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      It had been a month since Holt got back from Greece. Johnston wanted to give him as much space as possible, and she didn’t check in at all. She knew he needed the time. It wasn’t until two days ago that she called him again to mention the possibility of coming back into the fold. And that was only at the behest of Tom Barnes, who was tired of waiting.

      But for Johnston, she wasn’t going to try to convince Holt to come back for any old reason. It was only going to be if they had something solid to work on. Something to give him that would be worth his efforts. Barnes, though, was more concerned about agency business. As far as he was concerned, he didn’t care about Florakis. Not when there were more pressing matters to attend to. At least in his mind.

      Johnston was called into Barnes’ office, with only one topic on his mind. Holt. Barnes wanted the assassin back now. And she had to make it happen.

      Johnston was apprehensive as she stepped into the office, closing the door behind her. She had a feeling the meeting would be about Holt. She didn’t realize she was about to be strong-armed, though.

      “What’s going on with Holt?”

      “Just giving him more time, sir,” Johnston answered.

      “We’re done with that. I need him in, and I need him in now.”

      “Well we’re still checking on Florakis and…”

      Barnes put his hand out and started shaking it, as if he were nixing that. “No, that’s it. No more room. No more rope. He’s either in or he’s out. If he’s in, we’ll continue looking into his personal situation. If he’s out, we’re done with it. No more one foot in, one foot out stuff. We either can count on him or we can’t.”

      Johnston’s mouth fell open, almost in complete shock at the ultimatum. She didn’t think giving Holt a demand like this would work. Guys like him didn’t take well to take it or leave it offers. They usually left it.

      “With all due respect, sir, I don’t think…”

      “You’re not paid to think on matters like this,” Barnes sternly said. “The matter’s been decided. He’s either in or he’s out. There’s no more waffling. And there’s no more time.”

      Johnston’s mouth was still open, then she cleared her throat. “OK. What is it that you want me to do?”

      “Deliver the message. He seems to like and respect you. Say it in a way that’ll get through to him. But we can’t waste any more resources on his personal situation if he’s not back in the fold.”

      Her mind was spinning, trying to get things straight in her own head. But she couldn’t help but think there was something else going on. If there wasn’t, what was the rush? Why play hardball now?

      “Is there something else at play here?” Johnston asked.

      “Such as?”

      “I’m just… wondering. Is there something that we’d like him to work on at the moment? If not, I’m not sure why we’d be taking this stance.”

      Barnes glared at her for a few seconds, not sure if he wanted to reveal anything just now. But he finally relented.

      “There is a developing situation in Europe. We’ve gotten word that Mikita Bykov is in play.”

      Johnston squinted, as if she were searching deep into her mind for the name to make sense. But nothing came to her.

      “Mikita Bykov? I’m not familiar with the name.”

      “Mikita Bykov. He’s a high-priced assassin. Sells himself out to the highest bidder. He’ll kill anyone if the price is right. He has no loyalty to anyone, other than himself. You could hire him to take me out tomorrow, then next week someone might hire him to take you out. And he would do it without hesitation. He doesn’t care if he’s worked for you before. Doesn’t care what your position is. If you’ve got the money, he’ll do the job.”

      “So what’s his target?”

      “We don’t know yet. But you can bet it’s going to be big. Someone high-profile. That’s his MO.”

      “And you want Holt on him?” Johnston asked.

      “We need someone who’s equally as capable, equally as dangerous, and has the skills to find him and take him out. That’s Holt.”

      “We have no one else?”

      “We’ve lost three operatives to Bykov’s hands before. I’m not taking any more chances with anyone else. Holt is the best we’ve had. I want him back and I want him on this. And I need you to make it happen.”

      Johnston gulped and nodded. “I understand. When do you need him in by?”

      “Yesterday.”

      Barnes gave her a few more parting words of wisdom, then Johnston went back to her desk. She instantly picked up her phone and sent Holt a text.

      “Hey, can we talk?”

      Holt immediately replied. “Looks like we are now.”

      “I mean in person.”

      “That important?”

      “Kinda.”

      “I guess. Meet me at the house.”

      “When?”

      “Whenever is good for you.”

      “Now?” Johnston asked.

      “I’m here.”

      “OK. See you soon.”

      Holt put the phone back in his pocket as he picked up his ax. He started swinging it again at the tree he was attempting to cut down. By the time Johnston arrived thirty minutes later, Holt had succeeded in felling the tree. Now, he was cutting it into smaller pieces to use as firewood.

      Holt noticed Johnston getting out of her car, though he kept on chopping as she approached him. She took a look at the house as she walked towards him.

      “It’s looking good.”

      Holt glanced at her, then back at the house. “It’s getting there. New roof got finished yesterday.”

      “What about inside?”

      He shrugged. “Very much a work in progress. The outside walls are good. Got the wood stove set up. Floors are finished. Everything else in there still has to be done, though.”

      “Well, I guess if you ever need some help, I’m willing to lend a hand.”

      “Be careful. I might take you up on that someday.”

      “I can swing a hammer.”

      Holt smirked. “But can you hit a nail with it?”

      “Uh, maybe fifty-fifty.”

      Holt laughed. “That’s what I thought.”

      “Seriously, though. Whatever you need help with. I’ve pretty much got my nights free these days.”

      “No contact with the former boyfriend?”

      Johnston shook her head. “No. I think we’ve both moved on at this point.”

      “Not ready to date again yet?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe if the right guy just shows up on my doorstep. But I don’t think I’m actively looking or anything. I’ve got a lot on my plate right now with work, anyway. Not sure where I’d fit someone else in.”

      “I’m sure you’d manage,” Holt said.

      “Maybe.”

      “Speaking of what’s on your plate, I’m sure that’s what you’re here for, right?”

      Johnston took a deep breath. “Yes. There’s, um…”

      She wasn’t quite sure how to start. Holt could see she was uneasy about whatever was on her mind. Her eyes fixated on the ax that was still in his hand.

      “You think you could… throw that in the lake or something?”

      Holt glanced down at it and grinned. “Oh, it’s gonna be one of those conversations.” He let it fall from his hand.

      Johnston licked her lips and put her hands up. “Nothing I’m about to say comes from me. I just want you to understand that.”

      Holt moved his head around and faked a smile. He was already mentally preparing himself for whatever she was going to say. He obviously wouldn’t like it.

      “I think we’ve built up enough of a relationship so far where you can tell me anything. You don’t have to sugarcoat it. Just say it.”

      She took another deep breath. “Director Barnes wants an answer from you on whether you’re coming back in. And he wants it today. Well, he said he wanted it yesterday, but you get the point.”

      “He’s tired of waiting for me.”

      “That’s basically the gist of it. There is more, though.”

      “Oh? Can’t wait to hear it.”

      “He said… if you don’t come in, then we’re done looking for Florakis. We’re not looking into your personal situation anymore unless you’re back in.”

      Holt smirked. He didn’t seem upset. He wasn’t outwardly angry. It wasn’t quite the reaction that Johnston assumed she’d get.

      “Are you OK?” she asked.

      Holt shrugged. “To be honest, I’m surprised it took this long for him to get this hook up his ass.”

      Johnston put her hand on her head. “So, you thought this was coming?”

      “Figured he’d come around to it sooner or later. Remember, I’ve known him longer than you. I know what he’s like.”

      “So I guess your answer is…?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I think you could look for Florakis without us.”

      “I could.”

      Johnston looked down and kicked at the ground as she let out a sigh. Holt could tell there was something else.

      “What else?” Holt asked.

      Johnston looked up at him and shook her head. “It’s just… I feel like the only reason I got this was because I was too new to know any better. Like, everything else failed, let’s just throw the new girl at him and hope for the best.”

      “It’s probably not too far from the truth.”

      “It just feels like I didn’t get here on merits. I was just a last-ditch effort. And I feel like I failed.”

      “You didn’t. You got here because they saw something in you. Yeah, you were a last-ditch effort, but you put yourself in a position to be that. And everything that happened with me in Europe and Asia, you were a big part of that.”

      She smiled at him. “Thank you for that.”

      “And your star’s on the rise even more after this.”

      “I don’t know how you figure that.”

      “Because you’ll be the one that succeeded when no one else could.”

      “In?”

      “In bringing me back in,” Holt said. “You’re the one that brought me back.”

      Johnston raised an eyebrow, not sure she was hearing correctly. “What? You’re saying…?”

      “I’m back.”

      She closed her eyes, wanting to pump the brakes a little. “Before you commit to anything, I need to tell you what they want. I don’t want you coming back blindly. I want you to know what you’re in for.”

      “I already know what I’m in for. They want me to take someone out.”

      “Yes, but it’s…”

      Holt smiled. “Relax. It’s fine. Whatever they want me for, I’m in.”

      “As much as it’s a feather in my cap if you come in, I just want to make sure it’s what you really want and you’re doing it for the right reasons.”

      “It is.”

      He wasn’t sure if he was doing it for the right reasons, though. Johnston was right. He didn’t need to come back in to continue looking for Florakis. It would probably make it a lot easier. And it would probably take him longer. But he could get by without the CIA’s help. But the main reason he was coming in so easily was Johnston. She was different from his other contacts at the agency. He trusted her. And he wanted her to succeed. Bringing him in would be a major deal for her.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to hear any of the details first?”

      Holt shook his head. “There’s no need. I’m in.”
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      Johnston was called into Barnes’ office again, though this time, she wasn’t as anxious about it. Since she informed the director about Holt’s intentions, she was feeling pretty good about herself. She figured she’d be walking on cloud nine for quite a while.

      Barnes was on the phone as Johnston walked in, and he motioned for her to close the door. There was another man in there, sitting in a chair against the opposite wall. Johnston didn’t recognize him. She stood there with her hands behind her back, waiting for her boss to be done with his phone call. She tried not to make eye contact with the other man as she waited. A few seconds later, Barnes finished up.

      “Jo, you’ve done a remarkable job with Holt. I have to say, I really didn’t think it was possible.”

      She smiled widely. “Thank you, sir. I was really just⁠—”

      “You said he didn’t even care about the assignment?”

      “No. Said it didn’t matter.”

      “I feel much better about the Bykov situation with Holt on board.”

      “About that, sir, I was doing some research on Bykov and I think that⁠—”

      “You’ll be standing down.”

      The pleasant look on Johnston’s face evaporated, feeling like she just had the rug pulled out from under her.

      “Excuse me?”

      “You’ll be reassigned to other matters,” Barnes said.

      “I’m being pulled?”

      “Yes. This is no reflection on you or your work. It’s been top-notch. But Mikita Bykov is a different matter entirely. You did your job. You got Holt back in. It’ll go on your record. The sky’s the limit for you. But right now, we need a more experienced hand on this.” He stretched his right arm out towards the man sitting against the wall. “That’s where Chet comes in.”

      She looked over at him. “He’s replacing me?”

      Barnes nodded. “I know you’re probably unhappy about this, and I understand, but this is not about you. Chet has been following Bykov for years. He knows as much about him as anyone.”

      “Hasn’t seemed to do him much good,” Johnston said.

      Chet took umbrage with the comment. “You’ve been in the game for what, a year? I’ve been in it for twenty. You don’t have the knowledge, the contacts, or the experience to deal with someone like Bykov.”

      “Well, if he’s still out there, then why have you repeatedly failed?”

      Barnes wanted to cool things off a bit. “Jo, I know you thought you’d be the one to stay on this. It really is not a reflection on you. I want you to know that. Chet’s got the experience to get this done. That’s really what it all boils down to. I’m having some other cases brought to you right now. They should be on your desk within the hour.”

      Johnston really wanted to stand there and continue arguing her case, but she knew it was a lost cause. Barnes wouldn’t have cared, anyway. His mind seemed to be already made up. There was nothing she could say.

      “That’s all,” Barnes said. “You can go back to your desk.”

      Johnston didn’t move. She stood there, almost defiantly. She moved her mouth around, as if she were trying to figure out how to say what she was thinking.

      “Is there something else?”

      She took a deep breath. “Aaron’s not going to like this.”

      “What, you’re an expert on him now?” Chet asked.

      Johnston glared at him. “More than you, that’s for sure.” She looked back at Barnes. “Sir, you tasked me with getting close to him and getting him back into the fold.”

      “And you’ve done a fantastic job with that.”

      “But what was the point if you’re just going to replace me with someone else?”

      “This is a special case. And I admire you fighting for it. I do.”

      “All I know is that Aaron values trust more than anything. No, I haven’t known him long. But I do know that he won’t do anything if he doesn’t trust you. He has trust issues. That trumps everything. And he’s not going to like this.”

      Barnes nodded, appearing like he was really taking everything in. “I hear what you’re saying. I get it. But this is the decision that we’re standing behind. Holt will fall in with it.”

      Johnston faked a smile. She said her peace. She made her position known. That was all she could do. She didn’t want to wear out her welcome by continuing to argue the point. She didn’t think that would do her career much good. Maybe if she had more experience. But now probably wasn’t that time.

      “Thank you for hearing me out, sir.”

      “I appreciate your conviction,” Barnes replied.

      After she left, the two remaining men looked at each other.

      “She’s got a little fire to her, huh?” Chet said.

      Barnes leaned back and rubbed around his mouth. “There was a reason she was picked to bring Holt back in. She has a certain quality about her. She’ll be a fast mover.”

      Chet looked at his watch. “When’s Holt supposed to get here?”

      Barnes also looked at the time. “The car was sent to pick him up about an hour ago. He should be here soon.”

      Roughly twenty minutes later, Holt arrived. He stepped off the elevator, and his escort led him through the room. Johnston was at her desk, reviewing a folder. She glanced up and saw Holt walking. She stood up, her eyes never leaving him. Almost instantly, Holt turned his head and noticed her.

      Johnston shook her head, giving him the indication that something was off. He now was on alert. Not that he thought something bad was going to happen to him, but he knew she was trying to tell him something. Bad news, probably.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      Holt read her lips. He nodded and gave her a half-smile. Whatever he was about to hear, he at least knew it wasn’t her fault. He was led to Barnes’ office, where the two men were still waiting for him. They both stood up, both extending their hands to shake Holt’s. He complied, but from Johnston’s demeanor, knew something was up.

      “Sit, sit,” Barnes said. “Thanks for coming back in. I don’t have to tell you how excited I am that you’re here.”

      “Well, I guess you can thank Josie for that. I wouldn’t be here without her.”

      “I’m sure. She’s got such a bright future here.”

      Holt smirked, not really wanting to hear the bullshit. He glanced at the other man, wondering who he was and what he was there for.

      “So your first assignment back is going to be a big one.”

      “Figured it would be,” Holt replied.

      “Mikita Bykov. He’s on the loose.”

      “You know who he is?” Chet asked.

      “I’ve heard of him. Who are you?”

      “My name’s Chet. I’ll be working with you on this.”

      Holt shook his head. “Not with me.”

      “Now I know this isn’t probably what you pictured,” Barnes said. “But…”

      “I was under the impression I was working with Josie. Isn’t that why you put her on me?”

      “To bring you back in. And she’s done that. But Chet here has been on Bykov for ten years. He knows him like the back of his hand.”

      Holt wasn’t impressed. “Not well enough to stop him yet, apparently.”

      Chet squirmed in his seat. He wasn’t as willing to push back against Holt as he was the more inexperienced Johnston.

      “With Bykov involved, we can’t afford any mistakes on this,” Barnes said.

      “So don’t make them,” Holt replied.

      “After this, if you want to work with Jo again, we can probably make that happen. But for now… this is the deal.”

      Holt shook his head again. “It’s not my deal.” He glanced over at Chet. “And no offense, but I don’t know you. So I’m not working with you.”

      “Aaron, these are the conditions you were brought in under.”

      “No, they’re not. You’re pulling a fast one. I was working with Josie. And I’m only here right now under the assumption that I continue to work with her.”

      “Right now that’s not possible.”

      “So make it possible.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      Holt instantly stood up. “We’re a package deal. I either work with Josie, or I work with no one.”

      “Why? What’s so special about her?” Chet asked.

      Holt glared at him. “I trust her. I don’t trust you.”

      “So how can I make that happen? How can I gain your trust?”

      “You can’t.” Holt looked back at Barnes. “If I don’t have Josie, you don’t have me. That’s the bottom line.”

      “How can we resolve this?” Barnes asked.

      “We can’t. This isn’t a negotiation. I come back one way. And that’s with Josie.”

      Holt turned around and opened the door.

      “Aaron, if you walk out that door, our involvement in finding Florakis is done.”

      Holt didn’t even have to think about it. “OK. I’ll find him on my own anyway. I don’t need you for that.”

      As Holt left, Barnes put his hand on his head. It was a disaster. Johnston was still at her desk, keeping an eye on the office door. She remained seated as Holt walked out, though she perked up and sat a little straighter. Holt looked over at her, though he had no expression on his face.

      As Holt walked to the elevator, Johnston sighed. She was sure he hated her by now. She brought him in under false pretenses. He probably felt different about her now, even if she didn’t have anything to do with it. He probably assumed she was in on it and told him whatever he wanted to hear.

      She looked over at the elevator again, seeing the doors close. She shook her head and looked down. She figured that was the last time she’d ever see him.
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      Johnston raced down the steps, hoping to get to the first floor before Holt stepped off the elevator. She didn’t quite make it in time, as the elevator doors were already open. She spun herself around, looking all over for him. There were a group of people walking towards the exit doors. She noticed the back of Holt’s head.

      “Aaron!”

      Holt never turned around, whether it was because he didn’t hear her, or he was ignoring her. Johnston wasn’t deterred yet, though. She sprinted over in his direction, though she didn’t reach him in time. Holt walked outside, and Johnston followed him, quickly catching up to him just a few steps after going through the doors. Johnston reached out and touched Holt’s arm, though neither of them broke stride and kept walking.

      “Aaron, stop. Please.”

      Holt finally stopped and turned to face her.

      “Let me explain.”

      “There’s no need,” Holt said.

      “No, there is. I know what he just pulled, and I want you to know that I didn’t have any part in it.”

      “I know.”

      “Really, I mean it. I… I know it probably looks bad to you and that I lied to you and all, but I didn’t.”

      “Josie, I believe you. You don’t need to apologize. I know you weren’t involved in this.”

      “Really?”

      He gave her a smile. “Really.”

      She sighed. “I don’t know why he’d pull something like this.”

      “Because it’s the game. And he’s good at it.”

      “So what are you going to do?”

      “It’s not a game I play.”

      “If you walk out, then… what about Florakis?”

      “I’ve still got contacts. Haven’t used them in a while, but… who knows? Maybe something will turn up.”

      Johnston cleared her throat as she tried to figure out a way to salvage their relationship, as impossible as it seemed at the moment. She clapped her hands as she thought.

      “OK. Soo… what if we…?”

      “Josie. It’s really OK.”

      “What did Barnes tell you up there? Anything?”

      “Not much, really. Just that I’d be working with that other guy. Whatever his name was.”

      “Chet.”

      “Yeah, him.”

      “Look, if this is about me, I’m completely willing to be bypassed if this means you getting the closure you need. If it’s about you trying to protect me or something it’s really not necessary.”

      “It’s not about that.” Holt looked away for a moment. “Well, it’s… kind of about that.”

      “Aaron, no, you don’t have to. Work with this guy. Do what they want, and then get Florakis. I know how important that is to you. Don’t let me get in the way of that.”

      Holt shook his head. “I can’t do that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t trust them. Either of them. If they’re willing to pull this now, who knows what else they’ll pull later on down the line? It’ll be something, I’m sure of that.”

      “They could ask me to do something too.”

      “You’ve got my back. I know that. Neither of them do.”

      “So you’re just gonna fly solo now?” Johnston asked.

      “Guess so. Nothing else I can do. I still have some contacts overseas I can use. Maybe one of them will know something. And there’s always Hana. Maybe I can track her down somehow. She’s obviously got a connection to him.”

      “I wouldn’t count on finding her anytime soon.”

      “Maybe not. Might take a while. But it’s what I’ve got right now.”

      “I’ll still see what I can do on my end. Don’t cut me off or anything, OK?”

      “Don’t put your neck out there for me,” Holt replied. “If Barnes knows you’re still helping me, he’ll toss you under the bus for sure.”

      “Let me worry about that.”

      “No. I mean it. This is my fight. It’s not yours. I don’t want you homeless and unemployed because of me. I’ll be fine. Really.”

      Johnston closed her eyes for a second. “I guess this’ll be goodbye, then.”

      Holt smiled, trying to lighten the moment. “It doesn’t have to be. I know where you work. Maybe in six months or a year I’ll come back and we can catch up over lunch or something.”

      “I’d like that.”

      Johnston was just about to stretch her arms out to offer him a hug, when she saw a man approaching them out of the corner of her eye. He was walking straight towards them. He had a purpose in his steps. The man stared at the both of them. She turned her body toward him as she waited. Holt noticed she was staring at something and also looked back.

      “Director Barnes would like to see you both,” the man calmly said.

      Johnston didn’t reply, instead looking at Holt to get his reaction.

      “We’ve already talked,” Holt replied. “I don’t think there’s anything left to discuss.”

      “He was insistent that I bring the both of you back.”

      “Both of us?” Johnston asked, a sliver of hope in her voice.

      The man nodded. “That’s what he said.”

      Holt sighed, not really wanting to talk to Barnes again. He’d be fine if the man dropped off the planet completely. He glanced at Johnston, who had an optimistic expression on her face. He could tell which way she was leaning.

      “Fine,” Holt reluctantly said. He put his arm out. “Lead the way.”

      The man led Holt and Johnston back into the building, going back onto the elevator. Once they reached their destination, they continued following the man until they reached Barnes’ office again. He stepped aside as Holt and Johnston went in. Barnes was on the phone, but Chet was nowhere to be seen. They only had to wait a few seconds until Barnes

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

