







At the landing to the basement, the door opened and a security guard stepped into the stairwell. He glanced at the two foreigners and his hand went to his sidearm.

He barked an order in Russian, flipping open his holster.

Weiss held up his hands and spoke in English. “No trouble here. No trouble. Just visiting Dr. Malenkov.”

Vaughn, standing next to him with the cooler of tissue samples in his hand, stopped and waited.

At the mention of Malenkov’s name, the guard looked up and down the stairs. He could see that Malenkov wasn’t with them, and his expression hardened.

He shouted something at them. Weiss felt a chill run through him. Up until now, things had gone smoothly. But now they were trapped in a stairwell with a nervous guard, who spoke no English.

As time stretched and Dr. Malenkov did not appear, the guard grew more agitated. Vaughn watched the guard’s hand as his fingers flexed around the grip of the Stechkin APS. With twenty rounds, he didn’t even need to be a good shot.
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Chapter 1


NAGATAKA CHEMICAL RESEARCH FACILITY OSAKA, JAPAN


In the hushed laboratory, fluorescent light reflected off the stainless steel surfaces. Although it was dark outside, inside the sealed building modern technology maintained an optimum working environment around the clock.

Two scientists in spotless white lab coats stood at a workbench covered with beakers and test tubes. Occasionally one would pause to write his observations in a notebook on the desk behind him. They were lost in their work, oblivious to the guard at the end of the hall and the faint noises of the nightly cleaning crew as they went about their duties.

That is, until five men with guns burst through the door of the lab.

The intruders were dressed in military fatigues, with black balaclavas obscuring their features. Without speaking, two pairs of men grabbed the startled scientists, frog-marching them across the laboratory to an unused workstation. The scientists were shoved facedown on the floor, their hands lashed behind their backs.

Two of the intruders then moved back toward the leader. The other two upended their rifles and cracked the butts against the skulls of the prostrate scientists before joining the rest of their team.

Moving swiftly and silently, the five men swept through the laboratory. They ignored the racks of test tubes, the rows of beakers, and the cupboards of rare chemicals. Instead they moved deliberately toward a single work station deep within the laboratory.

The leader’s eyes glinted with anticipation through the cutouts of the dark mask of his head covering. He opened a refrigerated cabinet under the counter and pulled out a wire basket, holding four tightly capped vials of sapphire-blue liquid.

The rest of the team formed an arc around him, facing the rest of the room. There would be no surprises while their leader accomplished his mission.

Removing his gloves, he picked up one of the vials with extreme care and held it up to the light for a moment, as though admiring the jewel-like color, then nodded his satisfaction before returning the vial to its place.

From within his jacket, the leader withdrew a small metal box. He worked the latches and the top opened, releasing a ribbon of smoke that slid over the edge of the box and trailed toward the floor. His motions were deliberate as he removed each vial from the basket and placed it into a corresponding hollow within the metal box, securing each of them with a fitted cover.

When the vials were secured, he closed and locked the box and put it back inside his jacket.

Turning back to the door, he stepped through the arc of armed men and signaled them to follow him. They were gone as quickly and silently as they had come, leaving the two scientists where they had fallen, crimson blood slowly seeping from their wounds and soaking into the starched whiteness of their lab coats.

APO HEADQUARTERS

LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA

Arvin Sloane tapped the keyboard on his desk, shutting down the flat-screen monitor. He swiveled his chair around and faced Jack Bristow. Sloane’s graying brush cut, deeply lined face, and dark, hooded eyes made him appear brooding and solemn.

It was a look that fit the enigmatic head of the CIA’s black ops division, APO. It was also a look that hid much of Sloane himself, shielding his true nature and intentions from the people around him.

Jack, perhaps the person who knew Sloane better than anyone else, waited for Sloane to speak. A lifetime of service in covert agencies had given Jack the discipline to wait forever if he needed to. Though patience may not have been his natural inclination, it was a trait acquired so long ago that it had become an integral part of him.

Sloane sighed, resting his chin against his fists. He tented his index fingers and tapped the tips against his lips, a familiar stalling tactic.

When Jack still did not speak, Sloane glanced up at him and leaned back in his chair. “Those vials were the only thing taken. They represent the preliminary results of a top secret antiviral research program, a program in which the CIA has an interest. Nothing else was touched. These people knew what they were after, and the mission was clearly rehearsed. Did you recognize anyone?”

Jack shook his head. “No one.” Now he could see the uneasiness in Sloane’s eyes, a hint that some unpleasant surprise was contained in the images from Osaka.

“I suppose,” Jack continued, “that I might recognize one of them if their faces weren’t covered. But under the circumstances…” He let his voice trail off, putting Sloane back on the spot.

Sloane shook his head, as though trying to dispel his worries, but the uneasiness lingered in his expression. “I thought…” He paused, looking away, then returned his gaze to Jack. “The two scientists are recovering, and nothing was disturbed except those vials. The intruders made no effort to disguise what they were doing, as though they didn’t care whether they were seen.

“But there was something about the leader. He reminded me of someone I know—knew. An Alliance officer in the Far East.”

Sloane stood and paced behind his desk. “Which is ridiculous, of course. All the ranking Alliance officers were killed or captured in the raids.”

Jack raised an eyebrow.

“Except me.” He nodded his acknowledgment. “But I had help, and a lot of information the CIA wanted. Even then, I would have been executed had you not intervened. No, it couldn’t be an Alliance officer.”

Jack watched Sloane as he dismissed his fears, but it was clear Sloane hadn’t entirely convinced himself. There was a lingering shadow of doubt, a shadow Jack Bristow knew would have to be dispelled.

“Who did you think it was?”

“A North Korean officer named Gai Dong Jing.” Sloane waved a hand, as though dismissing the thought, then thought better of it. He sat down and turned back to the monitor. With a few swift keystrokes, he restarted the surveillance video, showing the lightning raid on the research facility in Osaka.

The two men watched as the five intruders entered the lab. There was no wasted motion, and none of them spoke. Each of them knew his part in the raid and performed it without hesitation. They were not distracted by the presence of the scientists, nor tempted by rare and costly chemical stores.

As the leader removed his glove, he revealed a dark spot in the webbing between the thumb and forefinger of his right hand.

Jack leaned forward and pointed at the screen. “What is that?”

Sloane stopped the video and tapped the keyboard, zooming in on the image. As it came into focus, the screen showed a mass of dark lines and circles tattooed on the hand.

The angle was awkward, and Sloane advanced the video through a few frames until the man on the screen raised the vial to the light, giving them a better view of the hand.

The tattoo was an elaborate design, but neither man could identify it.

After a moment, Sloane spoke. “It doesn’t mean anything to me,” he said, shaking his head. “We should get the image to Marshall—let him run it, and see what he can find.”

 

It didn’t take long for Marshall Flinkman, APO’s resident technical wizard, to come up with an answer—an answer that created more questions than it resolved.

“It isn’t a single tattoo,” Marshall said, laying a series of glossy photos across the sleek surface of the conference room table, the last one facedown. “As you can see,” he said, pointing to the first picture, “the pattern at first appears to be quite intricate: lots of lines and angles and circles, a random design, not structured. But as you look closer”—he motioned to the second photo—“you can see variations in some of the lines. When I ran a spectroscopic analysis of the color gradients, definite layers emerged.”

He gestured to the next photo. “Parts of the tattoo had faded. The differences were subtle, not really visible with the human eye, because, well, you know the human eye can only register color and light within a certain restricted spectrum, right?” Marshall didn’t wait for an answer, but rushed ahead, carried by his enthusiasm for his subject.

“These differences were so small I had to devise a special algorithm to separate out the variances, and run about a thousand iterations, to make sure the results were accurate, and create the separations, and, well…” Marshall paused, took a deep breath, and turned over the last photo.

Sloane and Jack stared at the photo. The stricken look on Sloane’s face spoke volumes.

Under the layers of obscuring tattoos was a single, simple image: the Eye of Rambaldi.

Apparently, the Alliance wasn’t nearly as dead as Sloane thought it was.

The silence was like a fourth person in the room, a presence that could be felt, if not seen. Arvin Sloane affected a posture of nonchalance, leaning back in his chair and looking at the photo, as though acting unruffled would mean the situation was less critical than it actually was.

Jack Bristow wasn’t fooled. Sloane was badly shaken by what he had seen. Jack turned to Sloane and stared, his eyes hard. It was time for Sloane to speak up.

“Is it Jing?”

“I don’t know, Jack.” He shrugged. “The tattoo means nothing. It could be anyone—a low-level Alliance officer who escaped, a field operative in deep cover, or even a Rambaldi fanatic who wasn’t involved with the Alliance at all.”

Oblivious to the tension between the two old friends, Marshall pulled another stack of papers from his folder and laid them on the table. “I figured you’d want to know who it was, and since I couldn’t trace the tattoo—not that I’m not trying, because I am, I just haven’t had any luck yet—I took the liberty of analyzing the man’s face…well, as much as I could, what with most of it being covered.”

Marshall shuffled through the papers and handed Sloane and Jack each a stack of copies. “His eyes were the only really visible part, so I concentrated on them, measured the distance between the pupils, the alignment of the eyelid fold, elevation from the bridge of the nose—you know, the usual sort of things.”

“Yes, Marshall.” Jack’s tone was brusque, impatient. “What’s the point of all this?”

“Well, the man is definitely Asian. Acting on the obvious assumption—that he was a member of the Alliance—I ran the biometric data against all known Alliance officers of Asian extraction. The check produced a list of possible identities, ranked by probability; that’s the second page there.”

Sloane and Jack turned to the second page. The list of names was short, with Gai Dong Jing in the second position.

“And?” Sloane demanded.

“And”—Marshall’s exuberance deflated, like a day-old party balloon—“according to all the files, each of these men was either captured or killed in the raids. None of them could be our man.”

Sloane nodded. “Just to be sure, Jack, I want you to run a complete check on everyone arrested or killed in the raids. Our allies are not always as vigilant as they should be. Call me as soon as you have any results. And don’t mention any of this to the rest of the team, not until we have something to give them.”

Sloane stood, dismissing Marshall, who gathered his files and retreated to his laboratory, leaving Sloane and Jack alone in the conference room.

“I’ll reach out to my contacts and see if there’s been any word about Jing recently. If he is alive, which I doubt, he’s bound to have left a trail somewhere besides here,” Sloane said, pointing to the photos.

Jack nodded. There was nothing more to say. He gathered his copies of Marshall’s work and left.

When Jack approached Sloane’s office two hours later, Sloane waved him in, signaling that he was on the phone. Jack sank silently into the chair across the desk from Sloane, and waited for him to finish his conversation.

Punching the disconnect button, Sloane removed his telephone earpiece and dropped it on the desk, then looked expectantly at Jack, whose usual grim expression held no clue to what he had found.

“It’s as we feared,” Jack said. “I checked every record from the raids, the bodies that were identified, and the follow-up interrogations of those who were incarcerated. There is no mention of Gai Dong Jing in any of them. I finally found his name on a list from the Hong Kong raid, listing him as ‘missing, presumed dead.’ But there is no record of his body being found. Our Mr. Jing may not be as dead as we presumed him to be.”

“If it is him,” Sloane said, “he appears to have access to good information and a well-trained and equipped team.”

Jack nodded. “Have you been able to find anything more?”

Sloane shook his head. “Not yet. My contacts are understandably circumspect about sharing information, but I have opened some lines of inquiry that I hope will prove fruitful. A raid such as the one in Osaka requires advance preparation—recruitment, training, intelligence gathering. The trail is there. If we can find it and follow it, it’ll lead us to all our answers.”

Sloane rose and walked around the desk, taking a chair next to Jack. “He had to have planned for this, Jack. He must have felt there was a chance the Alliance would be destroyed, and he had a fallback position in case of just such an eventuality. He held back something from the Alliance, hiding his assets, hoarding them. We will have to find that something in order to stop him.”

Sloane leaned forward in his chair and stared hard at Jack. “You wonder how I know that? How I can tell what the man must have been thinking?”

Sloane waited, the question hanging in the air. He really didn’t expect Jack to answer him.

Holding Jack’s gaze, his quiet voice carrying a note of almost fanatical conviction, he answered his own question. “I know, Jack, because it was precisely what I did.”








Chapter 2


CENTRAL POLICE STATION

VLADIVOSTOK, SIBERIA


As the station clock moved toward midnight, Nickolai Kerinski waited impatiently for his shift to end. It had been a quiet night, with too much of what passed for coffee on the evening watch burning his throat, and he was anxious to get home.

Only forty minutes until his relief arrived, and then he could head home for a delayed supper. His wife had promised to wait to eat with him and he could imagine the rich aroma of the stew she was preparing, the sweet luxury of honey on her homemade biscuits. His stomach rumbled in anticipation.

The reception area was empty, the scarred benches and chipped counter smudged and worn in the harsh fluorescent light. Behind Kerinski’s counter, a warren of offices and interrogation rooms was mostly dark, with an occasional pool of light from an isolated desk lamp marking the late-night location of a detective or officer with no place better to be.

The buzzer to the outside entrance sounded, alerting Kerinski to a visitor. As he turned his attention to the front door, he was surprised to see a man in a shiny silver hazmat suit, complete with hood, shoe covers, and gloves, enter the station.

The man looked and sounded like he could have come from another planet. The respirator on his suit hissed with each breath, and he moved awkwardly toward the desk.

Kerinski could see the man’s face through the plastic shield in the front of the hood, though it was slightly distorted. With a policeman’s practiced eye, Kerinski sized up the visitor: tall, gaunt, his face thin and drawn, eyes dark against the pallor of his skin.

His shuffling gait was due to more than the clumsiness of the bulky suit; he seemed unsteady, as though worn down by a long illness.

Kerinski tensed as the man approached him, his hand sliding beneath the counter, toward the button that would summon backup. He wasn’t a timid man—you didn’t last in a city like Vladivostok if you were—but the situation was steeped in danger. The suit could conceal a myriad of weapons, or the man could be preparing to unleash some unspeakable biological terror.

Kerinski hesitated, his finger on the button. The memory of the sarin attacks in the Tokyo subway was vivid. If this was an attack, he would only be calling more officers to their deaths.

But he had to warn them.

The man was at the desk now, holding his gloved hands up near his face, palms out, a posture of appeasement and surrender.

“Help me.”

Kerinski held his finger in place. “What kind of help do you need?”

“My name is Peotr Alexyeev, and I have done many terrible things. I want to surrender.”

The name meant nothing to Kerinski. He had not heard it in his daily briefings, nor had it appeared on a fugitive alert. Whatever terrible things this man had done, they had not come to the attention of the Vladivostok authorities.

Taking his finger off the signal button, Kerinski plucked a form off a stack on his left and picked up a pen with his other hand. He entered Alexyeev’s name at the top of the form and began asking questions.

“Spell your last name, please.”

Alexyeev complied, his voice strained and distorted by the suit’s respirator.

“Address?”

“I do not have a local address. I have been staying with”—he hesitated—“an associate.”

“And who is looking for you, Mr. Alexyeev? To whom do you wish to surrender?”

“No one is looking for me. They do not know what I have done. But I am prepared to pay for my crimes. I must.”

“Your crimes?” Kerinski dropped his hand back below the countertop and edged his fingers nearer the button again. If he called someone in, they could deal with this crazy man and he could go home to dinner.

“Yes. I have been responsible for many deaths. Many deaths.” Alexyeev choked, struggling with the words. “Strangers, yes, but my own children, also. And my dear wife. All dead. All my fault.”

A chill ran down Kerinski’s spine, and he pressed the alarm button. The man might be crazy, but there was something in his voice—strain and anguish that ran deep.

Crazy or not, Alexyeev believed he had caused the deaths of many people, including his wife and children. And a man who believed that, whose soul carried that guilt, had little to lose.

“You are confessing to murder?” Kerinski asked. “You say you killed your family?”

“They are dead. It is my fault. I must accept my punishment.” Alexyeev stiffened and placed his hands flat on the counter, the silver suit rustling with his movements. “But there is something I must do first. There is a greater evil, and it must be stopped.”

Behind him, Kerinski heard the heavy tread of booted feet approaching the reception area, then a confused shuffle of footsteps and barely muffled exclamations. He glanced over his shoulder just long enough to catch sight of the open stares of the three other officers on duty.

Turning back to Alexyeev, he tried to resume his interview.

“Evil?” It wasn’t a word Kerinski was used to hearing, at least not in the police station. Here they dealt with facts, the laws, and those who broke them, not abstract concepts.

“Evil.” Alexyeev repeated the word with conviction. For him, there was no abstraction. “He is evil, and we must stop him.”

“Who—?” The question died on Kerinski’s lips. His answer was coming through the front entry, wearing military fatigues and accompanied by four armed men. He wasn’t a superstitious man, and years of police work had destroyed any belief in coincidence. He knew instantly that this was the man. The automatic weapon slung over his shoulder, exactly like the ones carried by the four men behind him, only reinforced what Kerinski already knew.

The leader moved swiftly to the counter, grabbing Alexyeev by the arm. “Peotr, you have work to do,” he said in Korean. “Time to go.”

The Korean was six inches shorter than the gaunt Russian, but he was clearly in better physical condition, and he began pulling Alexyeev toward the door. His team stood in a half circle behind him, their weapons held loosely, pointed toward the counter where Kerinski stood, frozen.

Despite being physically outmatched, Alexyeev struggled to free himself from the grasp of the Korean.

“No. Let me go!” he shouted.

Alexyeev thrashed his arms and legs in an attempt to throw off his Korean captor.

Struggling with the awkward mass of the man in the suit, the leader was unable to secure his weapon, and it clattered to the floor.

Still screaming, Alexyeev dived for the weapon. He got one gloved hand on it, but the leader grabbed it at the same time. The two men tumbled to the floor, wrestling over the weapon, which waved wildly around the room.

The Korean troops turned to watch the struggle, looking for an opening to intervene, taking their eyes off Kerinski.

Without hesitation, Kerinski dove over the counter, a short, stout riot club in his hand.

Alexyeev was his prisoner!

Behind Kerinski, the other officers moved forward, drawing their weapons and crouching behind desks and file cabinets, searching for whatever cover they could find.

Kerinski raised the club, swinging it down on the head of one of the Koreans. The Korean staggered, and the man next to him swung around to confront Kerinski.

The second man rammed the butt of his rifle into Kerinski’s stomach, doubling him over and sending him to his knees. He slammed the butt against Kerinski’s nose, then reversed the rifle, swinging the barrel toward him.

A hail of gunfire erupted from behind him. Instinctively, Kerinski flattened himself against the floor as the bullets sailed over his head.

The Korean’s rifle clattered on the worn tile as spots of blood blossomed across his chest. He crumpled to the floor, his face slack.

The two remaining Koreans whirled to face their assailants, unleashing a barrage of automatic gunfire.

Paralyzed by pain, Kerinski didn’t move. He heard more gunfire, distant and fuzzy. Blood from his shattered nose ran into his mouth, thick and salty, choking him.

One eye was swollen shut, and the other refused to focus. Dimly, he could see shapes, three dark and one silver, moving toward the door.

The shapes disappeared, but the deafening noise of the brief gun battle left Kerinski unable to hear the buzzer or the sound of the outside door closing.

For one tantalizing instant as blackness closed in on him, he could smell his wife’s stew.

LOS ANGELES ZOO

LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA

Sydney Bristow accepted the ice cream cone Michael Vaughn held out to her as they stepped away from the service window at the snack bar. The sun was warm on her bare arms, and the soft swirl of vanilla was already drooping, a single drop sliding down the side of the cone.

Syd grinned, causing dimples to appear in her cheeks. She stuck out her tongue and caught the errant drop before it ran down onto her hand. Vaughn, smiling back, performed a similar maneuver.

They strolled across the walkway, pausing to look back along the path they had taken to climb the hill. The crowd was thin on this weekday afternoon, a few young mothers with toddlers or strollers, and the occasional retiree.

Sydney and Vaughn were enjoying a rare afternoon off together. Syd had eagerly accepted Vaughn’s invitation to spend the day at the zoo. Still unsure of their relationship but determined to rebuild it slowly, a normal date—an afternoon without mission briefings or impending disasters—seemed like the perfect way to enjoy their day off.

So far, that had been true. They had walked for what seemed like miles through the low hills that dotted the zoo, wandering from one exhibit to the next. They had visited the Children’s Zoo, watched prairie dogs pop out of their tunnels, and spent a quiet half hour in the darkened koala exhibit.

The reptile house, a series of interlocking hexagons, was one of Syd’s favorites. Although she wasn’t fond of snakes, they were compelling to watch.

Now, warm from their latest uphill stretch, Michael had bought ice cream cones, and they had found a spot of shade as a refuge from the sun.

Across the path was the top of the giraffe enclosure. Down the path, back the way they had come, was the enclosure itself, with the back wall rising to meet the uphill portion of the path.

An adult giraffe, nearly twenty feet tall, pushed his head against the fence and snaked his long, black tongue between the bars, reaching for the tender green shoots of a plant alongside the path.

“Now, he,” Vaughn said, gesturing to the giraffe, “would have no trouble with ice cream.”

“And I do?” Syd asked, the laughter in her voice taking the challenge from her words.

Vaughn watched her for a moment, his eyes soft with affection.

She was a striking woman. Tall and slender, she carried herself with the grace of a dancer or a martial artist. Her little-girl braids made her look younger and softer than she was, though Vaughn knew better. She was a trained and deadly agent, smart and capable.

But for right now she was just Syd.

“You seem to be doing okay,” Vaughn said as she took another lick of her ice cream. “Still…” He gestured at the giraffe, whose prehensile tongue was systematically stripping the leaves from the plant and pulling them into his mouth.

Syd watched the giraffe for a moment, captivated by his eyelashes. They were longer than any other animal’s she had ever seen, and she savored the peace of the moment. Standing there with Vaughn, eating ice cream, and watching a giraffe eat leaves—it was like being a regular person.

But APO agents were not regular people, and peaceful moments came rarely, if at all. Sydney’s cell phone rang, its insistent tone interrupting her temporarily calm life.

She flipped the phone open and answered it.

On the other end of the line, her father’s voice dragged her out of her normal afternoon, and back into the job that consumed her life. “We need you at headquarters. How soon can you get here?”

Before she could answer, she heard Vaughn’s phone beep, and she knew without asking that he was getting a similar call. Somewhere a crisis was brewing, and they were needed.

“Give me twenty minutes,” she told Jack, and hung up. There was nothing more to say.

Beside her, Vaughn disconnected his call and dropped his phone back into his pocket.

The two agents exchanged a look, then started down the hill toward the parking lot. On the way, Sydney dropped her half-eaten ice cream cone in a trash can, and Vaughn did the same.

What did normal mean, anyway?








Chapter 3


APO HEADQUARTERS

LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA


Sydney and Vaughn left the commuter rail car at the end of the line. They loitered in the station until they were alone, then walked a few yards down the track. There, in a niche in the tunnel, was a service door, with a battered metal sign that read AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY.

Vaughn pulled an unmarked key card from his pocket and swiped it through the grubby card reader on the wall next to the door. The door took a moment to unlock, and then Sydney swung it open and stepped through, with Michael behind her.

Inside, the room looked like a regular electric junction room, just like dozens of others scattered throughout the city’s subway system. Sydney swiftly went through the maneuvers that activated a hidden door.

She always got a little rush when she accessed the secret entrance to APO headquarters. Even after all her years as an agent, there was something exciting about opening the secret tunnel, pausing for a security scan, then continuing on into the black ops division.

They had come directly from the zoo without changing clothes. Their casual attire, which would attract no attention at the zoo or on the train, seemed at odds with the sleek glass and high-tech interior of the office.

Sydney and Vaughn headed for the conference room, where she could see her father, Arvin Sloane, and Marshall Flinkman waiting. The rest of the team was filtering into the room: Sydney’s recently discovered sister, Nadia Santos; her partner, Marcus Dixon; and quiet, dependable Eric Weiss.

Syd slid into a seat at the table, forcing herself to relax. Even though CIA Director Hayden Chase had placed Sloane in charge of APO, Sydney didn’t trust him. He had given her plenty of reasons to doubt him over the years, and she wouldn’t easily forget his betrayal.

When he had recruited her into SD-6, the international cartel for which he had worked, she had been young and idealistic. She had believed she was working for the “good guys,” and discovering the extent of Sloane’s lies had nearly destroyed her. SD-6—and Sloane, specifically—had cost her the life of her fiancé, Danny, taken away her closest friends, and deepened the divide between her and her father.

She was slowly repairing the damage Sloane had caused, rebuilding her relationship with her father, learning to love again. She had discovered a sister she hadn’t known she had and become close friends with many of the people she worked with. She was surrounded by people who cared for her, but there was always the presence of Sloane, a constant reminder of all that had happened to her over the years.

The muted conversations halted as Sloane passed a copy of the mission briefing to each of the assembled agents. Sydney glanced at the stack of reports, then turned her attention back to Sloane’s stern face as he stood up and passed his gaze over the group assembled around the table.

“What we have here,” Sloane said as he stood near the bank of video screens that covered one wall of the conference room, “is a ghost, a man who is supposed to be dead, a man the CIA thought had been eliminated with the rest of the Alliance.”

Sloane nodded to Marshall, who tapped a few keys, bringing the video screens to life.

Sloane stepped back and watched, his arms folded across his chest, as Marshall took over. “This is a feed from one of the surveillance cameras in the Central Police Station in Vladivostok. That’s on the southern tip of Siberia, near the Sea of Japan. It’s a busy shipping port and has one of the highest crime rates in Russia. It’s supposed to be a favorite place for the Russian mafia, which, by the way, shouldn’t really be called the mafia, because ‘mafia’ is actually a Sicilian word—”

Marshall stopped suddenly, placing a fingertip against his lips, and focused his attention back on the screen. “Anyway, this video shows a raid on the police station.”

Marshall ran a video clip featuring a tall man in what looked like baggy tinfoil coveralls. The man approached the reception counter and spoke to the officer in Russian.

“If you look on page three of the mission briefing,” Marshall said, “there’s a transcript of the audio. We had to work a little to make it all out—there were some problems with the feed we picked up. I think there was a battery too close to the audio pickup, and it was creating a hum…but never mind. We cleaned up as much as we could and translated it. Although”—he looked around the table—“you’re all fluent in Russian, aren’t you?”

Marshall paused for a second, then continued. “But there’s some Korean, too, in just a few seconds here.”

The team watched and listened, referring to the transcript for verification, as the scene played out.

The man in the silver coveralls had a breathing device of some kind in his suit, and his words were hard to distinguish. Even with her excellent Russian language skills, Sydney was grateful for the fast work of the engineers and translators.

The man identified himself as Peotr Alexyeev, a name that did not mean anything to anyone at the table.

When he claimed to be responsible for multiple deaths, including those of his family, Weiss leaned forward, puzzled. “Why are we interested in murders in Russia? We have plenty of those here.”

“It’s not the murders,” Jack murmured. “It’s the murderer, and his companions.”

Weiss bit his lip, feeling the rebuke, even though Jack had maintained a neutral tone and had not raised his voice. Even without inflection, Jack managed to squelch any further questions.

The video continued, and they watched as the team of fatigue-clad men entered the police station and tried to drag the first man away.

It was over in a matter of a minute or two. By the end of the clip, four policemen and one of the raiders lay in pools of their own blood, and the man in the strange suit had been pulled out the door by the remaining attackers.

Marshall froze the video on the image of the four fallen officers as the last of the attackers moved out of the frame.

Sloane stepped in front of the screens. “We believe this man”—he gestured to the back of the last attacker, barely visible in the door frame—“is Gai Dong Jing, a dead man.”

Sloane waited, looking around the table at a ring of blank faces, except for Marshall’s and Jack’s. He seemed to savor the drama of the moment, to draw power from the rising tension, as the rest of the team waited for his explanation.

“Mr. Jing was an officer of the Alliance. According to the initial report from the Far East, he was killed in a raid on a cell in North Korea. But, like Mr. Twain, the reports of his death appear to be greatly exaggerated.”

Sloane turned to Jack, nodding to him to continue the briefing. “As Mr. Sloane said, it appears that Jing was not killed in the raid on Alliance posts in the Far East. We don’t know how he evaded capture or why he was not listed among the missing, but we have analyzed these pictures, along with an earlier report, and we are convinced Jing is still alive.”

Sydney’s heart was racing, the roaring in her ears blocking out the rest of what her father said. She had worked so hard to destroy the Alliance! She had sacrificed so much, in the name of ridding the world of their evil.

And yet, here it was, the monster that refused to die. After nearly four years, it rose in front of her.

She glanced to the left of her father, where Arvin Sloane stood immobile, watching the scene play out. Anger burned in Sydney, acid tearing at her stomach as she looked at Sloane, a walking, breathing symbol of all that she had come to despise.

If he had survived, why couldn’t she believe that others had as well?

Below the table, Sydney clasped her hands in her lap, fingernails digging into her palms, as she struggled to bring her anger back under control.

Her heart slowed its galloping pace, and she concentrated on breathing slowly, drawing air deep into her lungs. Her personal feelings didn’t matter—not here, not in this room. What mattered was Jing, who he was, why he was a threat, and how they would neutralize him.

The time for anger would be later, after the mission was completed, after this last remnant of the Alliance was obliterated, the threat eliminated.

Sloane cleared his throat, and all eyes turned to him. “Word has reached me,” he said, “that Jing may be trying to rebuild his Alliance cell.”

Sydney bit back an angry remark, and Sloane continued. “We know who his contacts were, and most of them are accounted for. What we don’t know, and what we need to know immediately, is who his current allies are—who is working for him or with him?”

Sloane placed his hands on the table and leaned forward.

“Jing is looking for what he calls ‘partners.’ He claims to have a valuable asset, one that he is willing to share for ‘the right price,’ and he says he needs money to produce a powerful bioweapon. But he has revealed nothing beyond that. We know he has approached many of his old North Korean associates and assembled at least a small cell, as the video clearly shows. We also know that he led the same group on a raid two days ago. A top secret biochemical research facility in Osaka was infiltrated, and an experimental compound was taken. Nothing else. They were in and out in a matter of minutes.

“These raids were fast and efficient. He knows what he wants, and he doesn’t waste time on anything else. It is up to us to figure out exactly what it is he’s after and stop him.”

At a signal from Sloane, Marshall backed up the video a few frames, and Sloane glanced at the frozen image behind him as he continued. “It certainly does not appear that Mr. Alexyeev is cooperating with Jing, but looks can be deceiving. On the other hand, an AK-47 can be very persuasive.”

Sloane looked around the table. “I want Dixon, Sydney, and Nadia in Vladivostok immediately. Find out everything you can about the police station raid. There is one survivor, the officer at the reception desk, Nickolai Kerinski. Sydney, you need to talk to him, find out what he knows. Dixon, I want you and Nadia to masquerade as South Americans with money to invest. Wheels up in three hours, and I want a full report on your plans before you leave.”

The three agents nodded. Dixon closed his briefing file and rose to his feet. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll get to work immediately. But I do have one question before I go.”

Sloane cocked his head expectantly and gestured for Dixon to continue.

“What is Alexyeev wearing?”

Marshall tapped a few keys, zooming in on the tall figure in silver. As the video image of Alexyeev grew on the screen, Dixon’s eyes widened in recognition. He said exactly what the rest of the team was thinking.

“He’s wearing a hazmat suit.”

Sloane smiled, as though a prize pupil had scored well on an exam. “Yes, he is. The real question is, why?”
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