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			Chapter 1

			November 19

			Ten miles off the coast of the Cayman Islands

			“I’m not kidding. There are ruins down there. I saw them.”

			April Robbins lifted her scuba mask to get a better look at her diving partner’s face as he treaded water just a few feet from her. Martin Hertz was a know-it-all, in her opinion, always spouting off that his father was a former navy SEAL—which made Martin think he was the resident expert in diving. He was twenty-two, a year older than she in age, but light years younger in emotional maturity, and she was fast losing her ability to feign politeness around him.

			“Ruins? You mean rocks?” she said.

			“Where would rocks come from out here? They’re ruins. ”

			She glanced back toward their boat, the Random Act, and the rest of their team, who were diving very near it, searching for signs of a sunken ship—even though they were all supposed to be studying the effects of global warming on ocean life. Frankly, she wanted to be there with them, not Martin, but he’d insisted on exploring in the opposite direction.

			She lowered her mask, about to swim back to the boat, when he clasped his hands together and gave her a hangdog expression. “Please ...”

			“For God’s sake, Martin. If those were ruins, someone would’ve discovered them by now. The professor definitely.”

			“He didn’t see them. Just come with me, and if there’s nothing there, go back and join the others. I’ll leave you alone for the rest of the trip.”

			She turned around, glanced toward their friends, who didn’t seem to notice the approach of a cargo ship. There were four other divers gathered around the Random Act, with their professor remaining on board, the dive flag up. The offshore wind carried the sound of their laughter toward her, and she wished herself there, until she saw Tim reach out and caress Diana Walker’s face. At least it looked like a caress. Hard to tell with the water bouncing them up and down, and she suddenly wondered if that wasn’t half her annoyance with Martin. He wasn’t Tim. Great. Who was the mature one now?

			“Fine,” she said to Martin. “Where exactly are these ruins?”

			He pointed in the opposite direction of the boat. Toward the open ocean.

			“Out there?”

			“About fifty yards.”

			April looked at the sky, thinking they might have another couple hours of sunlight. “Let’s go see what you found.” She put in her mouthpiece, dove, then followed Martin. As they neared the location, she took a frustrated breath, thinking that her first instinct was right. Just a bunch of scattered rocks, probably left over from some ancient volcanic activity.

			She was about to rise to the surface when Martin tapped her on the arm, then pointed to where a shaft of sunlight lit up the ocean, the light becoming dimmer the farther down she looked. At first glance, it appeared to be more of the same barnacle- and algae-covered rocks, everything in hues of green, blue, and gray. But she watched in fascination as Martin directed her attention and she realized what she was looking at was a broken column. She followed him down farther, and saw another column, almost intact, as well as part of an arch, as though an ancient temple had come crashing into the water—which didn’t make sense, since there was no land nearby for it to come crashing down from.

			She wasn’t sure how long she remained there, staring at the ruins, lulled by the sound of her air tank as she breathed in and out, as well as the muted rumbling of the freighter off in the distance. Her gaze caught on a school of tiny fish darting through the shadows of the ruined structures, and she swam closer, finding what she thought was the arm of a statue half buried in the ocean floor by the arch.

			She dug in slightly, scooping out a handful of sediment at the bottom, then let it slip through her fingers. Something small and round fell. Envisioning a ceramic bead that had withstood eons under water, she caught it with her other hand, then kicked up closer to the surface and the light to see if it was anything significant.

			A snail shell. She almost laughed at so anticlimactic a find. Still, she’d gotten to see the ruins. And though there was so much more she wanted to see, she checked her diving watch, noting they had less than ten minutes left of air, then signaled to Martin that she was ready to surface. He nodded, and together the two swam the rest of the way up.

			“It was amazing,” she shouted over the wind, after she pulled out her mouthpiece.

			A loud whistling pierced her ears. She and Martin turned toward the sound. The air rocked with an explosion. A fireball lit up the horizon, then dissipated.

			April jerked back. It was a moment before she recovered, then, “Oh my God!” She started swimming in that direction. “Where’s the boat?”

			Martin grabbed her arm, stopped her. “Pirates.”

			She froze, heart thudding as she bobbed in the water. The freighter they’d seen earlier was positioned about fifty yards beyond where the Random Act had been. A small inflatable boat jetted from the larger ship toward the flaming debris. Two men sat within the boat, both armed with long rifles aimed toward the water. If these were pirates, they weren’t bothering with any survivors for ransom.

			“What do we do?” she asked.

			“How much air do you have?”

			“About ten minutes.”

			“Swim as far away as we can. Under water, we’ll have a decent chance. They might not know we’re here.”

			She jammed in her mouthpiece, and just before she submerged, caught a glimpse of the pirates circling the area. She prayed that they hadn’t been seen, that nobody bothered to notice two divers had escaped. And that ten minutes of air would be enough time for them to find a way out.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			December 3

			Interstate 395

			Washington, D.C.

			FBI Special Agent Sydney Fitzpatrick turned on her windshield wipers, clearing the gray splatter from the dirty snow that edged both sides of the highway. She was driving point on a surveillance, partnered with her ex-boyfriend, Special Agent Scott Ryan, who’d asked her to fill in at the last minute. Their mark was a tan Hyundai, about three cars up in the fast lane, a couple of would-be bank robbers, and so the last thing she expected in the middle of their operation was to field a call from her mother. She handed her cell phone to Scotty. “See what she wants?”

			“Hey, Mrs. H. Oh. Hey. Uh, we’re a little tied up ...” He listened, then, “No ... Oh my God ... Yeah. Yeah, she’s here. Hold on.” He pressed the speaker function of the phone and set it in the center console, so Sydney could talk.

			Imagining any number of emergencies, everything from her eleven-year-old sister, Angie, being deathly ill, to her stepfather having a heart attack, she gripped the steering wheel in anticipation. “Mom? What’s wrong?”

			“It’s not Mom, it’s me!” came her sister’s overly dramatic reply. “And everything’s wrong.”

			Syd glanced over at Scotty, who mouthed, Forty-niners lost.

			Great. “Angie, we’re really busy right now.”

			“Are you chasing bad guys?”

			“Two in fact.”

			“That is so cool!”

			“Aren’t you supposed to be in school?”

			“Mom’s taking me to the dentist. She wants to know if you’re coming home for Christmas.”

			“Of course I’m coming home. Can we—”

			“And she says you better book a flight if you want a good price.” Her voice was singsong, implying that their mother was probably in the background, telling Angie what to say.

			An SUV pulled onto the freeway in front of her car, blocking her view. “Tell Mom that—well, I’m sort of in the middle of something. Okay?” As much as Angie loved Sydney’s occupation, their mother did not, and Syd found it best to keep her from hearing about the more dangerous aspects of her job, like hurtling down the freeway after possible bank robbers. “Call you later?”

			“Okay.”

			“Love you.” Syd turned her attention back to the road, did some quick maneuvering around the SUV, clearing her line of sight. “Is the info on this Hyundai legit?” she asked Scotty. They’d been following it for ten minutes, with nothing suspicious to back up the claims.

			“Called in this morning anonymously, so hard to say.” He turned on the FM radio. “You got any news channels programmed in? Senator Grogan’s talk is coming on pretty soon.”

			“Wouldn’t want to miss that exciting entry in the annals of political speeches.”

			“Trust me. This one you’ll want to hear,” he said, adjusting the volume of the talk show he’d found, keeping it low enough to still hear the police radio. “I think he’s prepping to drop a bombshell at the upcoming global summit meet.”

			“What bombshell?”

			“He wanted to reopen the LockeStarr investigation.”

			A political nightmare was the first thing she thought. Two years ago, LockeStarr Management was being considered by the Senate to manage and secure the control of U.S. ports of entry. The bid was backed by several key politicians who were in favor of turning over the running of the ports to a private entity to free up much needed tax dollars. And it would have slid by the Senate hearing without a hitch had one of them not inquired about who actually owned LockeStarr.

			Apparently there were more foreign investors than U.S.

			And still, even with that knowledge, the Senate was prepared to award the contract to LockeStarr—until 60 Minutes ran their piece about foreign entities running U.S. ports. The public outcry was instant. LockeStarr pulled its bid, and it was seemingly forgotten, except for the investigation that was quietly opened, then closed when nothing turned up.

			“So why now?” she asked, glancing over at him, then back to the road.

			“Those college kids who were killed by the pirates.”

			“What does that have to do with LockeStarr?”

			“Just that it backs up Senator Grogan’s reasoning to tighten security, not just in the ports but in our shipping lanes. The bombshell, though, is he wants to see if someone in the U.S. helped facilitate the attempted takeover of the U.S. ports by LockeStarr. He thinks that whoever owns LockeStarr is behind it.”

			The Hyundai suddenly swerved from the fast lane to the slow. She pulled her foot off the gas pedal.

			Scotty grabbed the mike. “They’re exiting!”

			“Stay on ’em,” Special Agent White radioed back. “The intel is the job’s going down today. We’re about a minute behind you.”

			Sydney eyed her mirrors, saw nothing but big rigs behind her, the exit coming up fast.

			“Go!” Scotty said. “Go! Go!”

			She braked until her vehicle was directly parallel to the space between two of the semis. Foot over the accelerator, she stabbed it, yanked the wheel over, wedged her car between the two trucks, then veered to the off ramp. The Hyundai driver, thankfully, didn’t seem to notice her maneuver and she kept a good distance between her car and theirs, as she weaved in and out of the thick traffic on the surface streets.

			Scotty keyed the mike. “We’re still on them,” he said, calling in their new location as Sydney followed the Hyundai into the parking lot of a shopping center.

			White radioed, “What the hell are they doing there?”

			Scotty looked up at the sign posted over the grocery store entrance. “There’s a bank branch inside the grocery.”

			“Ten-four,” White said. “I do not want them going in. Intel says they’re armed. The driver’s on searchable parole. I say we take them down and do a search.”

			“Ten-four.” Scotty looked over at Sydney as the Hyundai cruised slowly up the parking lot. She sped around the perimeter, pulling in behind the car, then hit the lights and siren as he called in the felony stop of two possible armed suspects.

			Within moments Special Agent White’s Ford Interceptor skidded into the parking lot behind her car, siren screaming. Sydney slammed on her brakes, angling her vehicle for the stop, and she and Scotty jumped out, drew their weapons.

			“FBI!” Sydney yelled, her gun pointed at the two men.

			The passenger bolted from the car, then slipped on a patch of rock salt, and fell facedown on the ground.

			“I’ve got him,” Scotty said, then moved in that direction as Special Agent White ran up from behind to take Scotty’s place, his gun aimed at the driver.

			“Get your hands up where I can see them!” Sydney shouted.

			The driver exited his car as ordered, but then reached for something. Sydney pressed her finger on the trigger, felt that first initial click. A hairbreadth away from firing. Then she focused on his eyes. Saw something. Not anger. Not desperation.

			Terror. As though he knew in that moment his life wasn’t his own.

			And for an infinitesimal moment they were connected. The same. Pawns in a game. “Hands up!” she said.

			He raised his hands. Empty.

			Sydney released the trigger.

			“Jesus,” White said. “We almost killed him.”

			She held the man at gunpoint, ordered him onto the ground beside the passenger as the air pulsated with the sirens of a half-dozen patrol cars that flooded the parking lot. Scotty cuffed both men, patted them down, then searched the car.

			Not a gun to be found.

			Anywhere.

			And with half the Metro Police force staring at the four agents, probably wondering what all the fuss was about for two unarmed men. The radios blared to life: “Shots fired! Shots fired!”

			Sydney heard chaos and screaming in the background, and then a panic-filled voice transmitting from the radio. “It’s the senator ... Senator Grogan’s been shot!”

			Then a faint voice, her sister’s, coming from the speakerphone in her car, saying, “Mom! You’ll never guess what happened!”

			Great. She could hardly wait to get her mother’s phone call.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3

			December 3

			Big River Discount Electronics

			Washington, D.C.

			The moment Alvin “Izzy” Isenhart heard the breaking news about Senator Grogan’s murder on every television in the store, he knew he was in big trouble—bigger trouble than any nineteen-year-old should be in. And though he tried to look away from the TV screen mounted beside the others, he couldn’t move. He stood there transfixed, telling himself over and over, This can’t be happening.

			“Where are the video games?” The sound of someone clearing her voice, then, “Hel-lo-o?”

			Izzy turned toward the woman, and it took a moment for him to realize she was speaking to him. “The senator was shot.” He nodded toward the screen.

			She glanced up at the TV, watched for a few seconds as the camera panned over the community college where the speech took place, then said, “The video games?”

			“I’m sorry. I—what did you want?”

			“Vid-e-o games.”

			He pointed her in that direction, then, ignoring another customer who wanted to know if they still had the Sony fifty-two-inch TV on sale, he walked toward the front of the store, where the manager stood at a computer, looking up an item from some list on his clipboard. “I need to go home,” Izzy said.

			The manager never took his eyes off the monitor. “You can’t. We’re shorthanded.”

			“I don’t feel good. Like, I think I’m going to be sick.”

			“Can’t you at least wait for the next shift?” his boss said, finally turning toward him. “Jesus. You look like hell. Get out of here. And for God’s sake, don’t throw up in the store.”

			Izzy walked straight out the door, not even bothering to clock out. He pulled off his vest as he crossed the parking lot to his car, unlocked the door, started the engine, then sat there for a full minute, his hands sweaty, his underarms sticky even though it was in the mid-thirties outside and his heater had not yet kicked in.

			Think.

			Could any of this be traced back to him?

			Oh God ... What the hell was on Hollis’s computer? The very thought sent his heart racing, and he started to back out just as a white florist van drove behind him. He slammed on the brakes, shaken that he was too upset to even drive.

			Idiot! If he hit someone, that would bring the police and then where would he be? He didn’t want anyone to see him, and waited until the van turned into the next row before he pulled out of the parking lot, wondering if he should drive to Hollis’s, wipe the computer clean in person before the cops got there. But then what if they were watching Hollis’s place? Not willing to chance it, he drove to his own apartment instead. Because he was thoroughly spooked, he parked behind the complex, then walked to his own building. Trying to shove his key in the lock, he dropped it twice before he managed to get it in the door, then bolted it behind him.

			His desktop computer, the one that linked to Hollis’s, was in the living room. It was where he spent the majority of his time, and he sat in his chair, booted up his computer, then swiveled around to turn on the TV, wondering if there had been any more information.

			Every local channel was covering the shooting as Izzy sat there in the safety of his apartment, remotely viewing Hollis’s computer, meticulously going over every file, making sure there was nothing left to identify him with. No records of chats, no programs or viruses. Nothing but the desktop background photograph of a girl Hollis had been friends with, Maddie. Izzy had a crush on her, but it never seemed right, asking her out. Not when it was clear that Hollis liked her—why else leave her photo on his machine? he thought, as the TV reporter began discussing the arrest of the man responsible. Izzy glanced over in time to see them leading someone in handcuffs to a patrol car.

			Hollis. They’d arrested Hollis.

			No time. Concentrate ... Izzy turned back to the computer, poised his hands over the keyboard, getting ready to access Hollis’s e-mail folder, when suddenly it disappeared from the screen.

			Izzy looked down at his fingers, then at the mouse. Still untouched.

			Someone was in Hollis’s computer.

			He ripped the Internet router from the wall, worried that they would see him poking around in Hollis’s files. And then he realized that they’d already seen him. If they were in Hollis’s computer, they knew who he was. That meant they could find him. Looking around the room, he wondered what he could salvage, what he should take, his gut twisting the whole time.

			Izzy threw some clothes in a duffel bag, packed his laptop into a backpack, then ran a program to wipe the desktop computer clean. He had no idea how long they’d been in his computer. Even with all his firewalls, they’d gotten to him.

			Probably with the program that Hollis had on his own damned machine.

			He should never have listened to the guy. And now Hollis was in jail for murder...

			Forget Hollis. What else did he need? He made a quick walk through of the apartment, figuring he had what he needed, and more importantly, wasn’t leaving anything vital behind. He grabbed the duffel and backpack, then his keys. It was by chance he glanced out his front window through the two-inch parting in the curtains, and saw the white florist van with two men in it, cruising through the parking lot.

			He froze.

			It was the same van he’d seen at his work.

			Izzy pulled the curtains tight. Maybe it was nothing. This was a big complex. Someone else could be getting flowers. But somehow he doubted that and he walked over, turned the TV back on, hoping they would think he was inside, listen in first to see if they could hear what he was doing. If he was lucky, that might buy him a few seconds.

			How to get out? The patio door, then jump over the fence? Bad idea. Someone watching from the front could see the patio. And on every cop show he ever saw, they always covered the doors. Not that he thought these guys were cops. But he figured they watched the same shows, so he decided to go out his bedroom window instead. They’d have to walk all the way around the building to see back there.

			The cold air hit him as he opened the window, then popped off the screen and lowered his duffel to the snow-covered ground. He checked to make sure he had his car keys. The moment he started out himself, he heard someone knocking on his front door. As quickly and quietly as he could, he closed the window, replaced the screen, then walked through the complex to his car.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 4

			December 3

			ATLAS (Alliance for Threat Level Assessment and Security)

			U.S. Headquarters, Washington, D.C.

			The moment Special Agent Zachary Griffin saw Marlene, the division secretary, walk past his door with a sheaf of papers toward the copy machine, he slipped into her office, leaving an envelope with a Visa gift card on her desk. She was leaving at the end of her shift for two weeks. Vacation, she’d said. Truth was that she was driving cross-country to pick up her daughter and new grandson, who were moving back home. And though Marlene tried to downplay the situation, Griffin knew financially it would be a strain, because she’d already helped her daughter pay for a much needed divorce attorney.

			She was not, however, the sort to accept charity, hence the anonymous gift, and before she was even finished, he was back at his desk, adjusting the volume on his scanner, listening to the officers at the scene of Senator Grogan’s murder. They’d made an arrest, and were now directing the CSIs on what they wanted cordoned off, then processed.

			Griffin expected the FBI would be looking into the investigation, due to the top secret clearance Grogan had involving national security. And sure enough, about five minutes later, as Marlene knocked on his open door, he heard one of the officers asking for the FBI’s ETA. She crossed the room to his desk, carrying a packet of papers. If she’d seen the envelope, she gave no sign. “The security plans for the upcoming global summit haven’t come in, but I made you three sets of your briefing on the stolen AUV for your meeting this morning.” She handed Griffin the packet, then tapped his phone. “And you might want to turn your ringer back on. There’s a call holding for you on line one from Amsterdam.”

			As he reached over to switch off the scanner, she leaned down and kissed him on his cheek.

			“Thanks,” she told him. “You shouldn’t have.”

			“Don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, trying not to notice the shimmer in her eyes. He picked up the phone, saying, “Griffin.”

			“Zachary Griffin?”

			He didn’t recognize the woman’s voice. “Yes.”

			“My name is Petra Meijer. I think you know my uncle, Faas Meijer.”

			It took a few seconds for the name to sink in. Faas Meijer was an old informant, one he’d not heard from for quite some time.

			Two years, in fact.

			His gaze flicked over to a framed photo on his bookcase, one of Griffin and his late wife, Becca, skiing in Gstaad six months before she’d left him. A year later she’d been killed in an operation she and Griffin had worked together. It was Faas who’d provided the needed intel to Becca that had sent the two of them on that fateful mission.

			“How is he?” Griffin asked carefully, wondering not only why Faas would be using his niece as a go-between, but why the man would even be trying to contact him.

			“He’s fine, thank you,” Petra replied. “He asked me to inform you that he recently received something you’d be interested in. His expertise is in small antiques at the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam.”

			“I remember.”

			“His feeling was that this would be ... something you’d want to see in person, something he felt you had been looking for the last couple of years. It might answer the who and why.”

			Griffin stilled. Several seconds passed by, his grip on the phone so tight it was a wonder the thing didn’t snap. Then again, what if he’d heard wrong? It had been two years...

			“Are you there?” the woman asked.

			He shook himself. “Yes. Did he say anything else?”

			“Just that you’d know what he meant. Oh, and that he was worried about other buyers finding it, and so wanted to meet as soon as possible.”

			“I can be there tomorrow.”

			“He won’t be able to meet you until after six when the museum closes.”

			“That’ll be fine.”

			She gave him her contact number, then disconnected. He dropped the phone into the cradle, sat there, replayed the conversation in his mind, going over each detail, trying to ascertain what wasn’t spoken, as well as what was. Two years. He’d been waiting for this information for two years...

			“Zach?”

			He drew his gaze from his late wife’s photo and saw Marlene watching him from the doorway. “Yes?”

			“The stolen AUV? Your meeting’s about to start.”

			He glanced up at the clock, unaware until that moment how much time had passed. His boss was expecting the report on MI5’s investigation of the Amphitrite, an autonomous underwater vehicle used for scientific expeditions that had been stolen from a British port. ATLAS had been called in due to the potential threat should the robotically controlled underwater vehicle fall into terrorist hands, and this report on the AUV was the first lead they’d had since it went missing a month ago. Not much to go on, he thought, taking it with him. He paused outside the partially closed door of McNiel’s office, checking to make sure he had the number of copies he needed. It was then he chanced to hear his name.

			“Griffin’s not going to be happy if he figures out why you’re doing this.” The voice belonged to his partner, James “Tex” Dalton.

			“Griffin doesn’t run this division. I do,” said their boss, Ron McNiel III, as the phone rang.

			Not sure what had prompted the conversation—never mind that in this business, there was always something going on that wouldn’t make him happy—he knocked on the door.

			McNiel answered the phone as he walked in. Tex was sitting in a chair opposite their boss, and with him was Marc di Luca, an agent they’d worked closely with in Italy a few weeks ago. Normally he wouldn’t think twice about Tex being holed up in McNiel’s office, if not for the oddly guilty look on Tex’s face and the bit of conversation he’d overheard.

			McNiel thanked his caller, then hung up the phone. “They’ve confirmed the arrest on Senator Grogan’s shooter. That’s all we know. No clue if his murder is related to anything we’re working on, but the early reports indicate it to be an isolated event.”

			“Isolated?” Tex said. “Ten bucks says that early reports are wrong.”

			“We’ll let the investigation determine otherwise,” McNiel replied, always the voice of reason. He looked over at Griffin. “You have the report from MI5?”

			Griffin handed each of them a copy, then took a seat. “Nothing definitive, because on the surface it appears that we’re dealing with ordinary pirates.”

			“How so?”

			“They’re basing their analysis on a tentative connection to a freighter that went missing a couple weeks before the Amphitrite was stolen. That and some pirate activity off the coast of Jamaica. We received a naval report about a couple of college students on an oceanic field trip who mentioned seeing a cargo ship in the area that matched the freighter’s description just before the students’ boat exploded. At first they thought it accidental, until they saw a motorized raft being driven by men with long guns coming from the direction of the freighter.”

			“What’s the theory?” McNiel asked. “Using the freighter to transport the AUV to search for gold?”

			Tex tossed his copy of the report on the table. “You don’t steal a long-haul freighter, sail it for two weeks to some godforsaken coast to look for sunken treasure. There’s enough of it at the bottom of the English Channel where the AUV was stolen from. What they were looking for was right there where those students were shot, and they sure as hell didn’t want witnesses.”

			“I have to agree,” Griffin said. “The ocean floor drops off pretty deep out there. Which means we can’t rule out the use of the Amphitrite.”

			McNiel pinned his gaze on di Luca. “We need to investigate this further. I want you in Jamaica, heading the dive team. Find out what the hell was going on out there.”

			“Lucky me,” Marc said.

			McNiel leaned back in his chair, a look of frustration on his face, one that was no doubt shared by every intelligence head in the alliance of nations that worked closely with ATLAS and the other U.S. intelligence agencies. The hypotheses from the various think tanks as to what might be achieved by someone who had possession of the AUV ran the gamut from piracy to spying on naval fleets to planting underwater explosives in order to take out entire ports. What the hell someone might need an AUV for in deep water channels, other than scientific exploring, had them stumped. “Let’s get moving on this.”

			“I’ll check for satellite images,” Griffin said, then stood to leave.

			“No,” McNiel said. “You won’t be assigned to that part of this investigation. I’d like you to accompany di Luca to Jamaica.”

			Griffin stopped in his tracks, turned, eyed Tex, who once again refused to meet his gaze. Even Marc looked distinctly uncomfortable. “To Jamaica?” Griffin asked. “I thought you wanted me to head the global summit security team.”

			“That was before Grogan’s murder,” McNiel replied.

			“You just told us that his murder appears to be an isolated incident.”

			“I said early reports seemed to indicate such. What I didn’t mention was a secondary MI5 report on the assassination attempt on a member of Parliament, who was also sitting on a committee to tighten port security. In fact, he used the growing threat of pirates as his impetus to increase funding for maritime security. Once Grogan heard that, he approached the Senate committee to reopen the LockeStarr investigation before the global summit started, intending to bring it up there to tighten security in international ports and shipping lanes, too. Rumor has it that was what his speech was about today, or would have been, had he finished it.”

			Reopen the LockeStarr investigation ... “What was MI5’s analysis?”

			“They believe the Black Network may have been behind the attempt.”

			The Black Network was set up as a conduit for terrorism funding, arms trafficking, drug money laundering, sale of nuclear technology, and the bribery of public officials in order to infiltrate governments. They also specialized in the takeover of corporations that would further their goals. LockeStarr, a mega corporation with one of its many holdings involved in shipping port management, was believed to be one of the Network’s conglomerates, though no tangible link had ever been proven.

			Griffin needed no proof.

			Publicly, everyone believed that the LockeStarr investigation was merely about it being controlled by foreign investors, which was not the ideal solution for running U.S. ports. ATLAS and the CIA, however, knew different. Griffin’s wife had learned from her informant, Faas, that someone in the U.S. had tapped into and passed on the information containing every security measure and flaw of every U.S. port to the very company trying to take it over. She was killed following up a lead on LockeStarr.

			That LockeStarr was the recipient of the stolen port data, Griffin had no doubt. The question the various intelligence agencies had never been able to settle on was why? If, as they suspected, LockeStarr was really a front company for the Black Network, it was for one of two scenarios, both favored by the Network: A false flag operation in which some Network terrorist activity on home soil was blamed on foreign terrorists. Or it was the sale of the information to the highest bidder, one who might be interested in knowing the weaknesses in port security that could be exploited for arms and drug running.

			In either scenario, the Network had the same goal. To show that the various intel agencies and top governmental officials in the U.S. were incapable of dealing with the threats posed by other entities. Similar false flag operations run by the Network had allowed them to move their own people into positions of power when they’d come up with solutions to the problem or pointed the finger at those who allegedly had allowed such disasters to happen.

			Unfortunately, after the death of Griffin’s wife, the port data had never been recovered, and the investigation quietly closed when no other evidence had been found linking LockeStarr to the theft or to the Network.

			No wonder McNiel wanted him out of the way.

			It also explained the guilty look Tex gave him earlier, and he glanced at the report on the missing AUV, his thoughts spinning. Senator Grogan’s murder, the phone call from Faas’s niece, and now this. “Has anyone tied in the Amphitrite with LockeStarr?”

			“Obviously that’s one of the things you’ll be checking into on the Jamaica mission with di Luca. Tex will be heading the LockeStarr team from here.”

			Normally Griffin would’ve been heading the team. His wife’s history with LockeStarr precluded that, and the conversation he’d overheard was suddenly very much in context. “I’ll get back to work, then,” he said, and left the room, ignoring the relieved look on McNiel’s face as he shut the door.

			Work was the last thing on his mind. Back in his office, he sat at his desk, went over flight schedules on the computer, even as he wondered if the information from Faas’s niece was legitimate. The caller, Petra, had intimated that their meeting was time sensitive, whether because the source would disappear, or someone was watching Faas, Griffin didn’t know. If the latter, it also meant someone could be monitoring the Netherlands airports, and he decided that he’d take a red-eye into Brussels, then a train into Amsterdam. He wasn’t about to allow this lead to slip through his fingers should it be legit, and he most definitely wasn’t about to take chances should it be a setup.

			Tex knocked at his door as Griffin was verifying his flight and train schedule. “Look, Griff. I would’ve said something earlier, but McNiel was worried about—well, the emotional toll.”

			Griffin stared at his computer, mentally going over everything he needed to take care of before he left. Two years ... He’d been looking for—

			“Griff?”

			It took him a moment to gather his thoughts, realize that Tex was talking to him. “Sorry. You were saying?”

			Tex narrowed his gaze. “We were talking about LockeStarr.”

			“I’m sure you’ll do an admirable job tying them into the Black Network without me.”

			“You didn’t think that two years ago when McNiel pulled you from the case.”

			“I have something else to occupy my time.”

			“Bullshit. The only thing that would—” Tex suddenly turned, swung the door closed, then crossed the room, his look one of accusation. “There is nothing else. What have you heard?”

			Griffin contemplated not saying a thing. But he knew he’d need someone on his side, and when it came to allies, there was none better than Tex. “Faas’s niece called.”

			“I didn’t even know Faas had a niece.”

			“Apparently he does.”

			“Or someone wants you to think he does.”

			“Trust me. I’ve thought of that. Bottom line is, Faas has some information for me.”

			“The only reason this information would come out now is to lure you into the open. LockeStarr’s suddenly on our radar, and out of the blue, a sleeper agent contacts you? Hell. Not even a sleeper agent. His damned niece.”

			“I don’t care if it was his neighbor’s second cousin twice removed. I’m going to Amsterdam.”

			“What about Marc and the dive team?”

			Griffin hesitated. Leaving his team shorthanded was not something he’d ordinarily do. He could not, however, let this potential lead get away from him. He had no family of his own. Becca had been it, all he’d had left, and they’d taken that away from him. “Tell Marc I’m sorry. I can’t go. He’ll understand.”

			“And what the hell am I supposed to tell McNiel?”

			“Tell him whatever you want,” Griffin said, scooping up his keys and walking toward the door. “If it’s the last thing I do, I’m going to find out exactly who it was who killed my wife.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 5

			December 4

			The White House, West Wing

			Washington, D.C.

			Miles Cavanaugh, a deputy national security adviser to the president, looked at the number on his cell phone. Chet Somera. Finally, Miles thought, answering the call. “Well?”

			“The kid got away. We missed him. Both places.”

			“How?”

			“He works at one of those electronics superstores. TVs displayed on every wall, every one of them showing the news about the senator’s murder. When I went inside, asking for him, the manager said he went home sick.”

			“So why didn’t you get him at his place?”

			“Somehow he must’ve figured we were there. We’ve been sitting on his apartment all night. He hasn’t been back.”

			“If he was spooked, then he knows. I want him found. What about the other computer? The one belonging to Hollis?”

			“Cloned, then erased.”

			“Find out if he had any other friends, anyone else he might have told.”

			“Will do.”

			Miles disconnected, then started pacing the room. More loose ends. This was the last thing he needed right now.

			Someone knocked on his door, then opened it without warning. Ian Thorndike, director of the Special Activities Division, the black op arm of the CIA, walked in. “This has gone too far,” Ian said, closing the door behind him.

			“Too far?” Miles replied. “That’s the goddamned understatement of the year. The senator’s dead and that item you were so keen on keeping under wraps is missing, so does it really matter?”

			“What matters,” Thorndike said, “is that we start on damage control. Recover the item. We know where it was sent. We know who it was sent to, and we have a fair idea who the intended recipient is.”

			“Who would that be?”

			“Zachary Griffin.”

			Miles stared at Thorndike. “What the hell is ATLAS doing involved in this?”

			“ATLAS isn’t involved. For him it’s personal. I have a feeling someone thought they were doing him a favor by passing the information on.”

			“And let’s say this package is ... delivered to him.”

			“He’d be the last person we’d want it delivered to. We’d have to shut everything down.”

			“Or shut him down. Hypothetically speaking, how hard would it be to tie his hands? Make him ineffective in the field?”

			“Hypothetically? Not impossible. And if the package is recovered before he sees it, unnecessary.”

			“We can’t take any chances. You know what you need to do,” Miles said.

			“This conversation is over,” Thorndike replied, walking toward the door. “I’m not about to rock my kingdom so that you can attempt to build yours.”

			“Don’t forget it’s your agent out there you want to protect.”

			“Is that a threat?”

			Miles forced himself to breathe evenly when he saw the flash of emotion in Thorndike’s eyes. “No. I’m just reminding you of what you have to lose.”

			Thorndike stood there for several seconds, then, “I can’t burn Griffin unless I have a good reason to.”

			“Maybe you’re just not looking hard enough.”

			“If it happens, understand this. You’ll be left to clean up the mess on your own. You have no idea what this man is capable of.”

			“You think I’m afraid of him?”

			“You should be,” Thorndike said, yanking open the door. “Did I mention he’s ex–navy SEAL? A walking killing machine. And that was before we got ahold of him.”

			Miles waited until Thorndike left the office, then closed the door and returned to his desk, picking up the phone to make a call. When it was answered on the other end, he said, “He thinks Zachary Griffin will try to pick up the package. Some sort of personal connection. He didn’t say what.”

			The silence on the other end of the phone seemed to stretch forever, then, “I don’t like that Griffin’s involved.”

			“Neither did Thorndike. I think I have him convinced to blacklist Griffin.”

			“Thorndike didn’t question why?”

			“No. I have a feeling he’ll do anything to keep his operation going. Whoever he has out there, he wants to protect.”

			“We’ll make sure something comes up on Griffin. Was there no mention of the identity of Thorndike’s agent in the field? That information would be invaluable.”

			“None.”

			“Should it come up, I need to know immediately. No matter the hour.”

			“Of course.”

			Miles disconnected, leaned back in his chair, certain this would eliminate most of their issues. Within a short time the CIA would have more than enough evidence on Griffin, and he discounted Thorndike’s seemingly dire warning about having to clean up any mess. Griffin was about to be burned, and once that happened, Miles doubted the man would be capable of much at all.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 6

			December 4

			Amsterdam, The Netherlands

			Zachary Griffin, backpack slung over his shoulder, bought a map of Amsterdam from the bookstore at the Central Station, passing the clerk a five-euro note. “I also need a tram ticket,” he said to the cashier, a short woman with curly red hair.

			“How many strips?”

			“Just one.”

			“Cheaper to buy five.”

			“One please.”

			She shrugged, handed him the tram ticket, then his change.

			“Thank you,” he said, but she had already moved on to the next customer, a man in a blue overcoat, who was buying a newspaper.

			Griffin shoved the unneeded map into his backpack, gave a casual glance toward the man, recognizing him from the train, then stepped out in front of the brick-fronted Victorian-like building that served as a hub for Amsterdam’s streamlined blue and white trams that ran along tracks throughout the city. The snow-covered plein was crowded with people bracing against the frigid December wind. Pedestrians, hooded and muffled, rushed toward the first tram that would take them into town. A few bicyclists rode through the swirling flurries that had added several inches to the snow already on the ground. Griffin barely noticed, his mind on his upcoming contact and a meeting where everything seemed wrong—as though the whole thing was being orchestrated. And if it was a setup? Whoever was responsible knew exactly what would bring him out into the open, no matter the cost.

			And still Griffin had come.

			He crossed the snow-blown street to the comparative warmth of the tram shelter. The Number 5 tram arrived about three minutes later, and he filed on amid the other passengers, handing his ticket to the woman in the booth at the back. Outside the swaying car in the growing dusk, the snow-topped bridges over the grachten and canals formed a picturesque backdrop, unappreciated by those who braved the cold, clutching their coats tighter as they quickened their pace. At last he heard his stop announced, Hobbemastraat.

			Faas’s niece was supposed to be waiting in the bar at Sama Sebo, a restaurant located a short distance from the tram stop. The diamond-paned windows at the bar entrance gave it a quaint, old world appearance, perfect for its location near the “Fifth Avenue” of Amsterdam, where well-heeled customers shopped at designer stores. He pushed open the door, then gave one last look outside, noticing a man in a long black overcoat across the street, hovering in the doorway of a shop, smoking a cigarette. He didn’t move, simply stood there. Even so, the hairs on the back of Griffin’s neck prickled, though he had no reason to suspect their location had been compromised. The stranger could be waiting for anyone...

			Stomping the snow from his shoes, Griffin stepped into the warmth of the restaurant and was greeted by a man in his late forties, tall, dark brown hair, and dark eyes. “Goeden middag,” the man said.

			“Goeden middag,” Griffin replied, his Dutch somewhat rusty. “I’m meeting someone.”

			“Petra?”

			“Yes.”

			“She said you’d be coming in. This way.” He showed Griffin to a small table in the bar, where a young blond woman sat by the window, drinking beer from a tall glass.

			“May I take your backpack and your coat?”

			“My coat, thanks.”

			Griffin hung his backpack on the chair, then sat opposite the woman. She was about ten years younger than Griffin, late twenties, petite, with short hair and blue eyes. She reminded him of a pixie, not an art dealer—though he doubted she’d appreciate the comparison.

			“You are Faas’s niece?” he asked, addressing her in English. “Petra?”

			She nodded.

			“Zachary Griffin,” he said, shaking hands with her as a waiter appeared with a beer for Griffin as well as an order of sateh babi, skewered pork drenched in peanut sauce.

			She plucked a skewer from the plate, bringing with it the savory scent of grilled meat. “Help yourself,” she said.

			“No thanks.” He looked out the window, through the falling snow, saw the man across the street toss his cigarette into the gutter. “We should go.”

			“The museum is just down the block,” she said with barely a trace of an accent, “and we’re not expected for at least an hour. It closes at six.”

			“It’s the getting there that has me worried. Did you happen to notice the man standing in front of that shop?”

			She glanced out the window. “He is waiting for his wife. I ran into the two of them on the way over, and he asked if I could recommend this place for dinner and if it was expensive.” She laughed as she reached for her beer. “I expect his wife is now spending all his money in the boutiques. I heard her asking him for his credit card as I was crossing the street.”

			“When did you last speak to your uncle?”

			“This morning.”

			“Did he tell you anything further?”

			She cocked her head, gave Griffin a small smile. “Whatever it is, he insists on telling you in person. He did say he was very sorry and he wishes that he could change things.”

			Griffin wasn’t sure what to believe, and he dug some euros from his pocket, dropped them on the table. “I’d rather not wait.”

			She took a last sip from her beer, then stood. Griffin accompanied her to the coat check, and as they put on their coats, the man who had seated him walked up. “You’re leaving so soon, Petra?” he asked.

			“Off to meet my uncle. When we have time, we’ll have to come back for the best rijstaffel in all of Amsterdam.” Petra leaned forward, giving him air kisses, cheek to cheek. “I will call you very soon.”

			Griffin and Petra stepped outside into the cold. The man who had been lurking in the doorway across the street was gone, but Griffin’s unease remained.

			Petra directed Griffin to the left, and they continued down Hobbemastraat. “The Rijksmuseum is not far from here.” She looked over at him. “You have come a long way for information that may or may not help you.”

			Griffin didn’t reply. He hadn’t seen Faas in years. They’d been friends, but that was long ago. A different time. And now that he was about to get the answers he’d been searching for, he didn’t quite know how to feel about it. The weight he’d been carrying all this time, the guilt...

			The snow came down faster and the wind from the North Sea gusted, swirling the powdery crystals about the darkening air. Except for the two of them, the street seemed deserted until they neared the grand arch leading into the museum grounds, its wrought-iron gate standing open. Looking through the arch, just inside the grounds, Griffin saw a man walking toward them, his camel overcoat flying open in the wind as though he hadn’t had time to button it against the biting cold. Suddenly the man stopped, turned from the path, and looked at something or someone behind a tall conical topiary. The bush blocked Griffin’s view.

			“Isn’t that your uncle?” Griffin asked.

			“He shouldn’t be here. We were supposed to meet him inside the museum.”

			“Maybe he misunderstood.”

			“No. He was very clear.” She quickened her pace, yelling, “Uncle Faas!”

			Faas looked their direction, stepped backward, holding something close to his chest. And then he stumbled toward them, his breaths rushing out in short, fast vaporous bursts. Whatever he held against him, it seemed he wasn’t about to let go. His gaze flicked from Petra to Griffin, and he gave a slight shake of his head, trying to warn them off.

			Petra ran straight toward her uncle. Griffin tried to stop her. Failed.

			“Go,” Faas said. “Get out of here.”

			“What’s wrong?” she asked him.

			“Go!” he said, then lurched past her directly to Griffin. With his free hand he grasped Griffin’s arm. “It was I ... I ... sent her. The both of you.”

			Griffin’s pulse pounded in his ears. This was not what he’d expected. “What are you talking about?”

			“You ... wanted to know ... about Becca? How you two ... ended there ... the explosion? She had to die ...”

			Griffin felt the world closing in on him. “Why?”

			Faas said nothing.

			“You know?” Griffin grabbed him by his shoulders. “Tell me.”

			Only then did Griffin notice the ashen tone of the man’s skin. The stress in his eyes.

			Faas looked down, lowered the hand he’d been clutching to his chest. And Griffin saw the slender hilt of a knife lodged beneath the man’s sternum, the upward tilt of the weapon. In the lamplight Griffin saw the hilt’s intricate pattern of gold on ebony. Faas had been holding the dagger in place as he walked.

			“Don’t let them get it,” Faas said, wrenching the knife from his chest. He stumbled and fell against a statuette of a lion, the blade slipping from his hand into the bushes. “I dropped it. Find ... Before they kill ...”

			“Kill who, Uncle Faas?” Petra asked.

			“Everyone ... This ... from Atlant ...” He grasped at the sculpture, then stumbled toward the gate. Griffin caught him.

			“Oh my God!” Petra cried, spinning around, looking for someone to help.

			Griffin lifted the slight man, carried him to the street corner, then lowered him to the ground. The bell of an approaching tram rang out as Petra knelt by her uncle’s side, sobbing. She looked up, saw the tram, crying out for someone to call an ambulance.

			But Griffin saw the blood on Faas’s shirt, saw it spread, tiny snowflakes landing in it, melting. He wanted to scream at Faas. He couldn’t die. Not without telling Griffin what he needed to know.

			Petra looked at Griffin in disbelief. “Who? Who did this?”

			“Stay with him. I’m going to go look.” He returned to the garden grounds, walked under the arch, retraced the path that Faas had taken. He stopped at the topiary where he’d first seen Faas. And noticed the disturbed snow where someone had stood, lying in wait. Whoever it was had fled out to the street, probably when he and Petra had run up to assist Faas. The trail in the snow led straight to the wrought-iron fence that bordered the property, and Griffin followed it, hopped over the fence just as the killer had done. He stood there on the sidewalk, the museum grounds at his back.

			Footprints in a shallow snowdrift on the sidewalk indicated that someone had recently walked to the corner, starting from where Griffin now stood. He looked over in alarm, at the stopped tram, the group of passengers gathering around Petra and her uncle’s body. The snow swirled down from the sky, faster and faster. Distant sirens grew closer. And there, among the onlookers, was the man in the long black overcoat, his hat shadowing his face. The same man who had been lurking across the street from the restaurant. Suddenly he pointed at Griffin, shouting, “There he is! He killed him!”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 7

			December 4

			FBI Academy

			Quantico, Virginia

			Sydney opened her office door, saw the twenty-five applications on her desk from various law enforcement agencies, and thought about turning right back around again. The packets belonged to officers and civilians who hoped to attend the next forensic art course, of which she was one of the instructors. Normally she would have had each one vetted by now, except that she’d agreed to assist Scotty on that bank surveillance job. The suspects they’d taken down on the afternoon of Grogan’s murder a few days ago denied trying to case banks for a robbery. The matter was still under investigation—one she was grateful wasn’t hers, she thought as her phone rang.

			Her mother. “Do you realize I just got a call from Angela’s teacher? That Angela got up in front of the entire class for show-and-tell, informing them that she witnessed Senator Grogan’s murder.”

			“Mom, I’m sorry—”

			“For God’s sake, she’s eleven. There’s already enough violence in the schools, and now every one of her classmates is probably running home, telling their parents what my daughter is being exposed to, and that we’re allowing it! What were you thinking letting her overhear something like that?”

			“How was I supposed to know she was eavesdropping?”

			“You know how she is when it comes to your job. You should have anticipated it.”

			Sydney closed her eyes, wondering how long it would be before her mother let her live this one down. “I don’t know how many times I can apologize, Mom. I’ll try to be more careful.”

			“Try?”

			“I have to go. I love you,” she said, then disconnected before her mother could think of anything else to say.

			Apparently she thought fast, because the phone rang not ten seconds later.

			“Mom, I’m really—”

			It was not her mother, it was Scotty. “Still pissed, is she?”

			“To say the least.”

			“I thought you were going home early today.”

			“I’ve got to finish reviewing these applications,” she said, tucking the phone beneath her ear, then picking up the pile of papers, shuffling them for effect. “Backgrounds to get through for the next forensic art course.”

			“Any chance you’ll finish in the next couple hours? There’s this new Thai restaurant I want to try.”

			Scotty, unfortunately, wasn’t good at the whole we’re-no-longer-dating thing, and as many times as Sydney had tried to reinforce the fact she liked him as a coworker—period—she’d failed. For all his tough exterior, he was vulnerable, and the last thing she wanted to do was hurt him.

			“Wish I could,” she said. “But you know what a stickler Harcourt is for getting these things done.”

			Not surprisingly Scotty changed gears, his usual tack of working his way back to his original quest by quizzing her about other areas of her life. Thankfully before he returned to the dinner option, the very
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