







“Knock it off,” Weiss said as he rushed Sydney. This time he managed to throw her off Parker. The man was bloodied and bruised, but still standing. Weiss didn’t have the time to notice anything else. Sydney was on him in a flash.

Weiss blocked most of her blows, but he couldn’t have landed a punch in return if he had tried. The inability to fight wasn’t physical; it was mental. He couldn’t bring himself to hurt her. It was quickly becoming clear to him that Sydney was under the influence of Sway. It was the only logical possibility.

“I said stop!” Weiss yelled as he managed to get both hands on her and pushed her back into the kitchen, slamming her into the refrigerator.

Sydney hesitated for a moment, but then pushed back, sending Weiss tumbling to the ground. As he lay there looking up at Sydney, she jumped over him, going for Parker once again. The DEA agent was reaching for his gun.

“No!” Weiss yelled.
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Chapter 1



NEW YORK

The driving beat of techno pounded in Sydney’s ears. A current of pulsing bumps and thuds accompanied by synthetic music and electronic voices singing the same line over and over again drummed into her brain. She wondered when this kind of music had become the soundtrack of her life. The repetitive dance beat followed her every where she went. It stuck in her head long after she left whatever club she had last been in. It haunted her dreams. She even found herself walking in time with the silent beat every now and again. It had to stop.

”I wonder if I can get workman’s comp,” Sydney mumbled aloud.

Amazingly, the waitress picking up drinks beside her could actually hear what Sydney said to herself over the echoing beat. “Problem?” the dark-haired, scantily dressed woman asked.

“Repetitive music syndrome,” Sydney replied. “I was wondering if I could be compensated for the damage this music is doing to my health.”

“Good question,” the waitress said. “But I suspect the effects are cumulative, so you won’t actually show any measurable signs until you’re eighty.”

“Oh, good. Something to look forward to,” Sydney replied. “By then this club will have closed and forty or fifty others would have opened and closed in its place.”

The waitress flashed Sydney an understanding smile, then circled the club, dropping off drinks, taking new orders, and checking IDs. Thankfully the woman didn’t get too inquisitive with who she must have assumed was “the new girl,” since Sydney didn’t really work at the club.

“Sounds like you’ve made a friend,” Dixon’s voice said to her over the comm.

“All in the course of blending in,” Sydney replied, keeping a watchful eye on her partner, who was sitting at a small table on the raised platform across the room. In her black sequined top, red leather pants, and bright red wig with blue highlights, she did pretty well blending in with the patrons of the club. Of course the extreme makeup and strategically placed piercings helped her already youthful face look even younger. Poor Dixon didn’t have a chance in the place, which is why he didn’t even bother to try.

“You’re far too young to be complaining about this music,” Dixon said. “Now imagine if you were my age.”

“I always thought hearing was the first thing to go in a man of your advanced years,” Sydney joked. “This music shouldn’t be bothering you at all.”

“You’ll pay for that,” Dixon replied. She could hear the laughter in his voice.

Sydney took another visual pass of the room. She thought—not for the first time—that it was an odd place to have a meet. Cube was one of the trendiest new clubs in the Village, all black lacquer and chrome, with a DJ spinning the requisite house music. Sydney had spent more than enough time in clubs around the globe to have a whole catalog of electronica stored in her brain. These kinds of “hot” nightspots were de rigueur for illegal operations around the world. The idea of setting the meet in a nightclub was not the odd part, and it wasn’t just the music that was making her feel her age.

Cube was an underage club—a place for the eighteen and up set to go and party down like the rock stars they wished they were. The patrons were advertised as a mix of the hottest teens and coolest young adults. Not surprisingly, the ads were done in such a way that would make any adults who entered the club feel like they were staging a pathetic attempt at remaining “cool.” Consequently, there didn’t look to be anyone over the age of twenty in the place aside from Dixon. Sydney, at least, was able to blend in with the staff, but she had already watched Dixon receive more than one curious—and snotty—glance from the kids around him.

“Norwood just entered,” Dixon said over the comm.

“I’ve got him,” Sydney said as she turned her attention to the entrance, where she found a man who looked exactly like his surveillance photos. The same black slicked-back hair. The same poor choice in flashy attire. Exactly the type of person the club owners wanted to deter. “He’s spotted you.”

“I’m shocked,” Dixon deadpanned. “How did he ever pick me out of this crowd?”

It wasn’t hard to track the forty-year-old man as he made his way through the teens. It helped that most of them were giving him a wide berth, as if his age might rub off on them. It only made what was happening behind him all the more noticeable.

Far from ignoring him, the kids coming into the club behind Malcolm Norwood were treating him like he was the Pied Piper. Their eyes followed him across the room. And it wasn’t because he was so ancient at forty. Something had happened outside. That much Sydney could tell from the way the kids were eagerly talking and pointing when they met up with their friends inside. Sydney was tempted to check it out, but figured she should stay with Dixon until she was sure the meet was secure.

Sydney continued to watch as Norwood made his approach. Even with the loud music, she could clearly hear every word when Norwood reached the table. Once again, she was impressed by the abilities of op-tech genius, Marshall J. Flinkman.

“Mr. Marsch?” Norwood said as he stood above Dixon.

“Now how did you find me here so quickly?” Dixon joked as he indicated that Norwood should take a seat. “I must say this isn’t the best place to conduct our business. We do stand out somewhat.”

“I know,” Norwood replied. “But I assure you there’s a method to my madness.”

“I should hope,” Dixon said.

Sydney took that as her cue to put her alias to work for her. She raised her empty tray and made her way to Dixon’s table to take an order. It wasn’t an easy walk through the popular club, which was packed wall-to-wall with posturing kids.

“Hey, waitress!” A pretty boy—dressed in shredded clothing that his parents obviously shelled out a fortune for, so he could look homeless—grabbed Sydney’s arm. “My friends and I want—”

“Sorry. Not my section,” she breezily replied as she pushed past him and continued through the crowd. She didn’t get far before she felt another set of fingers wrap around her arm. Instinctively she prepared to attack, but held herself back when she realized it was the same pretty boy.

“Now, now,” he said. “That’s no way to keep the customers happy. Besides, I tip very well.” He did something with his eyes Sydney assumed was supposed to look suggestive, but didn’t. “Now, we’d like a round of martinis.”

Sydney tried not to burst out laughing as she considered all the ways she could kill this obnoxious child. Thankfully, she didn’t have to deal with kids like him for a living. She remained calm as she heard over the comm that her waitress friend from earlier had already beaten her to the punch and was taking Dixon and Norwood’s order.

Since he had already cost her the opportunity to get a closer inspection of Norwood, Sydney turned back to the pretty boy, planning to give him the kind of service he so rightfully deserved. “ID please.”

“Sure,” her would-be customer said as he held up a hundred-dollar bill.

Sydney looked at the picture of Benjamin Franklin, then at the pretty boy. “Wow. You don’t look half as good as your photo.” At this, his friends busted up like it was the funniest thing they had ever heard. Sydney figured not many people usually called the kid out on his crap.

“The drinks,” he insisted.

“Sure,” Sydney said, leaving the hundred behind as she continued her walk through the club. She had no intention of delivering drinks, but she didn’t need the distraction any longer. It was time to get back to work, making sure that no one was too interested in the meeting. Not that any of the teens seemed to belong to any international crime syndicates. Then again, they are being recruited younger and younger these days.

As she focused on the task at hand, Sydney was glad to hear that while she had been dealing with the pretty boy, Dixon had made his offer. Norwood claimed to have information that the United States government desperately wanted returned.

“I was thinking something more along the lines of twice that amount,” Norwood replied, “as an opening bid.”

“That is more money than I had anticipated for some stolen computer files,” Dixon said after hearing Norwood’s counteroffer. “I think you’re overestimating the value.”

“Oh, I’m not offering the files,” Norwood said. “I’m offering the results of the research.”

“Results?” Dixon asked. Sydney knew that this was as much a surprise to him as it was to her. The documents had only been stolen from the government lab a month earlier.

All signs had pointed to Malcolm Norwood as the thief of the documents. A series of former contacts led Dixon, working under an alias, to Malcolm Norwood’s undisclosed e-mail account. The thief proudly confirmed what they had suspected. He had been the one to break into the secret FBI research lab and steal the files. He claimed to have given those files over to his buyer, but was willing to entertain any offers Dixon might want to make in the interest of obtaining that information himself.

At no time had anyone in the black ops unit, known as APO—Authorized Personnel Only—guessed that the files had been put to use. If what Sydney’s boss, Arvin Sloane, had been told was correct, the files weren’t even complete. There was no way the buyer could have used them—unless this mystery person Norwood was working for already had something in development and only needed the FBI research files to put on the finishing touches.

“Results,” Norwood confirmed with a grin that Sydney could see from across the room. The man obviously knew he had Dixon’s attention. “The buyer I procured those files for has been very busy. He took the government’s failures and actually made something of them.”

“And what, exactly, is that?” Dixon asked.

“A drug unlike anything you’ve ever seen,” Norwood said. “How many of these kids do you think are on some party cocktail right this very minute?”

“I’m not a drug dealer,” Dixon said.

“You could be,” Norwood replied, looking smug. “It’s called Sway. I think it was supposed to start out as a derivative of E or something, but then it became oh-so-much more.”

“And this person you represent—”

“Oh no,” Norwood said. “Sorry for the confusion, but I’m a free agent on this.”

“The person who created Sway is out of the picture?” Dixon asked.

“It’s more like a case of Sway has been taken out of his picture,” Norwood said. “And I know where I can get even more.”

“So you’re offering me stolen goods?”

“Stolen files? Stolen drugs? Why quibble?” Norwood said. “The point is…this is an amazing opportunity.”

Sydney was intrigued by this development, but she and Dixon weren’t interested in a drug deal. They needed to retrieve the missing files. Sydney couldn’t imagine what kind of drugs the secret research lab had been developing, but that wasn’t part of the original job. They were just supposed to get the files, not ask what was in them.

At the same time, now that they knew a drug had resulted from those stolen files, they couldn’t just leave it out on the streets. Now they had to get the files and the drugs. But there was no reason Norwood needed to know how anxious Dixon was to acquire both.

Dixon started to get up from his chair. “If you don’t have the complete files—”

“Wait!” Norwood said eagerly. “I’ve arranged a little show for you, to give you an idea of what Sway can do.”

“I’ve witnessed people on drugs before,” Dixon said. His voice sounded like he was uninterested, but he sat back in his chair all the same.

“Not like this,” Norwood said as he motioned to a blond girl in a short silver dress. She looked barely old enough to pass for eighteen. Sydney recognized her as one of the kids that had come in behind Norwood when he entered the club.

The girl immediately came over to him. “We need to liven this place up,” he said to her. “What this joint needs is some real dancing. What say you get up on that bar and show them how it’s done?”

“Sure,” the girl said.

Sydney watched as the girl approached her at the bar. The girl’s eyes seemed focused and alert. There wasn’t a hint that she was on anything at all. But at the same time, she did exactly as Norwood told her. She gently pushed a boy out of the way, climbed on a barstool and then up onto the bar, gyrating to the music without a care. The bartender seemed equally as annoyed as he was amused, but he let her dance. The audience around her loved it.

Still, it wasn’t proof that the girl was on any kind of drug as far as Sydney was concerned. Norwood could have just made an arrangement with the girl to do what he told her. He could have paid her off outside the club, which might have been what she was telling her friends about him when she had come in. It didn’t mean she was on anything. Sydney listened as Dixon echoed that concern over the mike.

“Oh, so you want a real show?” Norwood asked. Sydney did not like the eagerly playful tone in his voice as he called a boy over to the table. She couldn’t hear the words that were exchanged between the pair, but she could tell by the satisfied look on Norwood’s face that it wasn’t good. She especially didn’t like it when the boy headed up the stairs to the balcony level above. Norwood had whispered his instructions to the boy, so it wasn’t clear what he was about to do, but Sydney had her suspicions.

Sydney followed the boy up to the balcony level of the club. The place was less densely packed up there, probably due to the rising heat from the dance floor below making it a less accommodating place. The few people in the darkened balcony were mostly paired up and interested only in each other. They paid no attention to the guy walking through them. Sydney watched the boy climb up on the balcony rail looking like he was about to swan dive onto the people down below.

Sydney rushed across the balcony and grabbed onto the kid’s belt. “Whoa, there,” she said, pulling him down. “You don’t want to do that.”

“Okay,” the kid said as he simply turned away and went back downstairs as if nothing had happened.

“How was that?” Norwood’s voice asked over the comm.

“Well, you’ve gotten my attention,” Dixon said. “But I’m still not sold.”

“You want me to have some kid kill another one?” Norwood asked. “Because I could do it. I could get half the kids here to do things they normally wouldn’t consider any other time. That’s the power of Sway.”

“So, you’ve got a drug that lowers people’s inhibitions,” Dixon said, downplaying the events.

“I’ve got a drug that makes people do things against their will,” Norwood clarified. “Anything they are told. Imagine the possibilities.”

Norwood didn’t need to say that last part. Sydney was already imagining. The fact that Norwood was playing parlor games with kids only showed that he didn’t really imagine the true possibilities. If Sway was everything he was promising, it was the ultimate mind-control drug. In the wrong hands it could be used for much darker purposes than dancing on bars.

Sydney took a position at the balcony rail and continued to watch from above as the waitress returned with Dixon and Norwood’s drinks. There really wasn’t concrete proof that the drug was what Norwood promised, but she knew Dixon wouldn’t risk letting the guy use it on any more of the kids.

“How does it work?” Dixon asked.

Norwood leaned back in his chair, satisfied that he had Dixon on the hook. “Beats me. I just sell the stuff.”

“So you’re offering me something you don’t know anything about,” Dixon said.

“I know enough,” Norwood said. “I know what Sway can do. I know that you give it to someone and they are completely at your mercy. They’ll do whatever you want. And when you’re done, they’ll just sleep it off and no one will be any the wiser. But the most important thing I know is how to get more.”

“I may be interested in Sway,” Dixon said. “But I still want the original files and what other secrets they may reveal. Why don’t we agree to this: I will buy your boxful for a very good price, so long as it comes with the location of your original buyer so I can make him an offer for the files as well.”

“And let him know that I stole his stuff?” Norwood asked skeptically.

“I can leave that out,” Dixon said.

Norwood only considered the offer for a moment. “How about this: You buy my shipment. I’ll steal back the files and then you can buy those, too.”

“Take the deal, Dixon,” Sydney said. “Now that we’ve got a location on Norwood we can track him back to the buyer.”

Dixon nodded to both Norwood and Sydney. Even from above she could see the look of joyful relief wash over Norwood as he took a swig of his drink, finishing it off in one gulp.

“Well, this certainly has been a pleasure,” Norwood said as he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out his phone. “Sorry,” he apologized to Dixon. At first Sydney thought he was calling someone to make arrangements, but Norwood checked the caller ID screen before he opened the phone. Someone was calling him. It must have been set on vibrate because it would have been impossible to hear a ring over the music. “Hello!” he called into the mouthpiece, then sat silently for a few seconds before saying “I understand” and hanging up.

Sydney continued to watch as he put the phone back in his jacket and pulled out a gun. She considered jumping down from the balcony to protect Dixon, but the gun was not aimed in his direction.

Dixon was immediately out of his seat trying to stop the man. “Norwood, no!”

But it was too late. Norwood put the gun to his temple and pulled the trigger.








Chapter 2



Sydney couldn’t hear the pop of the gun over the music, but she did see the spray of blood hit a trio of girls at the next table. At first they looked annoyed, probably thinking someone had spilled a drink on them. Then realization hit as they looked down at their clothes and one another. And then the screaming started. Their high-pitched screeching caught the attention of other kids nearby, who soon joined in the chorus. Sydney watched as, one by one, every kid in the area turned in Norwood’s direction as his body fell to the floor.

The screaming multiplied exponentially as the club patrons ran for the door. Panic spread throughout Cube as more and more of the teens started screaming and pushing their way out. Most of them couldn’t have seen what had happened, but Sydney knew fear was contagious. Their bodies instinctively reacted to the inherent danger. They were reacting to the fear of fear itself.

Sydney looked over the rail and saw that Dixon was searching Norwood’s body, presumably for the samples of Sway. But she had other things on her mind. The caller had to be inside the building—how else could the person have known to make the call as soon as Norwood finished his drink, which had clearly been laced with the drug?

Sydney knew she’d never find anyone in the swarming mass of teens trying to escape the club. With all the panicking bodies running in the same direction, it just became a sea of heads from Sydney’s vantage point. But then she realized she already knew the identity of the person she had to find. She knew the color of the hair on the top of the head she was looking for.

The call had been made a moment after Norwood took his drink. And only one person would have known which drink was his.

Sydney turned her attention to the far side of the bar where most of the staff had gathered. They all had the same clueless look on their faces, clearly wondering what to do about the panicking kids. On the opposite side of the room, the bouncers and club owner were trying desperately to maintain control of the entrance to avoid injury and lawsuits. But one employee wasn’t with either of the groups. The waitress Sydney had spoken with earlier was sneaking out the back door behind the bar. She wasn’t panicking like the rest of the club goers. She was simply strolling along as if nothing out of the ordinary was happening around her.

“Outrigger, I’ve got the caller,” Sydney said into her mike as she raced to the stairs. She was glad that the balcony had been practically empty. No one got in her way until she reached ground level. And even then all the kids were heading for the main entrance. Apparently none of them had caught on to the fact that there was a back door. All the better for me, Sydney thought as she pushed her way through the straggling kids, hopped over the bar, and went out through the back.

Sydney pulled her gun from her thigh holster as she exited to the alley. To the right was a dead end. To the left was the street where kids were already screaming out into the night, running between cars and forcing drivers to slam on the brakes. Blaring horns added to the cacophony as patrons mixed with traffic. Sydney raced out to the street, but she knew she was already too late. With kids running in every direction, it was impossible to tell where the waitress could have gone. Sydney continued to scan the streets looking for the dark-haired woman. But it was already pointless.

Dixon came running up the alley behind her. “Was it the waitress?”

“I’m pretty sure,” Sydney said. “But I lost her.”

“That’s okay,” Dixon said. “Look what I got.” He held up a key card for the Hotel Twenty-Nine. It was the newest and trendiest of the few hotels in SoHo. It figured that a man like Norwood would be staying there.

Sydney grabbed the key card from him. “You go secure the body,” she instructed as she slipped her gun back into the holster. “I’ll take care of this.”

“Be careful,” Dixon warned as she took off.

Hotel Twenty-Nine was only a few blocks away. Sydney ran the entire way. The streets were packed, but it didn’t slow her down too much as she rushed between cars in the stop-and-go traffic to avoid the slow-moving people on the sidewalks. She slowed to a brisk walk as she turned the corner onto the street the hotel was on. Sydney relaxed her breathing so that she didn’t look out of place among the trendy guests and strolled up to the front of the hotel. The doorman held one of the glass doors open for her, nodding hello with barely a glance at her painted-on clothing and shiny silver body jewelry. Even though she was in an outfit that wasn’t exactly tame, Sydney knew, considering the guests this place normally attracted, she wasn’t going to stand out in the least.

Like in most hotels in the city, the lobby was relatively small—all sleek lines and modern furniture. Sydney ignored the decor and walked straight to the front desk. There, a young couple in even tighter clothing than Sydney’s was fighting with the desk clerk. Apparently, the rail-thin man was outraged over the fact that their room was on an odd-numbered floor. The woman just seemed angry in general.

Sydney tuned out the ridiculous fight while she tried to figure out a way to push past them without adding to the delay. Once she determined that anything she did would only make it worse, she just waited while the desk clerk switched their room.

After the annoying couple finally left, Sydney approached the desk wearing a friendly look on her face. “That was crazy,” she said with a bubbly lilt in her voice. “I don’t know how you put up with jerks like that.”

“At Hotel Twenty-Nine we strive to make everyone’s stay enjoyable,” the clerk said with an intentionally plastic smile on his face. “Now, how may I help you?”

Sydney forced a flirtatious laugh to play along. Like many of the employees in hotels like this, the clerk looked like he was a struggling model by day. Most likely, he was hired to look hot and be flirtatious. He’d probably be glad to see his work was paying off when someone flirted back. “Well, I’m hoping you can help me,” Sydney said.

“What seems to be the problem?” he asked. “Have you been placed on an even-numbered floor against your will?”

“No!” She laughed again as she waved the keycard in front him. “My boyfriend’s visiting me this week. From L.A. And my roommate doesn’t like him staying with us when he’s here, see? So he comes to your nice hotel instead. Now, we’re partying in the neighborhood tonight and I told him I need to freshen up a bit. And since this hotel’s way closer than my tiny apartment he gave me his room key so I could clean up a little.”

“Okay,” the clerk said, clearly wondering where this was going.

“So he gives me his key,” Sydney continued, “but he never tells me his room number. But that’s Mal for ya. Never thinking more than a half step ahead of hisself. So, I was wondering, is it possible for you to tell me what room he’s in?”

“Certainly,” the desk clerk said as he took the keycard and slid it through the card reader. He looked up the information on the screen. “What is the guest’s name?”

“Mal,” Sydney replied. “Sorry. I mean…Malcolm. Malcolm Norwood.”

The desk clerk confirmed the information on the screen and nodded that she had gotten it right. Sydney was relieved to know that Norwood hadn’t registered under an alias.

“He’s in room twelve thirty,” the desk clerk said as he handed back the keycard.

“Thanks a bunch,” she said as she blew him a kiss. Sydney sauntered to the elevator, knowing that he was watching her the entire time. When the elevator arrived, she turned back and gave the guy an exaggerated wink. Then she stepped inside, pressed twelve, and rode up to the floor. It only took her a minute to get to Norwood’s room.

Sydney slipped the key into the lock and waited for the light to turn green, but nothing happened. She removed the key and tried it again. And again, nothing happened. Sydney wondered if the desk clerk had gotten the room right. Figuring the third time could be the charm, Sydney wiped the key card off and tried again. This time, the door unlocked. With a shrug, she entered the hotel room.

Much like the lobby, the room was a typical New York hotel room, meaning small. But that wasn’t the first thing to draw Sydney’s attention. Either Malcolm Norwood was a first-class slob, or somebody had beaten her to the room. All the drawers were hanging open. The bedding was on the floor and the mattress was askew. Someone had already given the room a very quick once-over.

When Sydney noticed that the bathroom door was ajar, she pulled out her gun and cautiously moved toward it. Unfortunately, she would never make it to her target. The waitress from the club burst out of the closet, swinging an iron at Sydney’s head.

Sydney barely had time to register the fact that it was the woman she had been looking for as she ducked and felt the breeze as the iron passed inches from her skull. She popped up with a fist to the woman’s gut. It was like hitting concrete. The woman countered by kicking Sydney’s legs out from under her. Sydney fell back into the wall as the woman followed up with a second kick. This time she was aiming for Sydney’s stomach. When Sydney doubled over in pain, the woman brought the iron down on the back of Sydney’s head, knocking her unconscious and ending the fight as quickly as it had begun.








Chapter 3



LOS ANGELES

“Arvin Sloane hates me.”

“He doesn’t hate you,” Michael Vaughn said. “He just doesn’t know you yet.”

Eric Weiss found little solace in his friend’s words as they walked through the bright white and glass halls of the APO bunker underneath the City of Angels. “Oh please. The man can’t stand me. The only reason I’m on this team is because I stumbled across you guys accidentally when I got captured on a mission. Do you even know what it feels like to be picked last for a team? Oh, what am I saying? You’re the golden boy, Vaughn. You were never picked last in your life. Hell, I wasn’t picked at all. I got the booby prize for being in the wrong place at the right time.”

“And to what do we owe this descent into self-pity?” Vaughn asked. “Did something happen between you and Sloane or is this just a general freak-out?”

“Why would you think something happened? Did you hear about something happening?” Weiss asked, knowing he sounded totally guilty. Luckily they had just reached the APO medical center and would have to table the discussion for the moment.

“You called us, Dr. Jain?” Weiss asked as they entered the medical center. He could see the body of Malcolm Norwood laid out on the slab in the adjoining room. Dixon had done some fast talking at the scene of the crime—and flashed a false badge—to get Norwood’s body released to him and sent to APO. All of this was done within the span of twenty-four hours, which was pretty impressive, in view of how red tape usually slowed anything and everything in their line of work. Considering that APO was a black ops division of the CIA, officially reporting to no one, it was amazing how much typical bureaucracy still managed to have an impact on their daily lives.

Dixon had obviously known which strings to pull, because the NYPD had shipped out the body in record time. The former thief’s chest was open in a Y-shaped cut on the examining table, where his innards were exposed to the world. For not the first time Weiss wished that they worked in a regular office building with solid walls and doors. He was also glad that he had skipped lunch that afternoon.

The good doctor was busy at a microscope, but put his work on hold for the moment to address the agents. “Yes, I’ve finished the preliminary autopsy.”

“Let me guess,” Weiss said. “He died of a bullet wound to the head.”

Dr. Jain just looked at him. Weiss had, once again, forgotten that the man didn’t have much of a sense of humor.

“You’ll have to excuse Weiss,” Vaughn said. “He’s experiencing some work-related stress at the moment.”

“It’s not just work related. ‘Work related’ is now ‘personal life related,’ if you know what I mean,” Weiss said.

“Actually, I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Dr. Jain said before leading them into the room with the body. “I did a full workup but couldn’t find anything in Mr. Norwood’s system. There was no trace of any drugs in his stomach or his blood. Anywhere.”

“He had to be on something,” Weiss said as he and Vaughn followed. “Nobody just answers the phone and shoots himself. That’d be one hell of a wrong number.”

“I’m not saying he hadn’t been affected by this mystery drug,” Dr. Jain said. “Sway, is it? However this drug is supposed to affect this man, it was no longer in his system by the time his body got here. More than eighteen hours had passed between the time of death and his arrival on my table. Sometimes drugs like these are designed to breakdown without a trace.”

“That’s not good,” Weiss said, knowing that he was stating the obvious.

“Exactly,” Dr. Jain agreed. “If this Sway is some kind of mind-control drug, what better way to frame someone for a crime? By the time you’d take a blood sample, the drug will have left the victim’s system. No way to prove he had been acting against his will.”

“Well, that’s a cheery thought,” Vaughn said.

“At least the effects are short-lived,” Weiss said. “According to Dixon, Norwood said something about sleeping it off?”

“I can’t tell you the cure if I don’t know the drug,” Dr. Jain said apologetically. “I’ll have a full report in time for the briefing, but I don’t expect much more at this point.”

“Thanks,” Vaughn said.

“Yeah, thanks, doc,” Weiss added as they left the medical center. He was glad to be out of the room with the body. Weiss had seen a lot of death during his career. It was something he still hadn’t gotten used to. But that was nothing compared to seeing the aftereffects of death spread out before him on an examining-room table.

“Well, that got us nowhere,” he added once the door shut behind them. “Why’d we have to come down here in the first place? Couldn’t he have just told us that over the phone?”

“A little tense there, buddy?”

“Noticed, huh?”

“You can’t let Sloane get to you,” Vaughn said. “It’s probably all in your imagination. You do have a fairly active fantasy life.”

“Oh no, I’m pretty sure he hates me,” Weiss insisted.

“Did something happen?” Vaughn asked.

Weiss looked around to make sure no one was in earshot. He wouldn’t have put it past Sloane to have the whole place bugged. Weiss knew that back when Sloane was the head of the terrorist organization SD-6, he’d loaded the whole place with surveillance equipment. It wouldn’t be difficult for him to do the same thing at APO. Even though the organization was ultrablack ops, that didn’t mean that Arvin Sloane wasn’t keeping tabs on things.

Aside from that concern, they did work with a group of people who made surveillance a life mission. Having this conversation in the middle of a hall was not the best idea. Anyone could be listening. Weiss pulled his friend into the nearest empty office.

“Okay, here’s the deal,” Weiss said after he shut the glass door. Once again, he wished for opaque walls. “As you know, Nadia and I seem to have a little sparkage going on between us.”

“It’s nice to know that you’ve moved on to more mature adult relationships,” Vaughn said. “With your ‘sparkage’ and all. Are you thinking about giving her your class ring and asking her to go steady?”

“Anyway,” Weiss continued, “I was impressing her with one of my powers of prestidigitation—”

“You were doing some card tricks,” Vaughn interrupted, enjoying this way more than he had any right to.

“Not mere card tricks,” Weiss said, insulted. “I was breaking out the big guns, when Mr. Sloane happened by.”

“Not exactly a sentence I ever wanted to hear.”

“Of course, Nadia was so impressed that she insisted I show him the trick.”

“Please tell me it wasn’t the one where you smash a watch in a pouch.”

“No,” Weiss said, offended by the suggestion. “It was the one where I cut a tie in half and put it back together.”

Vaughn didn’t even bother to hold back his laughter as he came to his own conclusion. “Aw, man. You are screwed.”

“Totally screwed,” Weiss said woefully. He still remembered the look on Sloane’s face while he stood holding two separate parts of one tie. This was not a man one liked to make angry. Arvin Sloane had been responsible for the deaths of countless people over the years. Surely one of those people had done something innocent, like ruined his favorite tie, and was punished for it. What was one more body in Sloane’s wake?

“And why are you laughing at me?” Weiss asked, rightfully feeling indignant. He’d been through similar conversations with Vaughn before, during which his friend had been on the other side of the equation. “Seems like you don’t have a much better relationship with your girlfriend’s father.”

“She’s not my girlfriend,” Vaughn said. “We’re taking it slow.”

“Yeah, whatever,” Weiss said. He still didn’t understand why Vaughn and Sydney were playing that game. They were still together. It was like they thought if they didn’t put a name on their relationship then it wouldn’t be doomed in the many ways it had been in the past. Never in his life had Weiss seen two people so destined to be together suffer as much as his closest friends. “Seriously though,” Weiss continued, “how did you get in good with Jack?”

“What makes you think I have?” Vaughn asked.

“I’m serious, man.”

“So am I,” Vaughn said with a sigh. “Look. The one thing Jack has always respected is when I stand up for myself. He doesn’t like weakness. Sloane is the same way. The best thing you can do is show Sloane that you care about Nadia and you won’t give up on her just because he intimidates you.”

“He doesn’t intimidate me,” Weiss said defensively. Vaughn just looked at him in disbelief. “Okay. He intimidates the hell out of me.”

“And stick to card tricks,” Vaughn added.

“Why couldn’t we fall for girls with dads who are puny little accountant types?” Weiss asked.

“Because we wouldn’t be interested in the kinds of girls who are the daughters of puny little accountant types. We like the challenge of women with deeply rooted father issues.”

Weiss nodded his head solemnly in agreement. “Sad, but true, my friend. Sad, but true.”

 

“I think my father hates Eric,” Nadia Santos said.

“He doesn’t hate Eric,” Sydney replied. “He just doesn’t know Eric yet.” Granted, Sydney didn’t really know how Arvin Sloane felt about anyone, so she was the last person who should be reassuring her half sister of anything. But it was more important at the moment that Nadia felt she had someone on her side. She was having a hard enough time adjusting to all of the horrible truths she’d found out about her family history. The last thing she needed was to think that her burgeoning relationship with Eric Weiss was doomed from the start because of her father of all people.
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