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CHAPTER 1



WASHINGTON, D.C.

Ten stories above the streets, visibility was very good, but the air smelled of automobile exhaust and was sticky with summer heat. Not even the breeze that drifted sluggishly though the summer sky helped. Sydney Bristow, atop the tallest commercial structure in the nation’s capital, felt the cheap polyester uniform of a commercial equipment maintenance service cling greasily to her skin.

Sweat trickled along the smooth skin of her brow and then dripped into her eyes, where it stung. She brushed the errant droplets aside, blinked, and then refocused on her work.

The weathered air conditioner’s housing was industrial-gauge sheet steel. Similar metal boxes lined rooftops around the world. The uniqueness of this particular unit was its location, offering unobstructed line-of-sight access to a building owned by a lobbying company that was a front for Russian Intelligence. The AC unit was a perfect mounting place for the camouflaged remote surveillance device that another agent had earlier bolted to its side.

Sydney entered a series of numbers on what looked like a cell phone. The palm-size device fed commands along a cable connected to the surveillance unit. Forty seconds passed, and then the ersatz phone’s display flashed red.

“Download failed,” Sydney said into her headset comm-link. “I’m going to try again.”

“Negative, Phoenix.” The voice was Dixon’s. Her longtime field partner was circling the block in a utility van, its doors bearing the same logo as Sydney’s uniform. “We go to fallback. Pull the unit.”

“One more time, Outrigger,” Sydney replied. She keyed the pseudo-phone again, and nodded as it presented new information. “Diagnostics run okay. The new operating system should—”

“Pull the unit,” Dixon said. Ordinarily, he was almost infinitely patient, but now, he sounded ever so slightly irritated. “I can’t drive around the block forever without attracting attention.”

Sydney sighed very softly. She pressed a final key and set the device aside, but left the connection in place. Reaching into one of her jumpsuit’s pockets, she withdrew a slender leather toolkit and extracted a miniature wrench.

“I don’t wish to come back up here,” she said. From what she had been told, aligning and focusing the unit had been tedious work. She didn’t want to repeat the process for a replacement.

“Neither do I, but if it failed the first three times, it’s not going to work the fourth, either,” Dixon said, then took a deep breath. He sounded patient again, but deliberately so. “Pull the unit. I’ve got Merlin in my other ear, and he wants to check it in person.”

The surveillance unit was impressively well-disguised, installed in housing that resembled an external thermostat. Sydney had already removed the cover. Now, she methodically unbolted the interior apparatus, which was about the size of a deck of cards. The disguising shell could stay behind, both to make her extraction less obvious and, ultimately, to hold the unit’s replacement. The mounting hardware looked grubby and old, but that, too, was camouflage. The fittings were new and came apart easily.

The “phone” flashed red again. The fourth download had failed, even more quickly than the previous three. She turned to glare at the display, but as she did, something tugged roughly at her sleeve, so she looked there, instead.

Just above her wrist, a hole had torn in the fabric. Someone had just shot at her.

“You’ve got company,” Dixon announced. “There’s a window cleaner rig on the south—”

“They aren’t window cleaners,” Sydney said. She ducked and rolled, throwing herself behind the sheltering hulk of the air conditioner cabinet, seeking cover. The flat whistle of suppressed pistol fire sounded. More slugs dug into the tar-and-gravel roofing, kicking up puffs of dust and dirt. Sydney slid one hand inside her coverall, reaching for her own weapon as she peered out from behind her cover.

At the far end of the expansive roof, two men had come up and over the edge. Now, a third followed. All wore drab coveralls, with billed hats pulled low over their faces. Each carried a pistol, field-finished matte black, and the three-man unit moved with easy coordination. This was undoubtedly a tactical team, practiced and professional.

She hadn’t expected anything like this. No one had. The surveillance switch had been presented as drudge work. Opposition had seemed unlikely in the original assignment.

That didn’t mean Sydney had come unprepared, though. Her pistol was special issue, a .32 caliber Beretta with a grip molded to her hand. The blunt Magnum bullets it fired had more stopping power than most of such small size, but they were unlikely to carry far and endanger bystanders. Sydney scarcely felt the gun’s recoil as she squeezed the trigger twice. One of the three men staggered and fell back, then moved forward again.

Body armor. They were better outfitted for this kind of work than she was.

She pulled herself back behind the air conditioner unit. She moved just in time. More bullets punched into the surrounding rooftop. Sparks and metal shards flew as one round careened off of the cabinet itself. They had found her range. Sydney realized that her first impression was correct: These were professionals. She knew from experience how difficult it was to shoot accurately while on the move. These men seemed to have mastered the skill.

But moving targets were hard to hit too.

She shot again. This time, the bullet found her target’s shoulder, beyond the protection of his body armor. The man yelped and stumbled, falling against one of his comrades. Instinctively, the others turned to look.

Sydney took advantage of their momentary distraction. She dove from her hiding place, throwing herself forward in a long, low leap that flowed neatly into a full-body roll. As she leaped, she snatched the surveillance unit free of its housing. Even as she bounced and rolled across the roof, she shoved the device into a coverall pocket.

“Halt!” one of the men yelled.

Sydney ignored the command. More pressing matters commanded her attention. Her unknown attackers were between her and the rooftop exit now. The gravel-strewn roof was rough beneath her fingertips as she pulled out of her roll and regained her feet. She began to run.

The gun was still in her hand, she suddenly realized. There was no real use she could make of it now, so she rammed it under her belt. Without breaking stride, she unzipped the top part of her coverall completely and groped for the harness that she was wearing underneath.

“Outrigger, I’m taking the emergency exit,” she gasped into her comm-link. “Be out front.”

“Roger, Phoenix,” Dixon said, all business.

The muzzle-suppressed guns whistled again, three shots in quick succession. Sydney felt the rooftop vibrate as more bullets found it. Gravel shrapnel stung her calves. She zigzagged a bit, but never lost sight of her target, the dark opening of an airshaft. Below its lip was a pair of neatly intersecting cross-braces. She took a deep breath as the opening came closer.

This was going to hurt.

“Halt!” the man ordered again.

One last footstep took her over the shaft’s edge. Her right hand drew the grappling hook from beneath her jumpsuit. In the single, transcendent instant as lateral motion was joined by vertical drop, she eyed the shaft’s cross-braces. She angled her body like a diver and plunged between them. As the two metal beams passed though her field of view, she cast the hook. It caught and held.

Sydney fell into the gloom. The dirty brick shaft lining slid past her more and more rapidly, and air whistled in her ears. A whining sound came from her descent harness as cable unwound. Time seemed to slow as floors passed, one after another.

This was really going to hurt.

Bullets ricocheted from the airshaft walls. Her pursuers had reached the opening. Sydney kicked at one wall, then another, swinging back and forth to evade their shots. The world rocked crazily, but Sydney watched the airshaft walls continue to slide past, estimating the extent of her fall.

She drew her pistol again and pointed it upward. She squeezed off two shots without even looking up to aim, as much to divert as to defend. They were almost certain to follow her, and she had to do anything she could to delay that. Spent rounds might fall back and injure her, but she had to take the risk.

A pause in enemy fire rewarded the effort. They had pulled back, even if only for a moment. That was good. She put the pistol away again and clutched the harness’s control grip instead.

The descent harness had enough cable for a full-distance drop, but the longer she fell, the harder it would be to stop. She braced herself and squeezed the grip.

The webbed straps of the harness she was wearing under her clothes dug into her muscular body. The cable went taut. Metal squealed as heavy springs coiled inside the cable reel wound tight and greedily drank the velocity of her drop.

Even with time to prepare, even with the harness absorbing so much of her momentum, Sydney felt as if the entire world had risen up and slapped her. The jolting halt drove the air from her lungs in an explosive burst and put spots before her eyes.

When her vision cleared, she hung in mid-air, deep in the airshaft’s shadowed gloom. She sucked air desperately and surveyed her surroundings.

A louvered vent cover was within easy reach. She groped along its framework and dug into it with strong hands. She pulled. Metal groaned again, and then she had torn the cover completely free. She dropped it and then squirmed through the opening beyond. A moment later she twisted the harness cable disconnect and dropped to her feet to take the measure of her surroundings. She was in a cubicle farm. Countless nondescript people boxes filled a common area. The overhead lights were dim.

Even for what had been intended as such a routine mission, APO’s briefing had been thorough. It was Saturday, late afternoon. That meant the building was closed for business, but floor alarms were off to allow for cleaning crews. Sydney half-ran, half-walked through the shadowed workstations with pistol drawn and half-crouching for cover. She had to reach the exit before her pursuers found her.

“Hey! Who’re you!?” The voice ahead was a woman’s, startled and half-angry. Its source leaned out now from behind a cube partition. She was black and attractive, right on the edge between young and middle-aged, wearing casual clothes. “No one’s supposed to be in here!”

Sydney had nearly said the same thing. Instead, she bit back the words and dropped into character. “Maintenance, ma’am.” She gestured at the logo on her coverall. While that hand drew the woman’s attention, the other moved to conceal the gun it held. “Vent system. Just checking. There’ve been some complaints.” Her mind raced as she considered her options.

“Well, good lord, lady, of course there’s been complaints!” The woman stood. She was taller than Sydney by two inches and towered over the cube’s walls. Behind the woman, Sydney could now see a live computer and a clutter of paperwork. “During the week, this place is a real—”

The black woman’s words stopped. Her expressive eyes rolled back, and then closed. A red blossom bloomed on her upper arm, and she slumped against a cubicle wall.

Sydney spun. Even before she had turned completely, her pistol was raised and half-aimed. It took her less than a second to nail the ersatz window-washer who had followed her. This time, for whatever reason, her target fell down and stayed down.

More were sure to follow.

“What the hell?” the other woman mumbled. Her skin had taken on an ashen quality. She was in shock.

Driven by adrenaline and acting on instinct, Sydney helped the woman back into her seat and gave her injury a cursory inspection. It wasn’t serious, as such things went. Still moving on autopilot, Sydney rolled the chair and the woman it held into a nearby office. Sydney turned off the light and shut the door. The bystander would be safer there, but needed medical aid.

Unfortunately, getting help to her wasn’t the only thing that needed to be done.

Sydney raced for the suite’s door and through it into the hallway beyond. Twenty rapid steps took her to the floor’s elevator lobby. There was no time to wait and no time to reach the stairs. She took the appropriate tool wrench from her kit and popped the metal doors open. The ozone scent of electrical motors drifted up from the darkness beyond. The elevator cage was two floors below. Sydney gripped the doorframe and leaned forward.

Two more rounds of silenced small-arms fire slammed into the elevator’s doorframe, inches from her fingers.

Sydney jumped. This time, there was no descent harness to absorb her momentum, but the need was nowhere near as great. She made a perfect landing on the elevator roof and reached for the trapdoor. Pulling it free, she looked up just in time to see a figure framed in the open doorway above. It was another of her pursuers.

The trapdoor cover was bulky but light. She spun and sailed it upward, and was rewarded with a cry of pain as the square panel found its target. The man on the floor above fell back, stunned.

Sydney dropped into the passenger car and stabbed the button for the lobby. As the elevator traveled to the final floor, she glanced at her reflection in the polished metal control panel. Sydney was Chicana today, with black, straight hair and coppery skin. Just now, the hair was mussed. She tidied it a bit and adjusted her uniform. She could still feel the adrenaline rush but worked against it, forcing herself to breathe more slowly.

When the doors slid open at lobby level, she flawlessly assumed the role of maintenance technician again. It was a skill that had saved Sydney’s life more times than marksmanship and hand-to-hand combat combined. When she had to, she could become someone else.

The guard at the front desk was the same fat man who had granted her access earlier. Then, he had given a long and appreciative gaze. Now, he paid more attention to his comic book as Sydney stepped out of the elevator.

“I need to go out to my truck,” she said. She waved the surveillance unit at him. “Thermocouple is fried.”

The fat man grunted. “Just get it fixed,” he said.

Sydney nodded. “We do what we can,” she said, and headed for the front doors with utter nonchalance. Beyond them, she could see the waiting panel van. Dixon was behind the wheel, doing his best to look patient.

“We need to go,” Sydney said as she slid into the seat beside him. “Fast. There was trouble.”

“You’re okay?” Dixon asked as he guided the vehicle back into traffic.

“Sore. Bungee jumping was never my sport,” she said. There was a cell phone in the glove compartment. She grabbed it and entered 9-1-1. Dixon eyed her, but said nothing.

“Hello, yes?” Sydney’s voice took on a tremulous falsetto and a slight Southern accent. “We need help here! Someone is shooting, and my friend is hurt. Oh my goodness, it looks bad.” She continued for a moment with the same assumed voice, providing the dispatcher with the address and office number. She broke the connection when he asked her who she was.

“What was that all about?” Dixon asked. He sounded concerned, but kept his eyes on the busy street, driving aggressively to put distance between them and the job site.

“Collateral damage,” Sydney said. “A civilian got hurt.”

“The offices were supposed to be closed,” Dixon said.

“We’re not the only ones willing to work on Saturday,” Sydney replied, sounding half-disgusted and half-guilty. She thought about the woman’s yelp of pain and sudden collapse, and shook her head. “It shouldn’t have happened.”

“A lot of things happen that shouldn’t,” Dixon said. “That’s part of the reason we have our jobs.” He turned onto Constitution Avenue, the nation’s Main Street, and headed for the Fourteenth Street Bridge. In minutes, they would be at Ronald Reagan National Airport. Already, sirens could be heard in the distance. “How bad was it?” he asked.

“Bad enough,” Sydney said. She looked glumly at the small surveillance unit that she had retrieved from its rooftop installation. “Sloane won’t be happy.”








CHAPTER 2



LOS ANGELES

“I am not happy,” Arvin Sloane said. He sat at the head of the conference table in the brightly lit room. His weathered features were calm, even tranquil. One hand rested on the tabletop while the other stroked his chin. With his relaxed composure and lean, casual elegance he could have been posing for a portrait. Only a slight glint in his eyes evidenced the extent of his irritation as he gazed, in turn, at Sydney and Dixon, then at the other members of APO who were in attendance.

Dealing with Sloane was like gazing into a spring-fed pond, Sydney had often thought. The surface was calm and the depths looked tranquil, but that tranquility was an illusion. Beneath the surface, treacherous currents held sway, invisible and unpredictable. They moved according to their own rules and could capture and destroy with casual ease, and knowing that those currents were there did not protect against them.

Jack Bristow, seated to Sloane’s right, was no easier to read, but for different reasons. In recent years, Sydney had come to know that the mysteries in her father’s depths were as turbulent as those within Sloane. The difference was that Sloane at least projected the illusion of openness. The facade of order and reserve that Jack Bristow showed the world was sometimes too obviously a mask.

Arvin Sloane nearly always seemed at peace and at ease. No one could ever say that about Jack Bristow. Anger, however well reined in and controlled, seemed to be his constant companion.

“We retrieved the unit,” Sydney pointed out. She had delivered a written report upon returning from Washington and presented a verbal one to the gathered team. She was getting tired of discussing the assignment. “Per instructions.”

“Retrieval was a fallback objective,” Sloane said. “The primary objective, to correct the technical difficulties, was not achieved. The mission was a failure.”

“The mission was a qualified success,” Jack said.

Sloane actually smiled faintly at that. His lips curved in some microscopic percentage of an arc and then relaxed again, and he sighed. “In this instance, Jack,” he said, “our measures of success are not quite the same.”

The exchange was business as usual for Marcus Dixon and Michael Vaughn, seated on either side of Sydney. They had seen Sloane and Jack disagree, with at least apparent politeness, countless times before. Neither showed any particular response to the exchange. Nadia Santos, on the other side of the table, glanced from Sloane to Jack and back again, but said nothing. This was still new to her, and her features showed, if not worry, at least attentive concern.

Only Marshall Flinkman, seated next to Nadia, showed any particular agitation, but, then, Marshall always seemed slightly agitated. His dark, expressive eyes darted from side to side. His notebook computer was open before him, and he glanced at the screen, then at Sloane, then at Jack, and then at the computer again. His fingers drummed the tabletop silently, keeping time with some tune that only Marshall could hear. His seemed to be the only real energy at the table.

“Yes,” Sloane said. “Sydney succeeded in retrieving the surveillance equipment with minimal damage.” He paused. “And without significant incident,” he continued.

Sydney felt her eyes narrow slightly and her lips purse, as if of their own volition. She thought about the flat squeak of suppressed pistol fire and about the men who had pursued her into the depths of the office building before she had lost them and escaped. She thought about the startled expression on the black woman’s face and her yelp of pain as a bullet struck her.

“We didn’t anticipate that kind of opposition,” she said, more sharply than she intended. “No one did.”

“A qualified success,” Jack said again. His stolid pragmatism was a warning. “Very welcome, considering the expedited circumstances and what we found.”

“What we found?” Sydney said. “I was told that this was a technical run. Were we looking for something?”

The mission had been a sudden one that afforded very little time to prepare. Vaughn’s wireless call had pulled Sydney out of a charming patisserie less than an hour before launch. She and Dixon had been given only maps, diagrams, schedules, and tools, and the instructions on how to use them. They had been given the what, when, and where, but little in the way of why.

She and Dixon had been the “who,” of course.

If he resented the question, the resentment didn’t show. “Michael? If you will?” Sloane said.

Vaughn held a wireless computer mouse in one hand. He clicked it, once. On the conference room’s big display screen appeared a greatly simplified map of Washington, D.C., and surrounding environs.

“It should come as no surprise to anyone here that the United States and the CIA have a vested interest in monitoring the activities of the former component states of the USSR,” Vaughn said dryly.

No one laughed.

He clicked the mouse again. A red star appeared on the map. “Here is where our friends the Russians are known to maintain a front,” Vaughn continued.

Sydney half-smiled as Marshall muttered, “I knew that,” and Jack Bristow shrugged. This was pretty basic stuff, after all.

“For some years now, the Agency has maintained clandestine monitoring assets directed at this site. You might remember the scandal when some of those assets were discovered back in the 1980s.” Vaughn clicked the mouse again and a second star appeared, in the section of the map devoted to downtown Washington, D.C. “To lessen the chance of another scandal, and as technological capabilities have improved, the Agency has been able to establish listening posts at greater remove from their target. One of these is—was—here.” He nodded in Sydney’s direction. “The location offers a number of other advantages, but what mattered was line-of-sight.”

“This is all pretty basic,” Nadia said, echoing Sydney’s earlier thought.

Vaughn nodded again. “Background helps, though,” he said. “Four days ago, our listening post experienced sudden and sharp signal degradation.” He glanced to Nadia’s left. “Marshall?”

Marshall, startled, looked up from whatever he had been considering on his computer screen. He took a deep breath and stood. The changes his life had seen in recent years, the marriage and the child, had done him good. More centered and poised than he had been in the days of SD-6, he still retained the boyish quality that Sydney had always found charming.

“These things are nothing special,” he said, holding up one hand and pointing at it with the other. “Very reliable, field proven.”

Everyone stared at him. His hand was empty.

Marshall blushed. “Uh,” he said. He reached into a jacket pocket and withdrew the surveillance module that Sydney had retrieved. “These things are nothing special,” he said, again, starting over. “Very reliable, field proven. This is a standard multimode, integrated surveillance unit, pretty much standard-issue these days but still very nice. I helped work out some of the software protocols last year, back when we were all—well, most of us, anyway—in Langley. They always work, except when they don’t.”

He sat again, clearly pleased to have been the center of attention, however briefly.

“And when they don’t, Langley gets concerned. That was four days ago,” Vaughn said. “Luckily we had appropriate, untasked assets available.”

Three days ago, Sydney had been enjoying some hard-earned leave. She had been nibbling pâté and truffles in Georgetown when the call had come. Presumably, Dixon’s call had come earlier.

“‘Untasked’ as in ‘on leave,’” Sydney said. “I don’t understand the urgency. Equipment repair isn’t even the kind of work we usually do.”

“Usually.” The word drifted up from Sloane like cigarette smoke, lazy and slow. “And that should be attempted equipment repair.”

“Background helps,” Vaughn said again. “The reason we moved so quickly is that for the past three months, at least, the CIA monitors have been tracking back-channel chatter involving K-Directorate and a major black-market arms shipment.”

K-Directorate was, more or less, a modern equivalent of the old KGB, the USSR’s intelligence and espionage arm. It was at once that agency’s predecessor and successor, yet another segment of the old Soviet bureaucracy that had survived into the post–Cold War world.

“K is selling weapons in the United States?” Nadia asked, plainly surprised. It didn’t track with the enemy agency’s typical operations.

“Not selling. Buying, perhaps, or coordinating the sale. Or monitoring. We really don’t know,” Vaughn said.

“We do know that they’ve taken an active interest,” Sloane said. “And we do know that it’s something sizable.” He fixed Sydney with a steady gaze. “Which explains the urgency of the surveillance effort.”

“You’re right, Vaughn,” Sydney said. “Background helps.”

Vaughn said nothing, but gestured at Marshall. This time, the technical expert was ready to take the floor. He held up the retrieved surveillance unit again. “Like I said,” he said, “these are very reliable. But they’re not easy to place and align. Our intent was to leave the unit in place and replace the internal operating system. Software, it’s like power. It corrupts.” He paused, waiting for laughter, only to look vaguely disappointed when it didn’t come.

Sydney recalled the modified cell phone she had used on the rooftop, and the flashing red light of its display as each download failed. “Reloading didn’t work,” she said.

“That’s right,” Marshall agreed. “And here’s why.” Though still somewhat clumsy in social situations and given to nervous twitches, he had remarkably skilled hands. He twisted the unit’s housing and used a pair of insulated forceps to extract a module the size of a shirt button. “This isn’t ours,” he said. “Well, it’s ours now, spoils of war and all that, but—”

“Specifics, please,” Sloane prodded. Marshall’s technical expertise bought him considerable patience and accommodation, but there were limits.

“Okay, okay,” Marshall said. He pointed at the original unit, and then at the smaller component, saying, “This is nice. This is even nicer. It’s a piggyback monitor chip, a store-and-forward incremental tap that copied our feed. It’s got a microburst gamma-ray satellite relay in it that dumps the buffer every 17.6 hours. Five days ago an interface glitch cropped up and impacted our own signal. If that hadn’t happened, we might never have found it.”

“Whose satellite assets have a 17.6-hour periodicity?” Dixon asked. “Alone or in combination?”

“Don’t know yet,” Marshall said. They were words that he almost never said, especially in the technical arena. “No single entity’s, that’s for sure. But I’m running a regression algorithm—”

“We’re trying to determine whose tap it is,” Sloane interjected. “But I think it’s safe that we’ll need to deal with them. They clearly aren’t on the side of the angels.”

Again, Sydney’s mind’s eye filled with the image of men in window-washer uniforms. This time, she did not even begin to speak. Disgust stilled her tongue.

“Have you been able to determine how long it had been in place?” Sloane asked.

Marshall nodded eagerly. “At least two months,” he said. “Chemical analysis of the bonding agents used says—”

“Thank you, Marshall,” Sloane said before Marshall could launch into a longer explanation.

Marshall dropped back into his seat. He seemed half-pleased and half-sad that his time in the spotlight had come to an end.

Sloane continued. “Jack?”

“I appreciate that the last operation was with little notice,” the elder Bristow said. His words were clipped and businesslike, spoken in the same pragmatic tones that he might use to order lunch, or to direct someone’s execution. “Consider this fair warning. The next operation will be on short notice too.” He paused and pointed. “Sydney, Marcus, and Vaughn especially should keep yourselves available. Be ready to move fast.”

Everyone nodded.

Jack bulldozed on. “Marshall, you’re on call too. Work with Weiss to backtrack the tap, and get with me to discuss outfitting. Nadia can be your backup on this.” He paused and glanced at Sloane, yielding the floor.

“Before we adjourn, I’d like to say something,” Sloane said. “I mentioned earlier that this was a qualified success. I need to stress that my concern had nothing to do with any personal shortcomings in performance.”

Sydney glanced at Dixon, then Vaughn. Both shrugged, however slightly, and she shrugged back. Sloane’s comments were an across-the-board surprise.

“We live in perilous times, people,” the APO chief continued. “And that peril has made Washington a very difficult place to do our kind of business. The security checkpoints and closed streets make local missions more difficult, and render conventional emergency extractions very difficult.”

“We made it through all right,” Sydney replied, sharply.

Sloane continued. “The same measures that are intended to protect civilians can put them in greater danger. I’d like all of you to be cognizant of that in the future.” He took a breath. “If nothing else, collateral damage ensures bad publicity and threatens security.”

No one said anything to that.

“Until later, then,” Sloane said in dismissal. As chairs slid back and attendees stood to leave, he continued. “Sydney?” he said. “A moment, please.”

She remained seated as the others left, perfectly happy to keep most of the table between them. She hated being alone with him. She hated the earnest look of near-parental concern in his eyes as he spoke to her. She hated his voice, cool and dark and liquid, like the smoke that beekeepers used to befuddle their charges.

“What happened yesterday wasn’t due to any failing on your part,” Sloane said.

“I know that,” she responded, not entirely sincerely. “But the idea that we were there just to tidy up—”

“It was important,” Sloane said. “And Marshall’s discovery suggests that it’s more important than we thought.”

She said nothing.

“About the civilian—” Sloane started.

“The civilian?” Sydney said sharply.

“I assumed you knew, even if it hasn’t made the news media,” he said. He favored her with one of his rare expressions of surprise, however mild. It was so unexpected that she suspected it was deliberate. “I had Weiss research the matter. A minor wound, in and out, no major damage.”

“How bad?” she demanded. Experience had taught her to never trust his first response to any question.

“Get with Weiss about it,” Sloane said. “He has the details. He’s busy backtracking your escape, scrubbing surveillance cameras and the like.”

“Why are you telling me this?” she nearly hissed.

Sloane looked at her levelly. “You’re a study in contradictions, Sydney. You’re one of the best operatives I’ve ever worked with or against.”

“I’m not sure that’s a compliment,” she said.

“Be that as it may, one of the factors that makes you so good is your passion—and your compassion. But they can be weaknesses, as well.”

Again, there seemed to be no reply that she could make. Sloane was in full paternalistic mode now. His words and tone made her skin crawl. She had enough difficulties with one father. She didn’t need another, let alone one with Sloane’s history.

It was if he had read her mind. The smile on his tired features now was a rueful one. “I know that some of the things I’ve had to do have damaged our relationship terribly, Sydney,” he said. “And I’m sorry for that. I’d be even sorrier if you thought I was trying to remake you in my image, in any way. What happened yesterday was an accident, and would not have happened at all but for the urgency of our timetable.”

She almost believed him.

*   *   *

“Syd. Hey.” Vaughn gestured as she left the meeting room. “Over here.”

“Over here” was APO operative Eric Weiss’s workstation. Vaughn was hovering there, and Sydney had the distinct impression that she had been invited to interrupt a session of Guy Talk. That was fine with her.

She smiled up at Vaughn without comment, and then down at the seated Weiss. “Hi, Eric. I was coming to see you, anyway.”

Weiss grunted in acknowledgment. He was one of the few men whom Sydney had ever met who could do that amiably. Without taking his eyes from his computer screen, he responded, “How’d the big confab go? Any fireworks?”

“We missed you,” was Sydney’s only response. Vaughn had no doubt told him anything he needed to know already. “How’s the backtrack work going?”

“Almost done,” Eric said. His fingertips danced across the keyboard. “What I can do is almost done, that is. When you detoured into the building, you passed some security cameras that we hadn’t prepped, you know.” He looked up briefly and glanced at her.

Sydney shrugged. “I knew that I might,” she said. “I didn’t have much choice.”

“Well, the disguise should take care of those. I can’t do much about them, anyway. But to be on the safe side, Sloane’s got me hacking into the local banks and such, deleting or corrupting the feed from incidental security cameras.” He sighed. “You would not believe how many ATMs there are in that block. You and Dixon look to have passed in front of each and every one.”

That was an exaggeration, Sydney knew, but there was no point in arguing it. “Sloane said—”

Eric stopped typing. He spun in his chair. “He said you’d want this,” he said, and passed her a document folder. It was generic manila, not color-coded for any security level. Ten or so pages of closely set type and photographic images waited within.

“What is it, Syd?” Vaughn asked. He had been quiet as she spoke with Weiss, but she had felt his attentive gaze on her throughout the conversation.

“Background,” Sydney said, and began to read.

“Hospital medical records,” Weiss said to Vaughn, correcting her.

Among the most basic of Sydney’s skills was her ability to read rapidly and comprehensively. She scanned the computer printouts while the two men reverted to Guy Talk mode. By the time Vaughn had explained why the Washington Redskins were a better football team than the Dallas Cowboys and Eric Weiss had responded that he was insane, she had finished the dossier.

The name of the woman in the office building was Keisha Wyatt. Sydney examined her photo for a long moment. It looked familiar, and not just from the incident. Keisha was thirty-eight but looked younger. She had excellent health coverage through her employer and a bullet hole in her upper left arm. The incoming slug had shattered the humerus, and a bone splinter had nicked an artery. In all, it was messier than Sloane had indicated, but Wyatt’s doctors’ records showed that medical attention had come in time and that a full recovery was anticipated.

“Everything okay?” Vaughn asked as she closed the folder and handed it to Weiss, who promptly fed its contents into a shredder.

“Not as okay as I would like,” Sydney said honestly. “I feel terrible about that poor woman.”

“She’s going to recover,” Weiss said.

“She shouldn’t need to recover,” Sydney said, more sharply than she had intended. She didn’t like seeing civilians hurt.

Neither man said anything for a long moment, until Vaughn broke the awkward silence. “You didn’t know,” he said. “You couldn’t know. The offices were closed. You did everything you could to protect her, and everything you could to get help.”

“It shouldn’t have happened,” Sydney said doggedly.

“We had to move fast, Sydney,” Vaughn said.

“I still don’t understand that. Equipment repair isn’t the kind of thing we usually do,” Sydney said. “I mean, a job is a job, but—”

Vaughn gestured, interrupting her. “Think about what Marshall told us,” he said. “The ‘button’ downloaded every 17.6 hours, and it had been in place for a while. It acted up five days ago. Why?”

“Marshall seemed to think it was chance,” Sydney said.

Vaughn did not so much dismiss the explanation so much as he ignored it. He continued: “And why was an armed response team in the area and so ready to come after you?”
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