







Her knee-high black leather boots with three-inch spiked heels clicked imperiously on the pavement as she approached. He found the rhythm pleasantly hypnotic. She reached the entrance, glanced down at the velvet rope separating her from Zayed, and again brought her eyes up to stare tantalizingly into his. The glance wasn’t really a question. It didn’t ask, Are you going to let me in? It said simply, Why is this still in my way?

Zayed lifted the rope without another thought. There was no doubt in his mind that this woman, whomever she was, belonged anywhere she wanted to be. Only when the rope no longer separated them did she grant him his reward. She smiled in knowing gratitude, then passed quickly into the club.

The last thing Zayed saw as she entered was a slight turn of her head as she raised her right hand to her ear, undoubtedly to rearrange her hair. He paid it no mind. Instead he focused on her perfectly toned butt as it swayed purposefully into the crowd in the direction of the bar. He turned back to the line, replacing the rope. Had he enjoyed the view for even a split second more, he would have heard her speak and probably would have second-guessed his decision to grant her immediate access, as she obviously addressed no one in particular.

“I’m in,” were the two little words Zayed never heard.
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Prologue



LHASA, TIBET

Faster…

Must…go…faster…

When sheer force of will combined with a strong heart and a body that had been conditioned far beyond its limits, one could do, well, just about anything. Sydney Bristow had learned this much in her thirty-four years on the planet: There was damn little she couldn’t do when she set her heart and mind to it.

This moment was no exception.

Racing down the rocky, snow-covered trail, tendrils of overhanging branches whipping at her face, Sydney pumped her arms in their punishing rhythm as the lean muscles of her thighs screamed in protest. She had chosen long ago to ignore those shouts. They were useless to her at this point. On occasions too numerous to count she pushed herself beyond the pain, the exhaustion, and the fear of physical and mental collapse. She would never know if this extraordinary mental toughness was the result of the rigorous training all CIA field agents endured, or the “Christmas” present her father had given her when she was still too young to understand its purpose. Perhaps it was a combination of the two. Where this trait came from no longer mattered.

She ran, and would continue to run, as if her life depended on it. As usual, right now it did. But the infinitesimal extra spark of strength that separated life from death in this moment did not come from Sydney’s childhood, her training, or her own highly developed sense of self-preservation. It came from the fleeting glimpses she caught of the small figure running in the distance through the moonless night, the young girl she had to reach in time.

Behind her, at least a hundred meters back, she heard the rat-tat-tat of automatic weapons fire.

M16s. Part of her brain categorized the sound automatically. The ability to tell the make, model, and caliber of a weapon by its sound wasn’t just a neat trick one pulled out at cocktail parties. As with so many of the skills she now took for granted, it came in handy at the oddest times. Like, for instance, while posing as an arms merchant when a black-market dealer decides to test your credentials by asking you to identify the handgun that is pointed at the back of your head. That had happened once to Vaughn, but Sydney had heard the whole thing through her earpiece…and guessed wrong. Thankfully Vaughn hadn’t.

Now the ground beneath her feet seemed to tremble as another round of fire erupted behind her. The shots echoed in the distance, the sound reflected by the mountain range welling up to the north of the narrow valley that separated the snow-covered peaks from the hilltop her feet pounded.

Definitely M16s…at least six shooters…possibly eight.

Thankfully, the “trail” before her was densely crowded with trees and jutting rocks. No matter how good a shot they were, they’d have trouble hitting a moving target…or three.

Sydney caught a flash of pink fifty meters ahead, a pair of neon sneakers on the eleven-year-old feet of Katelyn. Sydney was 99 percent sure that one hundred meters ahead the trail bent sharply to the right, the beginning of a steep descent down the eastern ridge of the hill. She said a silent prayer that Katelyn would see it coming.

Slackening her pace only slightly, Sydney threw a quick look over her right shoulder. Forty meters back she could make out the solitary figure of her father, Jack Bristow, running behind her. As she returned her focus to the dimness ahead, another round of fire came shrieking through the darkness. This time the automatic weapons were answered by the sharp crack of the Beretta her father had pulled from the CIA safe house less than twenty minutes earlier.

Just keep them busy a few seconds more, Dad.

Katelyn had a good head start, but it had taken Sydney less than thirty seconds to close the first fifty meters that separated them. The little girl was still thirty meters ahead and only forty meters from the cliff’s edge….

“KATELYN!” Sydney screamed. At this point, giving away her position was not an issue.

The tree line broke less than twenty meters from the turn in the trail. Sydney got her first clear sight of Katelyn rushing toward the cliff’s edge.

Faster! Every cell of Sydney’s body cried out in alarm.

Ten meters to the tree line.

Katelyn continued to surge forward, her bright tennis shoes sending up tufts of new snow.

“KATELYN!” Sydney screamed again.

As if oblivious to her calls, Katelyn hurled herself forward…. Five meters from the cliff’s edge.

Sydney reached out. She was only ten meters behind her now. She could do it. They reached the turn in the trail less than one second apart.

But in the world of Sydney Bristow one second counted.

Katelyn did not hesitate. She cleared Sydney’s grasp and the edge of the trail in a breathless moment that seemed to force time to a stand still. As Sydney threw herself to the ground, breaking her forward momentum, Katelyn Magrite leaped off the edge of the cliff and disappeared into the blackness below. It seemed to take mind-numbing hours, but in reality the shriek escaped Katelyn’s tiny lungs almost instantly and began to echo throughout the valley.

Part of Sydney’s mind took time to wonder in how many future nightmares she would hear that scream.

Sydney’s heart was pounding. She had just run almost a quarter mile full out. But as she lay in the snow, listening for…she wouldn’t let herself even think the word “impact,” the shriek continued through five endless beats of her heart. She was shaken back into real time not by the sound of a body hitting the mound of solid rock beneath, but by the hand of her father, shaking her by the shoulders as he demanded that she “Get up!”

Sydney glanced up into her father’s stony face. Her cheeks were awash in sweat and tears. At some forgotten point in those five eternal heartbeats, the unimaginable pain had caught up with her senses. And even as she tried to form a coherent reply to the demand he was placing on her, the sobs began to choke her.

“Sydney, get up!” Jack demanded again, turning to face the oncoming hostiles and firing four more times into the tree line. She couldn’t be sure, but she thought she heard at least two men cry out and fall. Dead tired and hamstrung by the darkness, her dad was still an amazing shot.

Sydney tried to force the pain aside. Compartmentalizing came as easily to her as breathing these days. And in her profession it was every bit as necessary to life as her autonomic nervous system. But she kept seeing pink. Not a clear image of anything…just the color pink.

That won’t help right now, argued the part of her mind that knew better. Let it go.

But she couldn’t.

What she could do was the next best thing. Use it.

Allowing her mind to focus on the bright pink, she felt a hot rush of adrenaline as the pain her mind could not contain was transmuted into rage. Pink became red.

Grasping her father’s arm, Sydney rose from the ground and pulled her own 9mm from its shoulder holster, and with hell’s own fury blazing in her eyes, she joined her father in spraying with gunfire the pursuers just clearing the tree line.








Chapter 1



LOS ANGELES (THREE DAYS EARLIER)

Sydney was still getting used to the APO bunker. Once she cleared the long dim entrance tunnel that cast its inhabitants in unflattering shades of mustard, the stark whiteness of the new CIA black ops division’s headquarters came as something of a shock to the senses, even after a month. Pure white walls surrounded the white partitions that divided the space into offices, conference rooms, and cubicles. Apart from the workstation monitors displaying a variety of maps, tactical data, and research topics, the only other glimpse of color came from the bloodred leather sofa in Arvin Sloane’s office.

Forty-eight hours before, Sydney had been on a return flight from Madagascar, unable to sleep. It had been an eventful few days in Madagascar—wrecking Fenton Keene’s terrorist dreams and eliminating the threat of a particularly nasty new bioweapon. Whatever Keene might have been planning to do with Ice-5, however, wasn’t troubling her.

Michael Vaughn was.

They’d been back in each other’s lives for four weeks, back in each other’s arms almost that long. Despite her repeated protestations that she wanted to take this new phase of their relationship “slow,” she seemed to be falling right back into their old pattern. The job required that they spend most of their days together. More often than not they were spending their nights together as well. It was all too easy to settle in for the evening, make a quiet dinner at home, and cuddle up together on the couch. This simple ritual was as close to normal as either of their lives ever got, and Sydney had long ago decided that she needed as much “normal” in her life as she could possibly get her hands on. Michael was as kind and considerate a man and lover as she had ever known. On the surface everything was fine.

Underneath, Syd knew there was way too much they weren’t talking about. A few days earlier she’d heard Vaughn confessing his sins to Meghan Keene in an effort to convince her to turn on her brother. He’d spoken about Lauren—his wife of almost two years—who only a few months ago had been revealed as a traitor, and whom Michael had killed while saving Sydney’s life. He’d spoken of his anger, of his hatred, of the many times he’d imagined killing her, and then of the unsettling reality of her death.

Once Vaughn had learned the truth about Lauren, Syd had been more than a little concerned that he might lose himself in a personal quest for vengeance. True, Sydney had precious few real memories of Jack Bristow before he had learned of his own wife’s—Sydney’s mother’s—similar betrayal. But Sydney liked to think that before Laura Bristow had been exposed as Russian spy Irina Derevko, her father had been both warmer and more emotionally available. She’d known Michael before, during, and after Lauren. She could easily imagine the demons that plagued him, and they were obviously taking their toll.

Michael was a good man. He was capable of great compassion and didn’t give his heart easily. Not for the first time, she cursed Lauren for taking that heart and mangling it for her own demented ends.

What Sydney had been left with for the time being was the shell of Michael Vaughn. He still loved her. And she still loved him. If two people were ever meant to be together, theirs was surely a fated match. Their initial attraction, buried so long under the duty they had both sworn to their country, had finally taken fiery wing for a few brief months once SD-6 had been destroyed and they were both working openly for the CIA. They still had passion. But it was now tempered by pain. And for reasons Sydney could only speculate about, Michael was not yet ready to share the full force of that pain with her. That he could discuss it so openly with a stranger was difficult for Sydney. That he had yet to open up to her, his soul mate and the one true love of his life, was rapidly becoming unbearable.

For the moment, however, what would become of her and Vaughn had to be set aside. He’d left her house early in the morning with a quick kiss and a “See you at the briefing.” Given the nature of the work they both did, that would have to suffice, since the task that had brought them to the office that afternoon was sure to require every ounce of mental and physical discipline they could bring to bear.

Entering Sloane’s office, Sydney realized she was almost the last to arrive. Vaughn, Dixon, and Marshall were all seated on the sofa, conferring quietly with one another. Her father, Jack, a vision of stoic tranquility, stood beside them leafing through his briefing packet.

Arvin Sloane, the antagonist in many of Sydney’s nightmares, sat arranging papers on his desk as if there were nothing at all unusual about a known criminal heading up a black ops division for the CIA. The sight of him free and, most days, reasonably happy still made Syd slightly nauseated, though she was growing more accustomed to it with each day that passed, and she was certain that was not a good thing.

The only staff members missing were APO’s newest recruits, Eric Weiss and her sister—half sister—Syd mentally corrected herself, Nadia Santos.

Syd nodded to Vaughn and Dixon as she grabbed a briefing packet and crossed to stand by her father. Almost the moment she had assumed her place, Marshall, APO’s resident technical wizard and one of Sydney’s favorite people in the entire world, tugged gently on her sleeve and motioned for her to sit on the arm of the sofa beside him.

As Marshall took a quick glance at Sloane to make sure he was still occupied, a mischievous grin spread across his face. He removed a small communications earpiece from his pocket and gestured for Syd to activate it.

Equal parts amused and curious, Syd did so, but once she turned it on, she was unsure why Marshall was so pleased with himself, and unsure what she was supposed to be listening to.

“I don’t think it’s working,” she said softly.

“Listen,” Marshall replied, his bright blue eyes twinkling as his smile broadened.

Syd tried again. This time she heard it…ever so faintly…a rhythmic whoosh every few seconds.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Mitchell…taking a nap,” Marshall replied, obviously pleased with himself.

“You bugged your baby’s crib?” was Syd’s next question.

“Isn’t it great?” Marshall answered. “I can’t tell you how many times—okay, well, twenty-six point seven times per hour—I find myself wanting to check and make sure he’s breathing. Even at the office, I was driving Carrie crazy. You know: ‘Hi, honey, just calling to say I love you and Mitchell and…uh…would you mind checking in on little baby Flinkman just to make sure he’s breathing. I know, I know, you checked him thirty seconds ago, but the incidence of sudden infant death syndrome…Yeah…I shouldn’t even think it, let alone say it, but—Oh, for Pete’s sake, would you please just—’”

“I get it.” Sydney cut him off with a smile. Marshall’s ability to imagine and then lose himself in fabricated conversations was an endearing trait, but one that definitely required curbing. “It’s a great idea,” she added, handing the earpiece back to him.

“Ah, Sydney,” Sloane said, “good afternoon.” Everyone in the room automatically turned their attention to the slightly built bespectacled man with spiked salt-and-pepper hair (heavy on the salt) receding elegantly from his forehead. “We can begin.”

“Where are agents Weiss and Santos?” Dixon asked, before Sydney had a chance. Vaughn tossed Syd a knowing wink, and Syd smiled faintly in understanding.

“Agent Weiss requested a few days of personal time to make the arrangements he will need to facilitate his transition to APO,” Sloane replied simply.

“I’m sure the fact that Nadia had already planned a few days off didn’t have anything to do with it,” Vaughn said softly enough for only Marshall and Sydney to hear. Marshall chuckled appreciatively and Syd nodded.

Ah, Eric.

Eric was a good guy. No, Eric was a great guy. He was funny, intelligent, and had a heart the size of Montana. But he was never going to make anyone’s sexiest-men-alive list, unless they were judging the total package, not just the wrapping. He and Vaughn had been friends for years. He and Syd had grown much closer in the last fifteen months. By now both knew just how many times Eric had let himself fall for a woman who was more interested in flash than substance, and who had made short work of breaking his heart. He was already showing obvious signs of falling for Nadia, and neither Vaughn nor Sydney was anxious to dissuade him. But the fact was that neither of them knew Nadia well enough yet to be certain that she would not be another disappointment for Eric. She seemed to be genuinely encouraging Eric’s advances and thoroughly enjoying the new relationship, but she was also a spy. She could make anyone believe whatever she wanted them to, and both Syd and Vaughn had voiced a gentle request that he take this one slow. Unfortunately, Eric was already too far gone to listen. Nadia had him at their first hello.

Sloane cleared his throat softly, and the room grew silent. “Two weeks ago,” he began, “the Regent’s Clinic in Tshwane, Africa, began treating a number of local children for headaches and nausea. In sub-Saharan Africa these symptoms could indicate any number of conditions, some of them life threatening. Within the first few days a number of family members and health-care workers who were treating them were also showing symptoms. The hospital’s administrators notified the World Health Organization and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Four days later these organizations were able to confirm Africa’s latest outbreak of the Marburg virus.

“In and of itself this would not normally cause the worldwide intelligence community undue concern. There have been dozens of documented outbreaks of the Marburg in Africa in the past twenty years, and whenever Marburg has been found anywhere else, the cause has usually been easily traced back to Africa. The reason this has come to our attention is because there has been chatter among several black-market weapons traders in the last few months that an unknown dealer has developed a strain of Marburg for use as a biological weapon.”

“When did that become possible?” Jack asked. When everyone but Sloane turned questioning eyes to him, he went on. “The natural host for Marburg has yet to be identified. Without access to the reservoir, Marburg has been an unlikely candidate for those developing new biological weapons, despite its high mortality rate.”

“Apparently our anonymous designer was able to find and utilize a living strain. We believe he has been working on this since the Angola outbreak eighteen months ago. Twenty-four hours ago Echelon confirmed that the weapon’s designer intentionally chose Tshwane as a target to demonstrate the strain’s viability to his potential buyers.”

“What’s the mode of transmission?” Marshall asked.

Sloane tapped his computer and an image of a cell appeared on the monitor for all to examine. The cell’s normal structures were decimated in favor of what looked like a thick black cable. Alongside the image several numbers were printed in large block letters; they indicated the virus’s rate of growth and compromised tissues, as well as the blood count and other vitals of the patient to whom the cell belonged. The slide also gave a biochemical analysis of the virus and its rate of reproduction within the host.

Sloane answered Marshall’s question for the rest of the room’s benefit. “From what we can tell, the strain that has been developed remains dormant until introduced into a liquid medium.” The moment the data had appeared on the screen, Marshall had undoubtedly seen the answer for himself.

“Marburg in a glass,” Dixon said softly. “What a truly terrible idea.”

“There is no known cure for Marburg,” Sloane went on. “More than ninety percent of those infected die within two weeks. For a terrorist to have the ability to introduce this virus into any population’s water supply is unacceptable. As of this morning we have fifty-seven verified cases. The source of this attack has been identified as a well used by a small community school.”

“So where do we find the monster who did this?” Sydney asked.

“At this moment the designer’s identity remains a mystery,” Sloane answered, “but we have one potential lead. For the past few years Omnifam has been funding a Canadian researcher, Dr. Arthur Magrite.” With the flick of a button the Marburg slide on Sloane’s monitor was replaced by a black-and-white photo of a man in his early fifties. A close-cut beard and mustache gave him an air of ruggedness, but his eyes were gentle, if a little weary.

“Almost three years ago Magrite began significant research into the genetic makeup of all viral hemorrhagic fevers. Fourteen months ago he delivered a paper at a symposium Omnifam sponsored, proposing a gene therapy treatment protocol for the same viruses, including Ebola and Marburg. Very few of his fellow doctors found much potential in his approach, because gene therapy treatments for human diseases are still in their infancy. However, in the past three months Dr. Magrite has reported some significant breakthroughs. When the outbreak began in Tshwane, Omnifam immediately sent him there from his research center in Johannesburg. Within days he had reported to our board of overseers that he had successfully cured five of the victims—”

“That’s huge!” Marshall interjected. “I mean, to take a treatment protocol from research to practical results in less than two years…And we’re talking about gene therapy here, so, you know, five years would be an optimistic estimate…How did he…” Marshall trailed off as he realized that in his enthusiasm he was, not for the first time, taking the group a little off topic. “What I mean to say, Mr. Sloane, is that developing a successful gene therapy approach to curing an incurable disease should have made the local papers at the very least. I’m just wondering why we haven’t heard anything about this.”

“So far, no one has been able to confirm his results,” Sloane replied. “What we do know is that Dr. Magrite failed to report to work at the clinic yesterday. A subsequent investigation has revealed that his hotel and office were ransacked, and the Tshwane authorities have already declared him missing.”

Sloane’s interest in Magrite was suddenly crystal clear to Sydney. Without waiting for him to continue, she said, “So the anonymous designer hears about Magrite’s work and has him killed to keep the price of his new weapon as high as possible.”

“Exactly,” Sloane replied. “If Marburg is no longer one of the deadliest viruses known to man, its viability and marketability as a weapon are adversely affected. That alone makes it reasonable to assume that our mystery man would target Magrite. What I find interesting is that Magrite is missing.”

Sloane paused as Sydney pondered the implications.

Jack was the first to suggest what Sydney and most of the others were probably thinking. “Maybe the African authorities simply haven’t found his body yet.”

“I’d be inclined to agree, were it not for the intelligence I received a few minutes ago indicating that this man…” Sloane paused as he changed the monitor’s display again and a color surveillance photo came up. It showed an Indian male in his late thirties crossing an airport terminal. “Shahid Fardeen Aisi was spotted in Tshwane the day Magrite disappeared.”

Sydney racked her brain for any firsthand knowledge of Aisi. “Wasn’t he a member of the Army of the Pure?” she asked.

“He was,” Sloane answered. “However, we believe he severed his ties with Pasban-e-Ahle-Hadith a few months back, when the U.S. State Department placed them on international terrorist watch lists.”

“So who’s he working for now?” Vaughn asked.

“Probably the highest bidder,” Jack replied.

“Who appears, at the moment, to be Proto-Chem,” Sloane continued. “Proto-Chem is a pharmaceutical company based in Kanpur, India, and a subsidiary of APP, a British conglomerate specializing in the development and distribution of HIV drugs in Europe and Asia.”

“You’re thinking that an established pharmaceutical company known for its altruistic works would be an excellent front for someone on the inside wishing to develop new biological weapons?” Sydney asked.

“It’s not a huge leap,” Dixon interjected, then couldn’t help but add, “look at Omnifam.”

Sydney felt the temperature of the room drop a few degrees as Sloane debated rising to the implied insult. A crucial step in Sloane’s perceived rehabilitation, at least as far as the United States government was concerned, had been his choice to head up the world relief organization Omnifam once he had been pardoned for his work for the Alliance and SD-6. Neither Sydney nor Dixon had ever believed that Omnifam was anything other than a means to an end for Sloane. Ultimately they had been proved right. Sloane had admitted several months ago that he’d used Omnifam and the access it gave him to medical databases worldwide to discover the identity of his daughter, Nadia.

But that, like so many other atrocities, was in the past. Sloane had again managed to weasel his way back into the government’s good graces. And he’d accepted his post at APO for reasons that Syd and Dixon could only speculate about, but they were certain his reasons would ultimately turn out to benefit no one but Sloane. Dixon and Sydney had agreed the day she’d started at APO and learned of Sloane’s affiliation with it that the only upside, apart from once again doing field work together, was that every one of APO’s senior agents had a history with Sloane and would now have the opportunity to scrutinize his every move. It was small comfort, but did ease the sting a bit.

Sloane obviously hadn’t expected his new staff to welcome him back with open arms. He had asked only to be given a chance to prove himself. Dixon’s public inference was hardly the first insult Sloane had endured since APO’s inception, but as Sydney watched his face, she wondered how many he would accept graciously. He deserved Dixon’s comment. No one could deny that. But he also needed to maintain his authority, and allowing comments like Dixon’s would continue to undermine it.

For the moment, however, Sloane didn’t rise to the bait. Favoring Dixon with an enigmatic half smile, he said only, “You’re right, of course, Marcus. History is littered with the stories of men and women perverting noble ideas. I myself take comfort in the fact that in spite of Omnifam’s association with me, and I like to think in some part because of it, they are now feeding more hungry children and funding more cutting-edge medical research worldwide than any similar private organization. And it appears that their affiliation with Dr. Magrite may have given us a valuable lead in the case at hand. At the moment we have nothing but Aisi and Magrite’s sudden disappearance to link Proto-Chem to the designer of the Marburg strain, but it’s where we are going to start.”

Returning to his typically cold, detached mode, Sloane proceeded to hand out the team’s assignments. “Jack, you and Sydney will go to Kanpur, track down Aisi, and determine if he is connected to Magrite’s disappearance. Vaughn, Dixon, I’m sending you to Tshwane. You’ll gather what you can from the clinic and get as much of Magrite’s research back to Marshall as soon as possible. We need to know if the miraculous cure is real and if his work can be duplicated in the event he is dead. Marshall will review op-tech with each team en route. Your flights leave in half an hour. Go to work.”

 

As Syndey rose from her place on the arm of the sofa to confer with Jack, Vaughn automatically followed her with his eyes. It wasn’t just the grace of the motion, though he appreciated the way she moved in the same way a wine aficionado appreciated a truly great vintage. Anybody could say they liked a glass of wine—that it tasted good—and anybody with eyes could look at Sydney and see that she was off-the-charts gorgeous. But Michael’s fascination with Sydney’s many fine features was infinitely more subtle and refined, as it should have been, given the years of study he had put into the subject.

The casual observer would notice how the tailored white blouse and simple straight black skirt formed an elegant line from her broad, toned shoulders, cinching in ever so slightly around her slim waist to enhance the perfectly proportioned hips below it. The skirt ended two inches above her knee, but the imagination could fill in the well-defined thighs that would match her impeccably chiseled calves, which were shown to their best effect because of her classic black pumps with three-inch heels. It was a picture any Hollywood film star would have envied.

But these details barely registered with Michael. What caught his eye was the slight slope of her left shoulder as her head cocked to the right, allowing her to concentrate on Jack’s quiet words while at the same time taking in every detail of the map of downtown Kanpur they were studying. Sometime over the summer she’d had her shoulder-length brown hair reshaped, and now long bangs sloped gently over her forehead, sweeping delicately back when she lifted her left hand and casually pulled the chin-length layer back behind her left ear. Her full lips were parted slightly and tinted the faintest rose. They opened a bit wider as her chin rose and she spoke softly, adding something Vaughn couldn’t hear to her conversation with Jack. Her eyebrows were creeping toward one another, and the beginning of a worry line was forming just above the bridge of her nose. She was concerned or displeased with a choice they were discussing. But it was apparently a minor point. Inhaling deeply, she relented as her shoulders squared and returned to equilibrium. With that last movement, the perfection of her collarbone revealed itself enticingly, peeking out from the gap in her button-down blouse, the gap that began just above the line of her breasts and flared out at the base of her neck.

Dixon was waiting for him. They had a plane to catch. But Michael couldn’t help himself. Before he left, he wanted a minute with her. Thirty seconds, if that was all they had. He was never going to be separated from her again without making sure that the last thing he told her was how much he loved her. Because the way their lives tended to go, you never knew which separation might be the last.

As Sydney folded her briefing packet under her arm and nodded briskly to Jack, she turned to leave the office. Michael caught her deep brown eyes and with a knowing smile angled his head toward the hall. She returned the smile and followed him to a quiet corner of the office.

“What’s up?” she asked.

“I just wanted to make sure you were comfortable with the assignments,” he replied.

“What do you mean?” she countered, her brows furrowing.

“We haven’t talked much about you and your dad, and the last time you went into the field together, things were…well, pretty tense.”

Sydney’s chin dropped as she considered her reply. Finally she met his level gaze and said, “We haven’t talked much about a lot of things lately.”

The defensive answer was the first that rose in Michael’s mind: We haven’t had time. But before he let himself say it, he forced himself to step back and at least try to see this from her point of view. Problem was, he couldn’t. He adopted as neutral a tone as possible when he replied, “What’s on your mind?”

Sydney paused, her line of vision rising slightly up and to the right. Clearly this was a longer conversation than either of them could start right now. She seemed to settle for, “Don’t worry about it. I just…”

“What?” he asked, moving closer and gently cradling her left elbow in the palm of his hand.

“When we get back, I want us to talk about you. I’m worried. Things are happening so fast…”

“What things?” he demanded, a sick pit taking instant form in his stomach. “You mean us?”

“No,” she answered gently. “No…we’re fine…we’re good. I just can’t help but feel like there are things you aren’t sharing with me, and I don’t know why.”

“I share everything with you,” he said simply, then added, “Everything that matters.”

She favored him with a light smile and seemed to let it drop.

“I know. We’re going to find our way through this. Good luck in Tshwane.”

“I’ll see you in a couple of days.” He nodded, brushing his lips to hers and tasting her sweet, fresh breath. She drew him closer, returning the kiss more fully and tenderly. When she pulled away, her deep brown eyes pierced his as she added, “I just want to make sure you know that you can talk to me about anything.”

He nodded, finally understanding. As they parted, he thought back to their return trip from Madagascar. He’d been exhausted, but as he’d drifted off to sleep, he’d heard her say, I want you to know you can talk to me about anything. Part of him knew then that he should have roused himself, pulled her close, and said, “I do.” But the heavy wave of weariness rolling over him had pulled him under, and the next thing he’d been conscious of was the touchdown in Los Angeles. And by then her words had been forgotten, until now.

They did need to talk. Part of him knew it might do both of them good to discuss the tangled mess of feelings he was still sorting through in relation to Lauren. But the bigger part of him wanted to never mention her name again. She had taken so much from both of them. Not the least of which was time they could have spent together. To waste one more moment on the duplicitous bitch that he was sorry he’d ever laid eyes on, let alone married, seemed pointless. The past was gone; literally dead and buried. To revisit it was to bring it into his present, and all he wanted from the present was Sydney and his work. Lauren didn’t deserve one more moment of his time or energy. She wasn’t going to come between them again. He would do whatever he needed to make sure she didn’t, whether Sydney understood his choice or not.

 

As the agents filed out of his office, Arvin Sloane retreated to the relative peace and quiet of his desk. He briefly considered making a personal call to Garvin Ruger, the contact who had provided the intelligence on Aisi, to confirm the content and viability of the information. But even as his hand hovered over the phone, he recalculated and determined that the call was unnecessary. Ruger was one of hundreds who owed Arvin Sloane their lives. Aisi was a minor player on the board, thoroughly expendable, and Ruger undoubtedly felt that offering Aisi up to Sloane constituted at least partial payment on the debts he owed.

For the moment Sloane would continue to let Ruger think that. Ruger and men like him were the support pitons upon which he was currently, somewhat precariously, perched. As long as he demonstrated a consistent ability to provide meaningful and difficult-to-obtain intelligence to the CIA, his position at APO would be secure. He wouldn’t allow himself the luxury of believing that just because he and Nadia had turned over their most recent Rambaldi acquisition to the United States government that his slate with Uncle Sam was anywhere near clean. He would certainly never have their complete trust. But trust wasn’t nearly as valuable a commodity as power.

His gaze fell upon the framed photograph of Nadia that rested on his desk, just past the telephone. He allowed himself a moment of fatherly pride. She was beautiful, intelligent, and, like her father, extraordinarily flexible in her thinking. He had never been naïve enough to indulge in the fantasy that anyone born of his and Irina Derevko’s combined genetic material would be content to live an anonymous life, far from the world of action and intrigue that he had occupied for more than thirty years. But he hadn’t really allowed himself to hope that she would be so like himself either. After all, they had only known each other a few months. But they had been happy months. Things were still difficult between them, but that was to be expected. Theirs would always be a complicated relationship.

Sydney’s acceptance had been a much more volatile variable in the equation, but for the moment even that seemed to be working out. Sydney was amazingly—alarmingly—adaptable. No one would have blamed her if she had maintained her distance from the child of her most bitter enemy and the mother who had betrayed her not once but many times in the past few years alone. Sloane could not imagine where Sydney had found the heart to welcome Nadia. As best he could tell, and as hard as it was to believe, that heart must have come from her father. Irina had never betrayed such sentimental tendencies in all the years Sloane had known her, but when one looked at Jack…well, over-emotionalism was something no one had ever accused him of either.

Perhaps Sydney had her own agenda in welcoming Nadia into her home and her life. Or perhaps, like so many times in the past, Sydney was blinded by a need for something in her life to be pure and real. Though he knew it seemed impossible, and that Sydney would never believe it, there was something pure about his love for her, and his love for Nadia. The fact that his life was and always would be dedicated to a higher purpose did not taint that love in his mind or heart. He had time. He would prove himself to Nadia, and perhaps that act would do something to rebuild his relationship with Sydney. It might be too much to hope for, but what was life without hope?

His musings were interrupted by a beep from his telephone intercom.

“What is it?” he asked, activating the speaker.

“Director Chase is on the line for you,” replied the beta-shift receptionist, whose name he still had not bothered to learn.

“Tell her I’ll have to return,” he answered.

“Yes, sir.”

Director Chase could wait. She was undoubtedly calling for an update on the situation in Tshwane, and he had plenty of good news to share. Ruger’s intel alone would keep him in her good graces for another week.

For the moment he had more important and pleasant things on his mind.
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