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​Zürich, Switzerland

John Frist glanced around the dining room. “Shouldn’t she be here by now?”

The woman at the nearby table glanced up from her wineglass. A few strands of silver threaded their way through her shoulder-length black hair, and she brushed her fingers around her ear.

“I’m worried,” Valerie Simon whispered into her earpiece. “Something is wrong.”

John inspected his teammate. Valerie had laugh lines around her eyes and cheeks and could pass for late thirties without much effort. The rich blue fabric of her low-cut dress was just tight enough to draw men’s eyes to her breasts, but not so tight as to make her appear wanton.

She looked sultry, John decided, and it definitely worked for her. He wished he could enjoy it, but it was hard to do when she was involved with the third member of their team.

Valerie sat alone at the table, and her eyes occasionally swept the room. Valerie had picked the restaurant Oepfelchammer because of its proximity to Katrina Reinemann’s hotel, the Florhof.

“Her hotel is close,” John said. “It’s just a quick walk. Deion? Are you ready to call it?”

His earpiece crackled and their third member, Deion Freeman, said, “Another five minutes.”

John drained the last of his drink and wondered how a beer renowned for the bitterness of the hops and the creaminess of the head could taste so ... off.

Then again, the whole world was off. In just a few short years, he had gone from bombing the Red Cross in Fairfax, Virginia, to being recruited by the Office of Threat Management.

Deion had been part of the team that had captured him and held him prisoner in Guantánamo. When he closed his eyes, he still remembered how they had stuffed him inside the sweltering wooden box, and how the smell of his sweat and urine had choked him almost to the point of vomiting.

He shoved the memory down deep and inspected the restaurant. The patrons were drinking and quietly enjoying an early dinner among the dark wood tables and paneled walls.

Identifying the Swiss was easy. They were relaxed and smiling. Their clothes were not quite European, but neither were they American.

The tourists, with their middle-aged and doughy bodies and their brash clothes, stood out like a sore thumb.

A man in a dark blue suit glanced at Valerie. The man’s eyes lingered just a moment too long on her bosom, but he turned back to his dinner companion, a woman just a shade heavier than Valerie, and a touch older.

Deion was running the operation from a van parked down the street. “John? You see anything?”

John tried not to smirk. “Some married guy just gave your girlfriend the once-over.”

A smile flitted across Valerie’s face, quickly replaced by the same bored look she had sported for the past thirty minutes.

Deion grunted. “Funny guy. Do you know what I do to funny guys?”

“Force them to choke down a quart of beer while also checking out your girlfriend?” John asked innocently. “I just noticed a beautiful woman. It wasn’t like I was checking out Val’s cleavage.”

“Can we not talk about my cleavage?” Valerie whispered.

“Right,” Deion said. “Let’s talk about your asset.”

John quickly sobered. They weren’t in Zürich to sightsee. They were in Switzerland so that Reinemann could pass Valerie information about a consortium of oil speculators.

This is supposed to be a low-stakes investigation. “You think she’s not coming?”

Valerie sighed. “You’re right. Something is wrong.”

“It’s time to get gone,” Deion muttered in his earpiece. “The meeting is blown.”

* * *
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​John followed Valerie through the halls of the Florhof. The building was Old World Swiss on the outside, but warm and comfortable on the inside, the walls a tasteful white that bordered on eggshell, and plush gray carpet that made him want to take off his shoes and wiggle his toes against it.

My remaining foot.

He was still bitter about the mission where Abdullah the Bomber’s improvised IED in the steam tunnels of New York had almost blown his foot off. Even with it hanging on by thin patches of skin and sinew, he had finished his mission and stopped Abdullah’s dirty bomb.

The Office of Threat Management had amputated his foot above the ankle and bolted an appliance to the bones of his calf. The prosthetic gave him near-normal movement, but there was a drawback.

No matter how much I rest, and no matter how carefully I treat it, it still hurts.

It had all gone horribly wrong in Iraq. An IED had struck his Humvee just a few weeks before he could rotate back to the United States. It had killed his teammates, O’Neill and Gutierrez, and seriously scrambled his brain.

He had listened as his teammate, Hernandez, screamed in agony as soldiers pounded on the frame, trying desperately to pry open the door.

The soldiers had finally gotten them out, and John had watched as they tried to stop the bleeding from Hernandez’s shoulder, a shoulder that was missing an arm. His own thigh was cut down to the bone and soldiers worked on him, stabilizing him for the flight to Ramstein Air Force Base in Landstuhl, Germany.

Hernandez had lost his arm, and John had narrowly missed losing his leg.

The concussion, though...

The doctors had been evaluating his concussion when the news of his parents’ death had arrived. His request for emergency leave had been denied.

Everything was horribly scrambled in my head.

He’d railed at the nurses and doctors. They were unsure if he had suffered permanent brain damage or was only concussed.

Then came the honorable discharge. Civilian life offered him no structure. He had no family. No friends. He drifted aimlessly, avoiding the VA doctor’s suggestions, until he found himself living in an apartment outside of Washington, D.C., obsessed with the Red Cross’s failure to file his emergency leave paperwork.

How did I get so ... twisted?

He had bombed the Red Cross, and a CIA team had captured him and transferred him to Guantánamo Bay for months of interrogations.

He was angry and helpless, and then Eric Wise had shown up and hauled him away to Area 51 for experimentation.

The OTM’s mission was simple. They watched the world, preventing threats before they became unmanageable. And, for that, they needed a new type of soldier.

The OTM wove carbon graphene around his skeleton and pumped him full of experimental drugs. They removed his gallbladder and replaced it with the Implant, a machine directly connected to his aorta, capable of delivering a range of synthetic and naturally created drugs. The drugs could sharpen his reflexes or deliver a powerful painkiller.

They had also given him the Battlesuit, high-tech armor that could protect him from knives or small-arms fire. A clamshell helmet called the VISOR protected his brain, and the VISOR’s Heads Up Display showed him the world in vibrant detail. He had access to radio, cell phones, and overhead drone feeds.

The OTM had made him more than human—they’d made him the ultimate soldier.

The ultimate soldier with a head full of false memories.

The OTM had also wiped his memories and implanted false ones, forcing him to forget how he had bombed the Red Cross and making him think he had volunteered for Project StrikeForce.

But, for all their genius, the scientists had made a terrible mistake. The drugs they’d used to heal his concussion had also reconnected the neurons they had fried with bursts of radiation.

Only Eric Wise knew that John had regained his memories, and only Eric knew that John was deeply ashamed of his actions.

The souls of the five hundred and twelve casualties of the Red Cross bombing weighed heavily on his heart.

As they made their way through the Florhof, John murmured, “Nice place.”

Valerie stopped at Katrina Reinemann’s door and whispered, “Can you open it?”

A few seconds passed and then the lock clicked. From the War Room at Area 51, Karen Kryzowski said, “You’re welcome.”

Karen was one of the OTM’s lead analysts and the one who had discovered tankers full of oil parked off the coasts of the United States, Africa, and Saudi Arabia.

If her analysis was correct, then billions—if not trillions—of dollars were being stolen from the wealthiest nations of the world. Someone was draining the coffers of their governments and squashing the struggling middle classes of the developed world.

Noise echoed down the hallway. John recognized at least two different men’s voices mingled with a woman’s. They were talking and laughing loudly, and John pointed at the door. “Val?”

Valerie nodded. They entered the room, and Valerie shut the door firmly behind her.

The hotel room was surprisingly modern, with a low, tasteful bed, and a comfortable chair next to a bookcase under the window facing the street.

They were alone. Katrina Reinemann’s luggage sat in the corner, but there was no sign of the woman.

“Tell me what you see,” Deion said through their earpieces.

“No sign of the target,” John said.

“She’s not a target,” Valerie said. “She came to us, remember?”

“Only after you put out feelers,” Deion reminded them. “What else do you see?”

“Nothing,” John said. “It looks like she just ... left.”

Valerie checked the bed. “The sheets aren’t disturbed.” She riffled through the luggage on the floor. “A change of clothes. Shoes. Makeup. Check the armoire, John.”

The armoire sat against the wall opposite the window. It was at least as tall as he was, and ornate carvings covered the doors.

As he neared it, he picked up the faintest whiff of feces and urine. He took a breath, opened one of the doors, saw what was inside, and quickly closed it. “I found Reinemann.”

Valerie glanced up from the luggage. “You mean...”

“What?” Deion demanded.

John took another deep breath and opened the door again. Katrina Reinemann dangled from a metal rod that ran across the inside of the armoire. She was naked and wrapped tightly in a cocoon of plastic, her face sickly gray and squishy.

Duct tape circled Reinemann’s body, but it failed to create an airtight seal. Judging from the smell, he guessed she had been dead for several hours.

Valerie’s hand touched his shoulder, and he turned to find her staring at the dead body.

“Oh my God,” Valerie said.

There was a crackling over the earpiece. “What’s the sitrep?” Deion asked.

Valerie took a choking breath. “Katrina is dead. She’s been murdered.”

* * *
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​Area 51

Eric Wise, the director of the OTM, sat in the situation room adjacent to the War Room.

The War Room was the biggest of the hollowed-out chambers under the mountains of the Air Force’s Groom Lake facility. What had once housed the American stealth program and a fleet of stolen enemy aircraft now belonged to the OTM.

The sprawling underground base was enormous, and the War Room was the center of the action. From there, analysts monitored information streams from around the world. Network taps at every major Internet backbone redirected traffic to the OTM data centers. Live streams from JSOC mixed with data feeds from the CIA, NSA, NRO, and other three-lettered agencies. Predictive algorithms and AI agents combed through the data, looking for emerging threats.

Eric sighed heavily, took a sip of his lukewarm coffee, and tossed his tablet computer onto the table, almost knocking aside three giant stacks of paperwork.

All this information and Karen still can’t figure out who’s responsible for the surging oil prices. We’re drowning in information, damn it, and most of it is useless to me!

There was a knock on the door. “Enter,” he said without looking up.

Sergeant Todd Clark opened the gray steel door and stepped inside. Clark was a solidly built man in his mid thirties, with light brown hair, always dressed in a freshly pressed Army uniform. He was one of the few OTM members trusted to run the War Room. Eric valued his steady hand.

“Deion needs to speak with you.”

“Problems?”

Clark nodded.

“Have a seat,” Eric said.

“I thought you were heading out.”

“You think this mountain of paperwork signs itself? Hey, I’ve got an idea. How about I promote you and then you can sign for me?”

Clark shook his head. “Not a chance. That’s why you get paid the big bucks.”

“That’s why I do it,” Eric said, slapping his forehead. “The money.” He picked up his tablet and fiddled with it until Deion’s face appeared on the wall monitor. “Tell me you gathered new evidence.”

Deion shook his head. “How’s the weather, Deion? Is Switzerland nice? It’s not often a brother gets to live it up on the government’s dime in a swanky city—”

“Don’t give me that poor black kid routine,” Eric said. “You went to Harvard.”

“That was a scholarship,” Deion said. “I still had to work three jobs to cover tuition—”

“You worked one job,” Eric interrupted, “and that was as a professor’s assistant.”

Deion smiled wide, showing a mouthful of teeth. “All those beautiful girls, though. It was rough on a brother.”

“Oh yeah? Speaking of which, how’s Valerie?”

Deion rolled his eyes. “You’re not gonna start with that shit again? I told you, the timing’s not right.”

Sergeant Clark coughed into his hand.

Eric glanced at Clark. “Even the sergeant doesn’t buy it.”

“The sergeant can mind his own damned business,” Deion said. “Maybe the sergeant needs to get out and find himself a woman.”

Clark smirked. “I do quite well.”

Eric raised an eyebrow. It was news to him. Clark was the ever-present steady hand in the War Room. As Eric’s second-in-command, Clark practically lived there. “When do you find the time?”

“I prioritize.”

Eric turned his attention back to Deion. “Speaking of prioritizing, what do you have for me?”

Deion’s grin faltered. “Maybe I just wanted to gaze upon your handsome face.”

Eric snorted. “You’re going to tell me something I don’t want to hear. I know, because you always sweet-talk me first.”

Deion’s smile evaporated. “Reinemann was murdered.”

Eric exhaled slowly and counted to five before asking, “How?”

“Strangled,” Deion said. “John and Val found her.”

“Where?”

“Inside her hotel room.”

The gears in Eric’s brain spun. “The body?”

“Hard to clean up,” Deion said. “The hotel is too public. We’re going to need help making it disappear.”

“The Federal Intelligence Service isn’t exactly on board with our counterterror activities,” Eric said. “A body is going to be a tough sell to the NBD. We’d have to coordinate through the CIA.”

“Lucky that Val and I still have our CIA covers.”

“Yeah,” Eric said. “Lucky. What do you know about her murder?”

“Nothing, man. The room was clean.”

“Except for the body.”

“Yeah.”

“That’s unacceptable,” Eric said. “If she was murdered, there must be more to it—”

“And you want us to poke around,” Deion said. “I was afraid you were going to say that. So, you expect me to work things out with the NBD and find out who killed Reinemann. Anything else, your majesty?”

“I know it’s not glamorous,” Eric said, “but we’re talking hundreds of billions of dollars.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Deion grumbled.

Eric nodded at Clark. “That will be all, Sergeant.”

Clark stood, saluted, and then exited to the War Room.

Eric waited for the door to slam shut, then asked, “How’s John?”

Deion hesitated. “He’s good.”

Eric chose his words carefully. “Any indication that he—”

“No,” Deion said, then continued reluctantly, “other than mentioning being tired.”

“Everyone’s been tired since Nashville.”

“I think you should pull him from the field.”

“Concern?” Eric asked. “That’s a change.”

“Even with what he did, he doesn’t deserve—”

“There’s nothing we can do for him,” Eric said. “Elliot says the cancer is too advanced.”

Deion grunted. “All the resources we got, and we can’t do anything?”

“It’s the price for playing God.”

“That’s it, then?”

Eric nodded. “John stays in the field.”

Deion shrugged. “You’re the boss.”

Eric ended the call, leaned back, and stared at the ceiling tiles, wishing for the thousandth time he could tell Deion that John remembered his past.

But, even though he had taken leadership of the OTM from Fulton Smith, there were still certain lines he preferred not to cross. The news that he’d let John operate as an OTM foot soldier with his memories intact was the type of thing that might pull the Old Man out of retirement.

Plus, the Old Man’s daughter, Nancy, was a valuable member of the OTM. And a trained assassin.

And a psychopath.

They had recently had coffee on their first tentative date, but when he looked into her eyes, he was terrified. There was something animalistic about the way she looked at him. She was the kind of woman who took what she wanted, and she definitely wanted him.

It almost made the matter of Karen Reinemann’s dead body appear trivial.

* * *
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​Fulton Smith didn’t bother to wait for his best friend to finish speaking. “I know it’s risky, Hob, but Vasilii is working on changing their minds.”

Barnwell’s office stood in stark contrast to the rest of the gray concrete of the underground base. Barnwell’s wife, Victoria, had given him an Oriental rug, and the soft reds and browns covered the gray concrete floor, providing a sense of warmth.

A picture of Victoria sat next to Barnwell’s computer. Sometimes, when Smith was tired, he felt a stab of jealousy. Victoria had long, flowing black hair that wasn’t yet gray, and Hob appeared to be in his late fifties.

Smith’s own face was a mass of wrinkles, and his skin was starting to resemble shoe leather.

Shoe leather with age spots.

Hobert Barnwell sighed. “We’ve been over this. You really think they’re going to change their mind? Alexandra did the unthinkable.”

“I have to find her. Nancy needs her mother.”

“Alexandra wasn’t supposed to fall in love with you,” Hobert said, “let alone have a child. Besides, Vasilii is the one that sent her to spy on you. Why would the old bear help now?”

“He’s realized how unfair it is to keep Nancy from her mother.”

Barnwell grunted. “You can’t possibly believe that.”

“What difference does it make? I think he’s willing to help.”

“I’m worried about you, Fulton. The device isn’t working the way we expected—”

“I’m fine,” Smith insisted. “I feel like I did when I was a young man.”

Barnwell blinked, then rummaged around in his desk and removed two plastic cups. “Let’s have a drink.”

“Why does every problem require a drink?”

Barnwell poured two fingers of Glenlivet into the first cup and eyed him coolly. “Did you really think you could implant a stimulator in your brain and not suffer side effects?”

He slammed his fist against Barnwell’s desk. “I’m the director!”

“You were the director,” Barnwell said gently. “Eric is the director now. You resigned.”

Smith’s mouth opened, but he hesitated. “Why must you make everything so difficult?”

“I’m not saying this as your friend.” Barnwell took a drink from the cup. “I’m saying this as your doctor. You’re not well. You’re slipping. Forgetting things. Making ... questionable decisions.”

Smith slumped back in his chair. Is it true? Am I losing my ... reasoning? Barnwell watched him intensely. Finally, Smith said, “I don’t feel like I’m losing my mind, Hob.”

“Have you had another episode?”

“Not since ... the last time. It was only a few minutes. It was trivial.”

“An hour of temporary agnosia isn’t trivial.”

“It wasn’t like that.”

“You couldn’t identify your phone, Fulton. I found you sitting there, pointing at it.”

“It passed.”

“That time. What if it happens again? What if it doesn’t pass? The device in your head is experimental, and the medicine you’re on is nearing toxic levels. I don’t know what’s going to happen. No one does.”

Fulton took a deep breath. “If I hadn’t risked it, I’d be a drooling idiot by now.”

“You don’t know that.”

Smith laughed bitterly. “I was ... losing myself. The drugs weren’t enough. The implant bought me enough time to—”

“To what? Reunite Nancy with her mother?”

“And to pass the directorship to Eric.”

Barnwell tossed back the last of his scotch, then took the cup he had poured for Smith and downed it as well. “So far, you’ve only managed one of those.”

Smith smiled. “I guess we better get busy on the rest.”

* * *
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​Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

Huang Lei wished for a window behind his wall of monitors so that he might enjoy the skyline.

He imagined the US Steel building to the north, the tallest building in Pittsburgh, but not its most distinctive. That honor went to PPG Place a few blocks to the northeast, a shimmering tower of glass capped by high-tech gothic-looking spires.

But he had no window. Just gray, featureless concrete.

The room was large, at least, with a rack of servers, but his desk was utilitarian, unlike the magnificent Koa desk he had abandoned in Hawaii.

He sighed. His fortunes had shifted earlier than expected, but now he knew why his plans had gone awry. He knew why his friend, Liu Kong, had died in vain.

The United States government had a shadowy organization with unbelievably deep resources. They had intercepted his nuclear bomb destined for New York City and detonated it over the Sea of Aden.

Even more impressive, the same organization had somehow managed to contain the viral outbreak after Liu Kong had sacrificed himself to infect those trapped in his production facility outside of Nashville.

Huang Lei had spent the past six months sifting through a mountain of data. Finally, he had the most likely suspect.

Nathan Elliot.

He had finally found a picture of Elliot on social media. In the grainy black-and-white photo scanned from an old Pomona High School yearbook, Elliott was a big-boned African-American teenager, lauded for his achievements in the scholastic bowl and the chess club. But, after high school, no more pictures of Nathan Elliot existed. No telephone number. No record of employment.

How did such a promising young man simply vanish?

The most likely explanation was that Elliott hadn’t vanished. The trail had been deleted or obfuscated.

Nathan Elliot had gone to Harvard on a full scholarship before moving on to Harvard Medical School. Before his residency, Elliott had suddenly left Harvard for MIT, where he’d studied mechanical engineering and computer science.

After MIT, Elliott’s trail had gone cold.

It is time to take ... stronger measures.

Huang Lei clicked the mouse button and activated the worm that would scour the web looking for any mention of Nathan Elliot. It would infect older machines, forming a zombie network, increasing his search speed.

He smiled to himself. The Digital Freedom Alliance’s powerful tool served its purpose, but his plans for the young hackers far exceeded any piece of code.

The DFA were crucial to his plans to destroy the United States and Russia.
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​Chapter Two
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​Chicago, Illinois

Lila Cavanaugh’s black lacquered nails danced busily across her keyboard, the keys clicking like machine-gun fire. Wave after wave of account numbers scrolled down her monitor. In less than a week, she had cracked the security at one of Bank of America’s data centers. The revelation of the bank’s astronomical profits would bring welcome attention to their cause

An incoming Skype call from Patrick interrupted her work. She clicked the button to accept and asked, “I thought you said we’d talk later?”

“Something has come up,” came the familiar sound of Patrick’s voice.

She giggled. “If this were a video call and not just VOIP, I’d already have my top off.”

“Hush, darling,” Patrick said. “This is important.”

Sighing, Lila leaned back in her chair and adjusted her headset. She stared at the poster of Albert Einstein taped to the drywall behind her monitor and rubbed at the delicate rose tattoo on the back of her left hand. “It must be. You turned down an offer to see my boobs.”

Patrick ignored her. “We have a new target.”

“I haven’t finished with the last batch.”

“This isn’t just exposing bank accounts and unfair profits, Lila. This is important. Change the world important.”

“Everything we do is important,” she said heatedly. “Exposing those ... those dicks will change the world. They aren’t even bothering to hide how they’re stealing everything. They’ll continue to take and take until they—”

“This is just as important,” Patrick said. “And it’s dangerous. We have to be careful.”

“Did you forget who you’re talking to? I’m pissed that you’d—”

“Promise me you’ll be careful. I’d never forgive myself if something happened to you.”

There was something in his voice that made her hesitate. “You’re freaking me out. What the hell is going on?”

“We’re going to prove the US is committing crimes against the world.”

* * *
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​Zürich, Switzerland

Deion watched the snowflakes slowly fall into the empty fountain. The glittering flakes muffled the noise of the city, and the deserted streets were straight out of a travel guide.

A mustached man approached and sat next to him on the park bench. The man was in his early forties and wore a dark suit under his tan trenchcoat. “You have excellent taste in music,” the man said in heavily accented English.

“It helps if you like jazz,” Deion said.

Heinz Gohl nodded. “It’s been some time, Mr. Freeman. How can the FIS assist you?”

“We have a disposal problem.”

“I see.” Gohl leaned back and stared at the empty fountain. “That does present a problem.”

“We’d appreciate a little professional courtesy,” Deion said.

“I’m sure you would,” Gohl said politely, “but you see, we don’t appreciate these things happening in our country.”

“That’s how you want to play it? The FIS doesn’t exactly have clean hands. It would be a shame if that were made public.”

“Come now,” Gohl scoffed, “this is just negotiations. You’re going to have to be more forthcoming with details before we offer our help.”

“We can’t share intelligence on this one. There are ... considerations.”

Gohl turned to him and smiled fiercely. “I’m afraid I can’t help. My superiors are demanding ... considerations.” He turned back to the falling snow. “I would help, if it were up to me, but it is not. You understand.”

He did. The Federal Intelligence Service was fishing for money or intelligence and would only help if the OTM paid the price.

“I have an offer,” Deion said. “First, we can release the name of a high-ranking Al-Qaeda member currently living in Switzerland. We can also dispense some emergency funds. I understand your agency is a little short on operating expenses.”

Gohl’s head snapped around. “How did you—”

“I know you’re stuck,” Deion said with a smile. It was nice knowing he finally had Gohl’s attention. “If the FIS sent you to make a deal, they also authorized you to make a decision.”

The man’s eyes narrowed. “Those offers are quite generous, but for a favor of this magnitude, I’m thinking more is in order.”

“More?”

“Your State Department has pushed FINMA to help with your tax fraud problem. This is quite controversial, as you know, especially given how we cooperated with your terrorist investigations. Perhaps if your State Department walked back their requests, accommodations could be made.”

“That’s not gonna happen. White-collar crime is still crime, no matter what the Swiss think.”

Gohl sighed heavily. “You Americans. So rigid in your thinking. It’s business.”

“I’m giving you the best offer you’re gonna get. Take it, or we’ll do what we got to do.”

“Need I remind you that you called us?” Gohl said, his voice as cold as the flakes swirling around them.

“Need I remind you that getting on the CIA’s bad side is not the best business decision?”

Gohl’s mouth quirked up. “A fair point. I believe we have an agreement.”

Deion withdrew a slip of paper from his wool coat and passed it to Gohl. “Here’s the location and the room number. Make sure the body isn’t found.”

Gohl took the slip of paper and stuffed it into the pocket of his coat. As he stood to leave, he said, “I’m afraid I don’t know anything about a body, Mr. Freeman. Good evening.”

* * *
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​Cincinnati, Ohio

Eric Wise took his time climbing the stairs. The gray industrial carpet covered the steps, but the edges were worn, and he could see concrete peeking through.

The steps were shallow—constructed in such a way that if an old person fell, they would have less risk of breaking bones or suffering concussions—and it caused extra stress on his aching knees.

He grimaced. Everything at Central West Community, the premier extended care facility for patients with Alzheimer’s in the Cincinnati area, was designed for the elderly and infirm. He just thanked his lucky stars he had been able to place his mother in their care before joining the Office of Threat Management.

He took a right on the second floor and walked down the long hallway, the clacking of his hard-soled shoes echoing against the walls.

In room after room, the open doors provided the same tableau—men and women propped up in chairs and staring vacantly out windows or lying in beds, staring at the textured ceiling. They exhibited no signs of awareness or emotion.

Nurses passed by, nodding their heads and entering the rooms to care for their patients.

The smell of industrial disinfectant mixed with the odor of the old and the dying, and for the thousandth time he wondered how humanity could accomplish so much, yet still fail their elderly.

Christ, what a depressing place.

The nurses’ station had a high maple top and each end was covered in vases filled with poinsettias. A woman in her fifties dressed in blue scrub bottoms and a yellow flowered shirt glanced up from her computer. “Can I help you?”

Eric forced himself to smile. “I’m here to see Betty Wise.”

The woman smiled back, but there was a hard edge to it. “I’ll need to see your ID.”

“I had to show my ID to get in the building,” Eric pointed out.

“It’s the rule,” the woman said. “I need to see your ID before I can show you to your relative.”

“It’s my mother,” Eric said. “I’m here to see my mother.”

The woman gave him an appraising look. “Most of our intensive care residents get regular visitors, but I don’t remember seeing you before.”

Eric sighed. “My job keeps me from getting back much.”

The woman continued to smile, but her eyes grew even harder. “I hear that a lot.”

He withdrew his wallet and handed the woman his Ohio driver’s license. “You have to go where the jobs are.”

He read the woman’s name badge. Natalie. A quiet, unassuming name.

Well, Natalie, if you knew what I did for a living, you wouldn’t be so quick to judge. You might go screaming the other way.

The woman inspected his license, banged away furiously on the keyboard, then handed it back. “I see it’s been six months since your last visit,” Natalie said. “I’m sure your mother will be glad to see you.”

Eric blinked. “How long have you been with the facility?” he asked.

“I’ve been here a year,” Natalie said frostily.

“You still believe these people are aware of their surroundings? You think they notice the people around them?”

“I do,” she said. “They may not react to us—”

He snorted. “My mother isn’t in the beginning stage,” he said. “None of the people on this floor are. They’re in the late stages. Everything that makes them who they were is gone.”

The woman folded her hands in front of her. “I can’t believe that.”

“Why not?”

“I’d be insensitive to their pain and suffering,” she finally said. “I have to believe there is something still left of them. It’s ... what gets me through the day.”

Her eyes were no longer full of silent judgment, and he realized she was speaking a fundamental truth. It really was the only way she got through her day.

He empathized with her. It was easy to view people as just useless bags of meat, sucking up valuable oxygen and providing nothing in return.

I can relate, Natalie. “It wasn’t an easy decision to put my mom here,” Eric said, “but after my dad died, she just stopped speaking. The doctors said it happens, sometimes.”

Natalie’s face softened. “My aunt was like that. Looking back on it, there were lots of little clues. We covered for her, but after my uncle died, she ... changed so rapidly.”

“I understand, Natalie. Really. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to see my mother.”

Natalie smiled warmly, and it made her brown eyes sparkle and took ten years off her age. “Of course, Mr. Wise. Let’s see how Betty is doing today.”

She led him down the hallway, stopped at the fourth door from the nurses’ station, and ushered him into the room.

His mother sat in a recliner, staring through a window at the falling snowflakes. He paused to admire the view. The trees nearest the building, mostly oaks and maples, were barren of leaves and their branches were lightly dusted in snow. A handful of towering pines, their thick needles covered in white, stood guard against the shopping mall to the west.

The lawn was covered, but patches of brown grass still peeked through. The weather forecast predicted heavier snow and gusting winds starting late in the evening and continuing into the next day, but he planned on being well on his way back to Area 51 before the worst of the storm hit.

“You really think she sees all that?” he said, nodding at the window. “You think somewhere deep inside, she watches the snow and understands the passing of seasons?”

Natalie took his hand in hers and squeezed gently. “I do.”

He shrugged. “How is she?”

“She never gives me any bother. Isn’t that right, Miss Betty?” She led him to his mother and placed his hand on his mother’s shoulder. “Miss Betty? Your son is here to see you. He’s such a handsome boy.”

He appreciated what she was trying to do and how she treated his mother like there was still someone home. “Can I have some time alone with her?”

“Of course,” Natalie said. “Your son is going to stay a spell, Miss Betty.” She nodded at him and left, closing the door softly behind her.

He removed his coat, folded it neatly, then placed it on the bed near her feet and took a seat in the chair next to the bed.

His mother appeared frail. Her long brown hair had been cut short and was now a flat gray. Her eyes, once full of life when she was happy and the color of thunderclouds when she was angry, were dull and empty. The wrinkles around her mouth and eyes had multiplied since his last visit and now seemed so deep that he thought he could wedge a penny between the folds of her skin.

“I know it’s been a while,” he said. “It’s been longer than I planned. I want to get back more, but there’s so much bad stuff going on in the world.”

It was a weak excuse, even to his ears. He had his own Gulfstream and could make the trip from Area 51 whenever he wanted, but there was always a crisis demanding his attention.

“I wish you could hear me. There’s so much I want to ask.” He paused for a moment. “I see why dad wanted me out. The responsibility is too much for any man. I’m doing the best I can. I’m trying to make you proud.”

His mother continued staring out the window. Her eyes were empty, and he realized for the umpteenth time that there was nothing left of Betty Wise.

He wiped his coat-sleeve against the corners of his eyes. “I’m just going to sit for a few minutes.”

There was no reply. There never was. He sat for close to an hour before hauling himself to his feet. “Goodbye, Mom. I promise I’ll be back more often.”

He made his way out the door and down the hallway to the nurses’ station. “Thank you,” he said to Natalie.

Natalie nodded. “You may not be able to visit much, but I think it’s good that you do.”

He grunted. “She doesn’t even know I’m here.”

“Maybe she does,” Natalie said. “Maybe she doesn’t. But, if there’s any of her left inside, then it does her good.”

“And what if there’s nothing left?”

She smiled and reached over to pat him gently on the back of his hand. “Then it does you good.”

“Thank you, Natalie. I’m glad you’re taking care of her.”

Natalie blushed. “I’m just doing my job.”

“Still,” he said, “I’m glad you care.”

He left Natalie at the nurses’ station and made his way down the hallway and stairs, through the common room, and past the security checkpoint at the front entrance.

A winter storm was walloping Indiana, but the air outside of Cincinnati lacked the bitter cold that was quickly approaching. He could smell the pine from the bushes next to the entrance, like the smell of Christmas, as he made his way to his Chevy Suburban. He slowed, inhaling deeply. The aroma reminded him of his childhood, which was why he almost missed the man approaching from the south.

* * *
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​The thin man ambling past the long line of cars focused his eyes everywhere but on Eric. He had a pinched face and an Adam’s apple so prominent that it looked like he had swallowed an onion, and he wore glasses with black plastic frames thirty years out-of-date.

Eric did a quick appraisal. The man had no surveillance skills, so he wasn’t a professional. He walked like he had a leg injury, or perhaps a back injury, not with the lightness and bounce of a trained fighter.

The man appeared to be a civilian, but there was something about him, a sense of dogged determination, that pinged Eric’s radar.

Plus, the man’s trenchcoat covered a lot of detail. There was a lot of room for a gun, or even a double shoulder knife rig like Filipino assassins used.

There was no way Eric was going to let the man take him by surprise. He continued on to his Suburban, and when the man passed, he spun around and caught the man by his trenchcoat and yanked hard.

The man slipped, his arms flailing as he tried to steady himself, and Eric took the opportunity to pull a little harder on the bottom of his coat. When the man fell on his back, Eric yanked a pen from his jacket and flicked the button on the side.

A black spike three inches long snicked out, and Eric held the spike against the man’s throat hard enough to pierce the skin, but not hard enough to open the artery in the side of the neck.

“Stop moving,” Eric growled, “or I’ll push a little harder and you’ll bleed to death before anyone can stop it.”

The man went limp and stared up with wide eyes. “What—what’s going on?”

Eric felt under the trenchcoat, checking for a gun or holster, but found nothing. “Who are you?”

The man’s eyes were the size of saucers. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Please! That hurts!”

The man’s whiny voice grated on his nerves, but there was something about the way the man spoke.

He’s acting. “Last chance. Tell me who you are, or you’re about to have a terrible day.” He pushed the spike deeper, just a few ounces of extra pressure, and the man squinted at him before smiling.

“Very good, Mr. Wise. I’m unarmed. I promise. Let me stand up, and I’ll do as you ask.”

Eric yanked the man to his feet, doing a quick pat-down. True to his word, the man was unarmed. Eric pulled the spike back but kept it near the man’s neck. “How do you know my name?”

The man eyes never left his. “Let me catch a ride with you on your way back to the airport. I’ll explain on the way.”

Eric snorted. “Not a chance in hell I’m allowing you in my vehicle. Answer, or—”

“Or you’ll kill me in the middle of a nursing home parking lot? In the middle of the afternoon?” He lowered his arms and glanced about. “A dead body would cause you problems. Or maybe you think you can disappear me. That’s what your organization does, isn’t it?”

That got Eric’s attention. “Fine. Get in the truck. Answer my questions by the time we get to the airport or I’ll have you detained. Indefinitely.”
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​Chapter Three

[image: ]


​

“Who are you?” Eric repeated as he whipped the Suburban through the heavy afternoon traffic.

“Unimportant,” the man said. “To a man like you, that probably sounds crazy, but it is.”

Eric wanted to beat the answers out of the man. “What do you think is important?”

“I’m just one of a faceless horde,” the man said. “We don’t have a leader, really. Not like your group.”

“You talk a lot,” Eric said, “but you aren’t saying much, and you don’t have much time. Get to it.”

The man nodded his head and said, “You’ve heard of the Order of the Dancing Bones?”

Eric sighed. “They’re nutcases.”

The man laughed heartily. “We’re a lot of things.”

“You assassinate people,” Eric said. “You kill the ones you think are a danger to humanity.”

“As does your organization,” the man said blandly.

“We know what we’re doing.”

“So do we.”

“We have an official capacity—”

“Oh, please.” The man stared at the passing traffic as they neared downtown. “You report to the president and no one else. You think that gives you the right to do as you see fit without repercussions?”

Eric started to say something about the government’s responsibility to protect its citizens before stopping himself. The man’s point wasn’t lost on him. “We’re necessary.”

The man turned to him and smiled. “Unfortunately, so are we. Let’s assume that I know more about you and your group than you do about ours. How under Fulton Smith, the ‘president’s man’ grew from a single man to an entire organization. I know about your grandfather. Your father. And now, you. Let’s assume that our goals are the same, but where you try to protect the United States, we try to protect the future of humanity itself.”

“By assassinations,” Eric said.

“If necessary,” the man said. “Your intelligence says the Order is less than one hundred years old. We’re much older.”

“You took your name from the Skull and Bones Society at Yale—”

“They took their name from us,” the man said. “Like I said, we’re much older. We must have done something right. Humanity is still here.”

Eric shook his head. “You’re killers.”

“We remove those stains upon humanity before they can destroy us all, and we’ve done a damned good job. Except for...”

Eric swerved to avoid a wrecker pulling a van. “Except for what?”

“Hitler,” the man murmured. “Except for Hitler.”

“The Dancing Bones wanted to kill Hitler?” Eric asked. “That’s absurd.”

“We recognized the threat,” the man said, “and we did nothing.”

The man’s rough voice almost cracked, and Eric reconsidered the man’s story. “Even if I believe you, what’s any of that have to do with me?”

“Fulton made you the director of the OTM.”

“Your point?”

The man turned to stare at him. “The power concentrated in the directorship represents a threat—”

“The OTM 
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