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Quantico, Virginia

Omar Andrews leaned forward and shook the badge around his neck against the door’s proximity reader, but the reader wouldn’t beep, and the door remained stubbornly shut. He tried balancing his bear claw on top of his Starbucks coffee while he fiddled with it, but the bear claw kept sliding across the plastic top and threatened to fall to the industrial carpet.

“Hey, Omar,” his passing coworker, Bill, said in a snotty tone of voice. “Maybe that’s a sign you should lay off the donuts!”

Omar resisted the urge to tell Bill where he could shove it. “It’s not a donut, it’s a bear claw. Can you help me?”

“Sorry,” Bill said. “I can’t badge you in. You know that.”

“I meant, could you hold my coffee?”

“Why don’t you drop the bear claw? It would be better for your waistline, and I’m pretty sure that sugary goop isn’t on your list of approved foods.”

“Thanks for the help, Bill. You’re a peach.”

Bill walked off, snickering to himself.

It’s not like you couldn’t stand to lose twenty pounds! I bet Linda would love to see your penis instead of that fat roll around your waist! He sighed heavily. Why do I always manage to think of the right thing to say after they walk off?

A few more seconds and he finally balanced the bear claw and swiped his proximity badge against the reader, causing a faint metallic click. When the door opened, he smiled at the sight of his new lab.

The FBI had finally promoted him from forensic chemist to nuclear physical security specialist. He practically drooled at the thought of the electron microscope, so shiny and new, like a Christmas present waiting just for him.

When I get home tonight, I’m going to rub it in my corpies’ faces!

His new manager, Maureen, a lovely blond woman in her early thirties, waited for him at his new desk. He thought her suit looked tasteful but manly, and he was pretty sure it had cost more than his Toyota Corolla. “Good morning!”

Her eyes darted to the bear claw in his hand. “Seriously? You are supposed to be on a diet.”

“I am. I thought, this being my first day and all, that I could use a little pep in my step.”

Her face remained neutral. “Do I need to remind you of the weight limit for this position? You have to—”

“Fit in my HAZMAT suit, I know.”

“I took a risk on you. You know that, don’t you?”

“What risk?”

She glanced at his desk. “Don’t make me regret this, Omar.”

“Why would you regret my promotion? I’m the smartest person here.”

“See, that’s the kind of thing that puts people on edge. You’re not the smartest person here, Omar. You’re bright, and you do good work. I need someone to—”

“Who is smarter than me? Chen? I’ll place my work against that jerk’s any day.”

“—get caught up. What I don’t need is you irritating everyone else. Can you do that for me?”

He placed the coffee and bear claw on the table and stuck out his hand. “I promise you won’t regret this, Maureen.”

She stared at his hand as if it had something on it. “That’s another thing. Don’t call me Maureen. Your old manager let you get away with that, but as long as you work for me, it’s Director Short.”

“Director Short. Got it. My mistake.”

“Get to work, Omar. We’re six months behind.”

She exited the lab like she was running from a fire. Omar muttered to himself, “Sure, Director Short. I’ll get right on it, Director Short. I live but to serve, Director Short.”

Who am I kidding? There’s no way I’m going any higher in the FBI. Maureen may not be the best scientist, but she played the game and made director before forty. But that’s okay. I have my new electron microscope, and I’ll always have Eve Online!

He sat and shoved the bear claw in his mouth, smacking his lips and moaning softly, then washed down the pastry crumbs with lukewarm coffee. His eyes rolled back into his head and he gurgled out, “That’s the stuff. I knew I should have bought two of them.”

Once his hunger had quieted, he went to inspect the electron microscope. The FEI Titan was everything he had hoped and more, like an Eve Online item made real. He had already downloaded and read through the manual at home during his corporation’s Saturday afternoon mining op, but he removed the printed manual from the shelving unit next to the microscope and read through the start-up procedure again, just to be sure, then fired it up and adjusted and calibrated the microscope using the manufacturer’s test samples.

“Oh my,” he said softly. “You sexy thing. Oh my.”

The LCD screen’s clarity was stunning. He played with the contrast and the brightness while trying different voltages, running the different samples, from straight metal to trace organics. He removed the last of the samples from the inspection plate and rummaged through the first of the heavy plastic crates in the corner.

By a weird twist of fate, his position rarely involved radioactive material. Most of the samples were metallurgical or biological, and after an hour he had managed to analyze two case files and provide detailed notes that would help the special agents in charge close their cases.

Isn’t there something more ... challenging?

He rummaged through the plastic cases until he finally found one on the bottom with a radiological sample. A quick check of the sample with a radiation detector and he struggled into the HAZMAT suit, then carefully removed the container from the lead-lined case and prepared a slide for the microscope.

The case notes indicated it was from the Pittsburgh bombing, and he chuckled over the date. They let this sample sit here for four months? No wonder the public has such a negative opinion of their government.

He adjusted the beam to a higher voltage and inspected the sample. At first, it appeared to be nothing more than simple concrete, but as he studied the LCD screen, he caught sight of an object that resembled a tiny ball.

It’s a buckyball!

Buckminsterfullerenes naturally occurred in soot, but he had never seen one in such detail. His heart raced as he adjusted the sample, increasing the beam to its highest voltage, trying to make out the soccer-ball structure, but as he moved the sample, he came across something else that piqued his interest.

What is that?

It appeared to be a large block, and he decreased the magnification slightly. When he did, he found ninety-degree angles that were so perfect it was unnatural except in certain minerals.

Maybe it’s some sort of crystalline structure?

He pulled back farther, and then farther still, until he could get a better look at the object.

That’s odd.

It appeared to be the edge of something ... man-made. He pulled back even farther until he could finally see the entire object on the LCD screen.

That’s ... that’s impossible.

He stared at the screen for minutes, shivering in the perfectly comfortable seventy-two degrees.

No lab on earth has managed to develop a working nanobot, at least not a working machine with a complex assembly.

He remembered reading a paper the previous year postulating that the initial research into nanobots might finally allow the creation of such a sophisticated machine.

The paper said it would take thirty to forty years! But this is sitting dead center on my LCD! What happened in Pittsburgh, and how on earth did a nanobot get in the sample? Wait until my corpmates hear about this!

* * *
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Washington, D.C.

Lieutenant Colonel Donald Largewell glanced over as Colonel Matthew Roberts finished double-checking the preflight checklist of the Sikorsky VH-3D Sea King. “Confirm that the checklist is complete.”

“Affirmative,” Roberts replied. “Checklist is complete.”

“Status of the Shell Game?”

The Shell Game was a procedure designed to obscure the location of the president. Upon takeoff, the two Sikorsky helicopters hovering nearby would join their flight and begin to regularly shift in formation.

Roberts spoke softly into his microphone to the other pilots, then replied, “The other birds are ready.” So softly that Largewell could barely hear, Roberts muttered, “Not that it matters...”

Largewell grunted. Marine One had never been attacked, but they would soon be carrying the president to Camp David. “We only need to make one mistake, Matt. And the bad guys only need to get lucky once.”

“Don’t you ever get tired of this? We fly from Andrews to here, and from here to Andrews. Yeah, sometimes we hit New York or Camp David, but c’mon, it’s the same thing over and over again.”

“You know how many times I’ve heard that same speech?”

“That’s because you haven’t retired. Yet.”

Largewell turned to Roberts and grinned. “Soon, Matt. Then you’ll be promoted to full bird colonel, and you can listen to some smart-ass fifteen years younger than you bitch and moan about your retirement.”

Roberts grinned back. “I’m only twelve years younger than you, Donnie D, and I look forward to making that smart-ass sweat it out a long time.”

Marine One’s crew chief, Edward Vasquez, said over their headsets, “You two are like an old married couple. You better let your wife know she’s got some competition, Donnie.”

“She put you up to that, Eddie? Because, I swear—” In the distance, the crowd of reporters and cameramen that had been waiting patiently by the barricades suddenly came to attention. “Look alive, gents. Renegade is on his way.”

A few minutes later, Vasquez spoke over the radio. “Renegade is on board. Transition protocol has been completed with the Secret Service, and the pass-off is complete.”

“Roger that,” Largewell said. “Let’s get this bird in the air, Matt.”

As Roberts brought the engines to full power, the airframe began to vibrate in a low thrumming that shook Largewell to his core.

Matt’s right. I should have retired already, but damned if I ever get tired of this.

He keyed on his mic and spoke to the commander-in-chief. “Mr. President, the weather is good. Travel time to Buckeye is approximately forty minutes.”

“Thank you, Colonel Largewell,” the young man from Illinois responded from the cabin. “I’ve brought my daughter. I know we’ll be safe in your capable hands.”

“Roger that, Mr. President.” He tapped on his headset and brought up the HUD. The ghostly readout came to life before his eyes, and he inspected the glowing images showing the airspace above Washington.

Everything looks good. Then again, it always does.

He was still thinking that as he pulled up on the collective and started ascending into the clear blue sky, as he had done hundreds of times before, pushing forward on the cyclic and turning the helicopter to head south over the President’s Park, when the ghostly image of a bogey lit up on his HUD.

“What the hell is that?” Roberts asked. “Could it be a pigeon, or maybe a seagull?”

“Last year’s upgrade fixed the radar reflections from birds, remember?”

“Maybe it’s on the fritz?”

“They spent four million dollars on that upgrade. I’m pretty sure—” As he spoke, another ghostly blip appeared. “Are you reading that? One hundred and fifty feet.”

“It’s moving too quickly for a bird,” Roberts said.

Largewell agreed. “Hang on, I’m going to try and gain some altitude.”

Another blip joined the other two, and then more blips appeared, all converging on Marine One’s position.

There must be dozens of them! “They’re drones.”

“What?”

“Deploy the countermeasures. Now!”

Robert’s voice cracked as he barked out, “Deploying countermeasures!”

There was a grinding noise as the access panels on the sides of the helicopter blasted away and then a swooshing as flares and chaff deployed.

They could be heat-seeking, or maybe they’re using radar—

As the dozens of drones continued on toward Marine One, he realized that they weren’t diverting.

There’s no ping in the HUD from an active radar, and the flares had no effect. Is someone guiding them? That’s impossible. The Secret Service has a signal jammer in place for that.

“What’s going on up there?” Vasquez shouted.

“Renegade is an active target,” Largewell said. “Hang on, we’re going to lose altitude.”

“Lose altitude?” Roberts yelled. “We need to gain altitude!”

“Negative,” Largewell said calmly. “We can’t climb above them. We need to set down before those things take us down from a height we can’t recover from.”

Roberts nodded his head and screamed into the headset, “Mr. President, prepare for an emergency landing!”

Largewell couldn’t even make out the president’s response over the yelling in his headset. All he could do was manhandle the collective to drop the helicopter as fast as he dared, much faster than he had ever performed during his yearly emergency practice maneuvers over the Atlantic Ocean, and he sighed in relief as the lumbering helicopter shed altitude and speed.

We’re going to make it.

His stomach lurched into his throat as he guided the big Sikorsky toward a spot in the park as the swarm of drones smashed into the helicopter’s rotors.

There was an explosive pop-popping and then the shrieking of metal as the helicopter’s blades tore themselves apart. Marine One fell like a rock, smashing into the fresh-cut lawn from a height of nearly fifteen feet and a speed of thirty knots, plowing into the hard earth like a runaway locomotive.

Largewell blinked rapidly. There was a numbness in his skull, and he knew that he had been briefly knocked unconscious, but he didn’t have a clue as to how much time had passed.

The helicopter was listing to the right, propped up by the nacelle. Ghostly images of every warning and alarm on the helicopter flashed red in his still-active HUD. The clock indicated he had lost at least thirty seconds, and his teeth ached where they had smashed together.

There was an eerie silence. He tried to turn his head to check on Roberts, but a stabbing pain in his back made that impossible. Then he remembered his training. Before checking on Roberts or Vasquez, he was supposed to check on the status of Renegade. “Mr. President, are you hurt? Can you speak?”

A groan came over his headset, and then the president replied, “I’m getting too old for this, Colonel.”

“Sir, are you injured?”

There was a long pause before the president responded. “I’m only banged up. My daughter is ... she’s bruised, but she’s okay.”

Roberts groaned, then said, “The fuel tank’s integrity is holding. We’re safe, but we need to exit the helicopter as soon as the first responders arrive.”

Blaring sirens quickly approached. “Sir,” Largewell said, “there was an attempt on your life. We need to hang tight until the Secret Service arrives. They should be here any second.”

“Colonel?” the president said softly. “The crew chief is seriously hurt.”

The sirens had increased in volume, and Roberts finally managed to turn his head and watch as the fleet of cars, trucks, and armored personnel carriers came skidding to a halt. Men jumped from them and ran toward the helicopter, shouting orders at each other. In the distance, a fire raged and threw clouds of smoke into the sky.

It’s one of the other Sikorsky helicopters. They must have targeted all of us.

Roberts thrashed about, finally managing to unhook himself, then turned to look back into the cabin. “Vasquez? Eddie?”

He heard the president’s daughter through the coms. Her voice was anguished, and it sounded like she was choking back tears. “I think the crew chief’s neck is broken. He’s not breathing!”

* * *
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London, United Kingdom

Eric Wise knocked softly on the closed door. “Deion? It’s time.”

From within the flat’s bedroom, a woman groaned. “He’s busy. Come back later.”

The director of the Office of Threat Management smiled. They had brought Valerie Simon with them, and after the previous night’s mission planning, Valerie and Deion had retired to do what all newly married couples did. “You’ve got to let him come up for air, Val.”

“You know how long we waited for this?”

“I had to fill out the paperwork, remember?”

From within the room, he heard Deion’s voice. “Steeljaw is going to be a pain in the ass until I get up.”

“Then let Steeljaw get his own wife. Maybe he wouldn’t be so eager to put you in harm’s way.”

Eric winced. Valerie was joking, but it was a sore subject. He had begun a complicated relationship with Nancy Smith, the former OTM director’s daughter, over two years ago, but it had slowed considerably with the return of Nancy’s mother, Alexandra Batalova.

And Deion almost dying from that gut shot didn’t help Valerie’s opinion much, either.

“I know Valerie’s pulling you back into that soft bed,” Eric shouted to the closed door, “but the sooner we get this done, the sooner we get the Gulfstream warmed up and head home. Besides, we’re on a schedule.”

There was a long groan from Deion. “He’s just going to keep it up, baby. I got to go.”

“Try not to get killed,” Valerie murmured.

Deion opened the door, pulling a black shirt over his well-muscled ebony skin. “Let’s do this.”

Valerie followed him out. She was a pretty woman in her late forties, with jet-black hair threaded with silver, and she wore sweatpants and a dark red shirt that complemented her creamy white skin. She grabbed Deion’s hand and pulled him back. “Why aren’t you taking backup?”

“I’m his backup,” Eric said.

Valerie frowned. “I meant, why aren’t you sending in a whole team?”

“We went over this last night,” Deion said. “It’s a small place. Too many people in too small of a space and I’m liable to get my pretty black ass shot off.”

“But—”

“He’ll be fine,” Eric said. “You know how fast and strong he is now. The enhancements—”

“I know all about your experiments on my husband,” Valerie said. “He did it without consulting me. That ... that damned stomach wound—”

“It’s healed,” Deion said.

“You almost died from sepsis. Dr. Oshensker said they almost had to amputate your feet.”

“That was two years ago.”

“Yes, and you spent most of it in recovery before you let them shoot you up with God knows what crazy concoction Elliot cooked up. I know you’re committed, Deion. You’re a good man, but what they’ve done to you...”

“They didn’t do anything to me except save my life. John died saving us all. What am I supposed to do, Val? Check out?”

“Valerie,” Eric said. “We have a job to do. You know that.”

Valerie glared at him, and her face turned a mottled shade of red that nearly matched her shirt. “If the tech is so safe, why didn’t you volunteer Redman for it? In fact, why didn’t you go through the process yourself?”

“I know you’re upset—”

“Damned right I’m upset. He was barely out of rehab before you let Elliot experiment on him. You say the process is safe, but after what happened to Frist ... well, how can we trust Elliot? Or you?”

“There’s nothing that we’ve done to Deion that’s unsafe—”

Valerie put her hands on her hips and glared at him. “What about phase two?”

“We aren’t ready for phase two,” Eric said.

“But you will be. Eventually.”

“It’s all safe,” Eric said. “I promise. There isn’t any kind of nanotech in his bloodstream like there was with John.”

“I read the reports. Gene splicing and virus delivery systems—”

“Val,” Deion said. “I’m fine. Better than fine, actually. I feel great.”

She grabbed his hand and squeezed it. “For how long?”

“I don’t blame you for being worried,” Eric said, “but this isn’t as risky as what we did to Frist.”

“It better not be, Steeljaw, or I swear—”

“I love you, too,” Deion said. “Quit worrying.”

Valerie frowned, but she didn’t speak.

“We have to go,” Eric said. “We will continue this conversation later. We can discuss it as much as you want until you’re comfortable—”

“Go,” Valerie growled. “And you can bet we’ll be discussing this later.”

Eric followed Deion out of the flat into the darkened streets of London. The sky was awash in a mix of lights and colors of varying hues as the streetlights reflected against the low-hanging clouds, giving the skyline a hazy appearance.

They climbed into the white transit van, and the squat man with black hair inside gave them an appraising glance. “Ready for your date?”

“You’re as funny as a heart attack,” Eric said.

Bill “Redman” Burton, a former Delta Operator from Georgia, grinned and spat a mouthful of tobacco juice into a paper cup as he started the van and headed west. “You’re lucky Martin isn’t here. He’d go medieval on you boys for making us wait.”

Taylor Martin was another OTM member that Eric had recruited from Delta Force. “Is TM set up?”

Burton nodded, barely avoiding sideswiping a car on the narrow street. “Ain’t nobody been in or out.” He continued through the twisting streets of London for nearly twenty minutes before parking the van in a dark alley.

“TM,” Eric said softly. “Any change?”

There was a soft crackle from the communications gear in the van, and then Taylor Martin’s voice answered. “Just the five of them sitting in there doing whatever worthless terrorist shits do.”

Eric nodded to himself. “We’re good to go, Deion.”

“What’s this we?” Deion asked. He opened a sleek steel case, removed a custom-modified Ruger .22LR fitted with an OTM-developed silencer and loaded with subsonic ammo, and placed it in a shoulder holster that he strapped over his neck and arm. “I’m the one that’s going to put those mad dogs down.”

“They’re not mad dogs,” Eric said. “They’re students. They’ve just been—”

“Yeah,” Burton said. “Just some radicalized poor college students that plan on blowing up the opening ceremony of the Olympics, ’cause that’s what innocent kids do.”

“They’ve seen some terrible things.”

“So have I,” Burton said. “Mostly having to stop little shits like them. I’ve never understood how you can speak your piece on them and be so sympathetic, then put a bullet in their heads.”

“It’s the job,” Eric said. “I don’t have to like it. I can still feel sorry for them, but it’s not going to stop me from doing what has to be done.”

“Once again,” Deion said as he pulled on the shoulder holster and then zipped up a thin black hoodie to cover it, “what’s with the we stuff?”

“You want me to go in with you?” Eric asked. “Maybe hold your hand?”

Deion sighed and turned to give Eric an unreadable look in the dim light from the surveillance monitors. His mouth puckered into a frown, and then he turned his back and withdrew a small vial from his pocket and blinked rapidly as he squeezed several eyedrops into each eye. “I trust you, Eric. But I’m not an idiot. I remember Frist.”

“That’s—”

“I know it’s not the same thing, but Valerie has good reason to be concerned. She knows, now. She knows what we do. Hell, you’ve assigned her plenty of missions.”

Burton was watching the monitors, but Eric saw him raise an eyebrow.

“Nothing about our mission statement has changed,” Eric said.

Burton cleared his throat.

“You have something to add, Bill?”

Burton swiveled around. “You know I’m with you, hoss, but things have gotten complicated since you started ... you know, with those senators and such.”

“Oversight isn’t such a bad thing. Maybe a little more oversight might have prevented Fulton from making some of his ... questionable decisions.”

Burton shrugged. “Not my place to question, Steeljaw, but I ain’t happy about it. You asked, so there it is. We have to do some pretty terrible things, and I don’t like the way that one senator fussed about that thing in Pakistan.”

“The senator had a valid point,” Eric said. “The last thing we need is to create another Abdullah the Bomber.”

“Maybe so.”

“She approved that mission, remember?”

“Yep, her and that old fella.”

“That ‘old fella’ is the Senate majority leader.”

“You know I don’t follow politics.”

Eric rolled his eyes. “They need to understand the high cost of freedom, Bill.”

Burton sighed heavily. “Like I said, Eric, it’s not my place to question. I’ve humped through every dirty mudhole on this planet with you. You’ve had my back, and I’ve had yours. Life or death, brother, it’s been us together through thick and thin. Hell, even Freeman here has had my back. But those politicians ... they don’t know us. They don’t know what we have to do. They may see our reports, but we’re just killers doing their dirty work.”

Deion had watched their exchange with interest. “That’s the smartest thing I have ever heard come out of your hillbilly mouth.”

“I got my moments. I’m just saying, can we count on them when the going gets tough?”

Eric smiled. “I have faith, brother.”

“You’re a better man than me, brother. I’ll count on you or Freeman, but sooner or later, those senators are gonna let you down. I hope I’m not down in the shit with you when they do.”

“The hillbilly has a point,” Deion said. “You’ve given them one hell of a weapon to use against us.”

“What weapon?” Eric asked.

“They know about us. What if that Senator Novak decided to blab? What if she ... accidentally let it slip?”

Eric opened a heavy plastic case, withdrew an H&K MK23, and checked the magazine. “We’ll cross that bridge if we come to it, but I don’t think she’s like that.”

Deion grunted and peered at the display screens. “You’re sure there’s been no one in or out?”

“Martin ain’t one to miss a detail like that,” Burton said, scratching at his chin. “Good luck, brother.”

Deion gave the squat man a curt nod, and then he turned to Eric. “I’m going in.”

Eric held up the H&K. “We’ll be listening. If you need help, just shout.”

“I’m not supposed to need help, remember? I am the help.”

* * *
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Deion stepped from the van into the dark side street. The sounds of London were muted, and the sidewalks were clear. He blinked several times as his eyes, aided by the chlorine and insulin eyedrops, quickly adjusted to the darkness as if it were daylight.

To him, London smelled like exhaust fumes, and sewers, and dead fish, all underpinned with the smell of mildew. Deion loathed it even more than the sandy desert of Afghanistan, and almost as much as the rotting smell of Camp Seven in Guantánamo Bay, the hellhole where he had spent the better part of a year interrogating John Frist for the bombing of the Red Cross building in Fairfax, Virginia.

He sighed. Thinking about John wasn’t getting the job done.

No. I have to kill five young men. Sure, they’re going to kill a bunch of people, but they haven’t done it. Not yet. Eric could probably do it and justify it or compartmentalize it, but Eric is a different kind of man than I am.

He hated to admit it, but something had changed since John had run down the hallway to stop the detonation of an atomic bomb in Pittsburgh.

I’m like him now. I’ve become their guinea pig.

He climbed the stairs to the apartment building and inspected the lock. After a cursory glance, he spoke softly, barely vocalizing the words in his throat just loud enough for the contact mic stuck to his neck to pick up and send back to the van. “The lock is sturdy. Hard to pick.”

“Try the back,” Eric answered through his earpiece. “There’s a window near the basement. Martin, where are the heat signatures?”

“There are three on the first floor in the front room next to the stairs,” Martin said through the earpiece. “The other two are on the second floor in the room to your right. I’ve got eyes on you, too. You’re lit up in the thermal imaging. Must be nearly one hundred degrees.”

“It’s a side effect of the enhancement process,” Eric said. “Deion will be fine.”

I better be.

As he headed for the back of the flat, he heard a man and woman arguing three flats down from their target. Except for that, the alley behind the row of flats was silent. He crept closer to the building and could easily make out the window facing the alley.

The window was cracked open to the side, and he inspected the track. It was an aluminum channel that was worn smooth.

“The window is a tight fit,” he whispered.

“Use the lube,” Eric said.

In his earpiece, Martin and Burton snickered.

“Knock it off,” Eric said. “This is serious.”

Deion rolled his eyes, even though they couldn’t see him, and withdrew the penlight-sized canister from the pocket of his hoodie. A few seconds later he had pressed the tip against the aluminum channel and pushed in on the plunger. The tube slowly foamed out a mix of powdered Teflon, grease, and solvent, into the window track until the top and bottom were covered in the toothpaste-like substance.

“Lube is on.”

Martin and Burton snickered again.

“Would you two grow up?” Eric said. “Give it a few minutes, Deion.”

“I know the drill.”

In fact, they had practiced this same maneuver in a compound outside of Denver. It was a poor replacement for the shooting house they had abandoned in the underground base of Area 51, but it was their only testbed for new StrikeForce technology.

He gave the lubricant several minutes to wick its way into the nooks and crannies of the windowsill, then carefully slid the window open.

It moved without a squeak. When the window was fully opened, he hopped up and used his enhanced upper body strength to muscle his way into the flat’s kitchen.

The soft soles of his shoes caught without a sound. The kitchen was empty, and a digital LED clock bathed the room in a dim light.

The kitchen was a barebones affair with little to distinguish it from any other in the nearby flats with one exception—there were no personal items anywhere to be found.

He took a few seconds and glanced around the kitchen. Aside from a few small boxes on top of one of the counters, the countertops were bare, as was the table in the middle.

“You have a problem?” Eric asked.

“None.” He spoke softly, but it was enough for the vocal microphone around his neck to relay his voice as clearly as if he were shouting. “I’m in the kitchen now, getting ready to enter and engage the targets.”

“Roger that.”

Deion left the kitchen, stepped into the hallway that led to the front room, and carefully crept down the hall, placing his body weight onto the back of his heels and then rolling through so that his steps were slow and silent.

By the time he reached the front room, he had unbuckled the leather strap that held the Ruger. With his left hand, he withdrew a large black tube nearly a foot long and eight inches around from the bag slung around his neck and placed it on the floor next to the door to the front room.

Three men lay sleeping inside, two on the floor and one on a narrow couch. Their dark skin looked almost black in the dim light, and they had cropped black hair. Except for their rhythmic breathing, none of them moved.

Stupid kids. Barely old enough to be out of college, but old enough to fall under some stupid fucking ideology or some evil bastard that thinks if he can talk them into killing a bunch of Westerners, they’ll go to Heaven.

“You ready?” Eric asked.

Deion almost nodded out of reflex. Instead, he withdrew the Ruger, pressed the safety off, and then placed the gun behind the ear of the man asleep on the couch.

The other two men on the floor didn’t move, and Deion took that moment to visualize his hands’ movement, the gun tracking the other two men, and the placement of the silencer against their skulls.

He pulled the trigger, and the crack was softer than a sneeze. The bullet entered the back of the man’s skull near his right ear and bounced around inside, doing massive damage to the man’s brain, killing him in his sleep.

The other two men stirred but didn’t fully awaken. Deion used that opportunity to kneel down and place the gun against the next man’s skull and pull the trigger. As the second man died in his sleep, the third man opened his eyes. But before the man could scream, Deion placed his hand over the man’s mouth, jammed the silencer into his eye and pulled the trigger.

The man’s legs jerked, and there was a squishing noise as the man’s eyelid snapped open and closed, but the man was already dead, the spasms the last of the dead man’s nervous system still sending signals to the body.

“Three down. I’m going to give it a minute and head upstairs.”

“Good work,” Eric said. “Redman has a directional mic with the gain cranked all the way up, and we didn’t hear a thing. The new device worked great.”

“Glad you approve.”

The tube outside the front door had a powerful speaker, and every time Deion fired, a small mic on the Ruger picked up the sound and transmitted it wirelessly to the speaker. When the sound of the gun passed, it used the signal to create an identical sound one hundred and eighty degrees out of phase, effectively silencing any noise or reverberation that might have escaped.

There was a long pause. “They would have killed innocent bystanders. You are doing the right thing.”

Deion took a slow breath, exhaled, and headed for the stairs. “Sure.”

The stairs presented a challenge; they had the potential to squeak loud enough to wake even the heaviest of sleepers. But the selection of rubber-soled shoes, the use of leather on the Ruger’s holster instead of the modern nylon that had the tendency to swish when opened, and the knowledge from years of Delta Force breaching had prepared them for everything.

He put his foot on the right side of the step, closest to the runner, then eased his weight onto it. Then he placed his other foot on the opposite side closest to the wall and put his weight on it, holding his breath.

Up and up he went, with barely any noise, until he reached the top. The doorway to the right was cracked the tiniest bit. Holding the gun in his right hand, he used his left hand to withdraw the tube of lubricant and squirt the mixture onto the door hinges between the door and the frame. A few seconds to let it soak and the door opened without a sound.

The door swung wide until he could see the two men sprawled on sleeping bags. Like the three men below, these two also had dark skin and dark hair. Immigrants, like the three he had already killed, all from the same region of Syria, and all five prepared to give their lives in the name of jihad.

What a fucking waste.

There were dozens of suitcases stacked against the rear wall of the windowless room, next to stuffed canvas backpacks that he guessed were full of improvised explosives and small pieces of scrap metal arranged to cause devastation to human flesh. The men were sleeping soundly, an incongruous sight given the presence of the IEDs.

This isn’t getting it done.

He entered the room, took note of the men’s sleeping positions, placed the silencer against the skull of the man on the left and pulled the trigger.

The Ruger cracked softly. The bullet entered the sleeping man’s skull, killing him instantly, but at that moment, the other man’s eyes snapped open.

Deion lunged for the man and managed to get his arm around the man’s neck, but the man began to scream and kick so hard that Deion couldn’t get a grip on him with his free hand.

As the man squirmed, Deion struggled to aim the Ruger, but the man kept twisting and squirming until Deion had no choice but to bash the man repeatedly in the side of his skull with the butt end of the handgun.

With each strike, some of the fight drained from the man until Deion could finally get the Ruger up and pointed at the man’s face and pull the trigger, sending the bullet through the sinus cavity.

The man stopped struggling and gasped, but his legs kept kicking. Deion aimed the Ruger at the man’s eye and put two more bullets into his brain.

The man stopped moving and the air filled with the smell of feces and urine from the dead men’s bowels and bladders.

“Targets are down.”

There was no response.

“Eric? Targets are confirmed down.”

“Deion,” Eric said through his earpiece. “We have a bit of a ... situation.”

“What?”

“Some men are going to enter the flat. Don’t speak to them.”

“What are you talking about?”

Through the earpiece, Deion heard the men barking orders and Eric responding in a calm voice.

Oh, no.

* * *
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Eric glanced around the room. He had been sitting there for hours, and not one person had spoken to him or even entered the featureless concrete box, the gray broken only by brown stains that started at the top of the walls and dripped down the sides giving the room a foul wet smell that he knew well. He sat at a heavy steel desk, on a heavy steel chair, but his hands were not bound or shackled, which meant he was being offered some semblance of professional courtesy.

Deion and Redman had complied with the orders of the men who had escorted them from the row of flats in London to the unmarked transit vans, eerily similar to their own.

They’re probably sitting in a room like this one because they’re sweating them out, like they’re trying to do to me.

There was a clinking at the door, and it swung open to reveal a short man in a rumpled gray suit. The man’s wire-rimmed glasses were at least forty years out of date and only drew attention to the dark bags under his eyes as he brushed his fingertips against the thin brown hair at his temple.

Eric stared at the man but said nothing.

The man stared right back. There was another steel chair on the other side of the table, but the man didn’t sit. “Shall we play the game, or would you like to explain yourself?” the man said with a precise British accent.

“I’m sorry,” Eric said. “I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.”

“So, it’s the game, is it?”

“A game?”

“The game.”

“You’ll have to be a little more specific. I’m not sure which game—”

The man sighed. “Your name is Eric Wise. You work for, if not lead, the Office of Threat Management.”

“Is that so?”

“You don’t recognize me, do you?”

“Should I?”

“I don’t blame you. It was eleven years ago.”

Eric shrugged. “You have me at a disadvantage.”

The man frowned. “Oh, I do indeed have you at a disadvantage. I’m sure you’re quite unaccustomed to being at a disadvantage, but this would be much less painful if you would stop playing games.”

“If you insist, Mr. Stone.”

The man’s mouth quirked up. “Much better, Mr. Wise. Much, much better. Did you know that the King’s Butler held a position similar to the President’s Man?”

“I don’t understand.”

The man clucked his tongue. “And here I thought you were through playing games.”

“You seem to have a basic grasp on the situation,” Eric allowed. “And I believe I understand your position.”

“We have five dead bodies,” the man said softly. “An unsanctioned operation by an unsanctioned group from our friends across the pond...”

“Those five dead bodies—”

“You believe those young men were going to commit a terrorist act at the opening ceremonies this afternoon,” the man said. “Instead of sharing intelligence, you chose to act within my country. Within my city.”

“If you are who I believe you are,” Eric said, “then you of all people should understand why we chose to eliminate the threat.”

“Your predecessor, for all of his faults, kept his private dealings private. Since your recruitment from Delta Force, you’ve allowed aspects of your organization to become public knowledge. This does not bode well for your future, Mr. Wise.”

Eric blinked. The United Kingdom had an organization similar to the OTM that stretched back hundreds of years, and the man standing in front of him had led that group for the past nine. While the OTM’s notes on the subject were terse, he could believe that the President’s Man, the one person in the United States who did the unthinkable for the president, had once shared information with his British counterpart.

“The world has changed,” Eric said. “Perhaps you’ve noticed?”

The man frowned. “The world has changed. Approximately one hour after we interrupted your unsanctioned operation, someone tried to assassinate the president of the United States of America.”
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Chapter Two
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Eric bolted upright. “What? How?”

“I’m afraid we cannot continue,” the man said. “If you remain committed to this charade, I’m afraid—”

“Your name is Harold Stone,” Eric said. “You run a small division within the Office for Security and Counter-Terrorism. You previously worked within MI and were briefly stationed in Afghanistan, where you worked as a liaison between the British Department of Intelligence and the American DIA. You briefed my unit once, as part of a combined operation when we were searching for a five-hundred-million-dollar shipment of heroin that was going to fund terror attacks in the Netherlands.”

The man’s eyes lit up. “You do remember. What else?”

“Shortly after that operation, you were given the opportunity to lead the Threat and Intelligence Response group. The TIR is much like the OTM—”

“Except we’ve never been compromised,” Harold Stone murmured. “We’ve never disclosed our work to Parliament. We’ve never had details of our operations leaked to the public. And we’ve never made such a drastic mistake as eliminating five young men based upon faulty intelligence.”

“Faulty intelligence?”

Stone yanked the steel chair on the opposite side of the table backward, causing the legs to squeal against the hard concrete. “Those five young men. They were given orders, yes? They were provided explosives, and detonators, and shrapnel?”

A cold ball settled into the pit of Eric’s stomach. “Yes.”

“No,” Stone said. He sagged into the chair, suddenly looking very old. “The explosives were inert. The detonators were faulty.”

Eric’s stomach lurched into his throat. “That can’t be right.”

“Quite correct,” Stone agreed. “Mother knows best. Mother has always known best. Your organization compromised the Mother network years ago, and you’ve been reading our files ever since.”

The Mother network was a collection of all the intelligence collected by the British Government Communications Headquarters. Programs under the Mother network, similar to the Special Source Operations programs run by the NSA, gathered all phone calls, emails, and web browsing histories of everyone under British rule. “I won’t bother denying it.”

“Then I won’t bother telling you that I consider it a gross breach of trust between our countries. Although I do understand why you did it, even if I don’t like it. I also understand how many times information from that breach of trust stopped rather alarming incidents, including one a few years ago at Heathrow airport.”

“That’s right.”

“Very good. Imagine my surprise when I checked the information on the Mother network and found it to be false.”

Eric squinted at the man. “How so?”

“None of it was real.”

“What do you mean?”

“That information was inserted into the Mother network.”

“Isn’t that supposed to be impossible?”

“Quite so. After further analysis, we determined that the emails and web browsing histories were fake. As best as we can tell, those five men never met before last Friday. Tell me, did you have a surveillance
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