Connors smiled. “And what, pray tell, is it that you have heard, Marshall? That I have an entire warehouse of incriminating photos and recorded phone calls and smoking guns of every shape and size on every world leader and person of power that you can think of?”

Sheepishly, Marshall nodded his head. “Um, basically, yeah,” he answered.

Another laugh, deeper this time, shook Connors’s frame. “Sometimes it helps to allow such rumors to flourish. In fact, sometimes it helps to spread them yourself. I’m afraid there is no warehouse. And, if you think about it, there is no need for one. A warehouse is a large, expensive, and terribly vulnerable thing. One could accomplish as much with a few carefully chosen items, as long as those items pertained to the right four or five people. You could replace your warehouse with something no larger than an average briefcase.” Connors accompanied this last bit with a slight wave of his hand toward his own briefcase.

Marshall’s eyes nearly burst from their sockets. “Can I see them? Please. I won’t tell anyone what they are.”

Laying a friendly hand on Marshall’s shoulder, Weiss spoke up. “Marshall, he’s teasing you.”

“He’s…oh. Right.” The look of disappointment on Marshall’s face was enough to elicit a round of laughter from the others around the table. It was at that moment that Jack Bristow, coffee mug in hand, entered the briefing room.

“There you are, Jack,” Sloane called out. “Come say hello to an old friend. I believe that you’ve met the Ghost.”

Connors stood and held out his hand. “Hello, Jack.”

The sound of Jack’s coffee mug shattering as it hit the briefing room floor drew the attention of agents across the bull pen. Looking up from their computers and files, they were treated to the unprecedented sight of Jack Bristow, the man with ice water in his veins, turning pale with fear. In fact, more than one of the agents who witnessed the event later remarked that Mr. Bristow looked as if he’d actually seen a ghost.








Chapter 4



“Arvin, you have to trust me. That man is more dangerous than you can possibly imagine.”

Sydney had never seen her father in this condition. It was a good five minutes since he had entered the briefing room and encountered Connors, but the color had not yet returned to Jack’s face. He was speaking with an urgency and intensity that Sydney recognized as the tone of someone begging for their life. There was no denying it—Jack Bristow was terrified.

Immediately after dropping his coffee, Jack had pulled Sydney and Sloane out of the briefing room and into Sloane’s office. Sydney looked through the glass walls back toward the briefing room. Nadia had joined the group around the table and was currently occupying the seat of honor next to Connors. Sydney noted that their fickle visitor had a firm grasp on Nadia’s hands now. She could see Mark Baker, a junior agent at APO, sweeping up the shards of Jack’s broken mug while Marshall continued his questioning of Connors. She let her eyes drift to Vaughn, who was listening to Connors reply to one of Marshall’s queries.

Suddenly, as if he could sense Sydney’s gaze from across the building, Vaughn looked up and into her eyes. He smiled, and it struck her that she still hadn’t had a chance to talk to him today. She returned his smile, and then reluctantly pulled her attention away from the man she loved and back to the conversation at hand.

“I’ve never seen you like this before, Jack. What brought this on?” Sloane seemed to be every bit as troubled by Jack’s reaction as Sydney was. What on earth could possibly be so bad as to strike fear into the heart of Jack Bristow?

“Listen to me, Arvin. We need to lock him down. Right now. We need to isolate him completely, and then we need to figure out a way to dispose of him. Permanently.”

“Dad, you can’t be serious,” Sydney gasped.

Nothing about Jack’s demeanor suggested that he was anything but serious. “Sydney, promise me you’ll stay away from that man. I don’t want you anywhere near him.”

Before Sydney could protest, Jack turned his attention back to Sloane. “Arvin, I’m serious. We need to isolate him at once. And we need to lock down anyone who has been in contact with him. We need to make sure that no one eats or drinks anything that has been anywhere near that man. And we need to run complete bio-scans and toxin-screening protocols on everyone in this—”

“Jack,” Sloane finally cut him off, “you need to calm down. We are under orders from Langley to cooperate with this man, and unless I hear something concrete from you, something other than ranting and raving, I am obligated to follow those orders.”

It aggravated Sydney to hear Arvin Sloane—the personification of all that is criminal and evil—talking about his obligation to follow orders, but she had to agree with him in this case. Her father did need to calm down and tell them exactly what, or who, they were dealing with. If Connors was as dangerous as Jack said, then reacting emotionally and rashly was the worst thing they could do. Laying a comforting hand on Jack’s arm, she said, “Dad, just tell us what we’re up against here.”

The sound of her voice seemed to get through to Jack. He took a few deep breaths and then, in a normal voice that both Sydney and Sloane were relieved to hear, he began to speak. “I was an unwilling participant in one of his experiments more than thirty years ago. It was…not an experience that I wish to repeat. And I would very much like to protect my daughter and everyone else in this facility from having a similar experience.”

Sloane addressed Jack with genuine sympathy. “Jack, I’m sorry. When the orders came through from Director Chase, I had no idea that you had been through”—Sloane paused, not quite sure how to continue—“that you’d been through whatever it is that you’ve been through. I can ask her to task another division with the assignment, but she implied that the orders originated from higher up. I don’t know how receptive they’re going to be to our request. Connors seems to have a lot of clout.”

“Dad,” Sydney spoke up, “we don’t even know what the assignment is yet. Shouldn’t we at least hear what he wants before we rush to judgment?”

Jack gave a clipped, bitter laugh. “‘Assignment’? Don’t you see? We are the assignment. No matter what he says…no matter what Langley says…the truth will be something different. And the ultimate objective will be to get inside our heads and pull us apart, piece by piece, and see what makes us tick.”

Noting the edge of hysteria that was creeping back into Jack’s voice, Sloane attempted to defuse the situation. “Perhaps it’s just my own situation that makes me say this, but don’t you think that it’s possible that he is a changed man? It has been thirty years, Jack. Please tell me that you don’t discount the possibility of genuine change in a person, or the possibility of redemption.”

It never failed to turn Sydney’s stomach to hear Sloane go on about “change” or “redemption.” You’re not fooling anyone, Sloane, she wanted to scream, but she bit her tongue and didn’t say a thing.

“I don’t discount the possibility of change,” Jack said. “And redemption is not the sort of thing that I deal with. But I do know what I saw in Nha Trang, and I know that any man capable of causing that…carnage…is not someone for whom ‘redemption’ is particularly an issue.”

Sloane looked puzzled. “Nha Trang? Connors was in Nha Trang?”

“Connors? Who’s Connors? If you mean that man in there, he was calling himself Peterson at the time. But yes, he was there. He was with me in the jungle.”

Nha Trang? What was my father doing there? What happened? An entire list of questions ran through Sydney’s mind, but clearly this was not the time to press Jack for answers.

“Interesting” was Sloane’s only comment. “What do you want me to do, Jack? Shall I call Director Chase?”

There was a long moment while Jack considered his reply. When he finally spoke, something in his voice had changed. The fear had been replaced with a steely determination. “No. Let’s hear what it is he wants us to do. But I warn you, Arvin. At the first sign that things are not on the level, I’m going to put him down—permanently.”

Sloane simply nodded, and the three of them turned to leave the office and return to the briefing room. On the way out the door, Sloane put his hand on Jack’s shoulder, holding him back for a second. With Sydney out of earshot, he addressed Jack quietly. “Jack, it has always been my understanding that you were the only survivor of Nha Trang.”

Jack looked across the bull pen toward the briefing room, where he could see the man who was calling himself Connors still holding forth to his rapt audience. “Yes. And until ten minutes ago, that was my understanding as well.”








Chapter 5



“What about the Mind Eraser? Is it true that you developed a pill that could completely strip a person’s mind of any and all memories? I hear that it left heads of state rolling around on the floor like babies.” Marshall had been taking advantage of Sydney, Sloane, and Jack’s absence to bombard Connors with a nonstop series of questions. Each and every rumor, no matter how ridiculous or farfetched, was dragged screaming into the light and then quickly dispatched by Connors. It was beginning to seem, to Marshall’s chagrin, that the Ghost was a creature entirely composed of rumors.

“Once again, Master Flinkman, it pains me to admit that this is simply not true. Although, I will confess to starting that particular rumor myself. It very handily served to create quite a bit of chaos within the halls of a certain South American government that shall remain unnamed. You are, to my knowledge, the first person to connect me to that particular escapade. Kudos to you, sir.”

This validation from the man he admired above all others was enough to have Marshall positively beaming. He immediately dove back into his seemingly endless supply of Ghost-related trivia. “I’ve also heard that you have changed your identity so many times that even you don’t remember what your real name is. Is that true?”

“I’m deceptive, Marshall, not delusional.” Connors laughed and winked at Nadia, who couldn’t help but wonder if he had somehow overheard her remark to Sydney earlier. “Of course I know my own name. And, believe it or not, that name happens to be Connors. And this particular assignment will mark the first time that I have operated under that name in more than thirty years. That, no doubt, will take a bit of getting used to.”

Junior Agent Baker, who had quietly remained in the room after cleaning up Jack’s coffee mug, spoke up at this point. “Where did the nickname come from? The Ghost, I mean. I’ve heard that it comes from your penchant for faking your own death. Is that true?”

Everyone turned to look at Baker, whose presence had gone basically undetected up to that point. It was an unwritten rule at APO that junior agents were better seen than heard…and even better when they were neither. As the most senior agent present, Dixon took it upon himself to chastise the younger man. “Mr. Baker—”

“Ah…so you’re Junior Agent Baker,” Connors interrupted. “I’ve heard about you. Mark, isn’t it? From California? Top of your class at Langley, I hear. One to keep an eye on, they say. A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Junior Agent Baker.”

Baker, who suffered from the same affliction as Marshall—obsessive Ghost-itis, as it were—practically burst with excitement. He struggled to speak, only managing to croak out a hoarse “Thank you, sir.”

Across the room, Marshall’s eyes shot jealous daggers at this competitor for his hero’s attention. Fortunately for Baker, Connors began speaking again and Marshall forgot that there was anyone else in the room.

“The Ghost…,” Connors began with a tone of weary resignation. “To be completely honest, it’s not a name that I have ever been comfortable with. If the truth be told, I was always hoping to be known as the Shadow—I freely confess to a love for old-time radio plays—but that name never took hold, and I gave up long ago on any attempt to rectify the situation. Also, I must admit, the Ghost conjures certain associations that have proven to be beneficial on more than one occasion. Never underestimate the power of fear, my young friends. But, to answer your question, Junior Agent Baker…this supposed penchant for faking my own death had nothing to do with the appellation. That moniker actually arose from my old partner’s ability to infiltrate any facility, no matter how secure, and leave again, completely undetected. The man was truly ghostlike. I’ve never seen anything like it…before or since.”
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