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PART 1

 




CH A P T ER  1

 

It’s been seven years since the world went to shit, and Jack Lanigan doesn’t give a rat’s ass.

“Who can stream the fight tonight?” Duggie asks, his nasally southern drawl stabbing through Jack’s earpiece like a rusty nail.

“You wanna watch two Russians try to kill each other on a crappy old TV that doesn’t have sound?” Kiltcher replies, not taking his eyes off the street below.

“I ain’t thick, you know I do.”

“Jackie, you in?” Kiltcher asks, lowering his specs for a second to glance at Jack.

“Does Duggie have booze, or do I need to find my own?” Jack asks.

“I got some fine-ass moonshine,” Duggie replies.

“That isn’t moonshine, it’s raccoon piss,” Frost mumbles. Jack almost laughs. Almost.

When Jack is at post, rifle butt jammed into the crook of his shoulder, staring through the crosshairs, he doesn’t think about much else. Except maybe having a drink once the day’s over. Or two. Or seven.

“Aw, shit,” Kiltcher says. “Bird crapped on me. Permission to shoot
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the bird—”

“Permission denied,” Frost replies immediately.

Jack is hidden from view of the street, but he can see everything. His feet are firmly planted on the flat, camouflaged roof of the Westie Building in Delta Quarter, trigger finger at rest just above the guard, the weight of his .308 supported by a tripod. He crosses his arms below the lengthened stock, custom-made to account for his long arms, and, when in the right position, he could stay there for hours. Even days. He wouldn’t move a muscle, not a twitch, not a hint of fatigue. The Marine Corps taught him endurance, but it was the CIA that taught him how to stay still.

And Jack doesn’t give a rat’s ass what the CIA asks of him. He does his job, and he does it really, really well. It wasn’t a surprise that he got pulled from the field to work the beat in Polaris, the most secretive city in the world with the highest security in the world. He also doesn’t give a rat’s ass who or what all goes on in Polaris. Bankers, diplomats, the world’s wealthiest and most esteemed hide their wares in the secure vaults that are kept in the buildings like the one below his feet. The roofs of every last one of them are disguised as a forest, and from the air, the city is just that. A forest a little ways away from Chicago. A forest that holds the most fragile and volatile information and antiquities in the entire world.

A world that, seven years ago, went to shit and caught fire. Jack was in Kabul at the time, and he didn’t notice anything different for the first six months of the War that No One Won. His unit was suddenly discharged before their tour was over, and he wasn’t allowed to go home like the rest of the Marines. He hasn’t been home since, and by this point, “home” is nothing more than an abstract concept. He lives in Polaris, just like everyone else who works here, but it is more of a prison than a paradise. The Gates might keep the rest of the world out, but anyone inside them has the potential to be severely punished for the slightest infraction.

There are no vehicles in Polaris except for security Humvees that only drive in the extensive tunnels underground. A security detail like Jack’s has one member with enough clearance to drive it, and that’s Frost.

Each security detail is a four-man team: communications, spotter,
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team leader, and sharpshooter.

Duggie is, unfortunately, Delta Team Nine’s comms expert. At least his Appalachian accent clears up when he’s on the radio.

Jack also doesn’t care where his teammates are from. As long as they do their jobs.

The people in the courtyard below are probably all packing heat, going about their days, keeping their secrets secret and their wealth hidden from sight. Jack observes a small group of Asian men in business suits walking from Westie to Beta Quadrant a block away. Two of them are packing heat; the third, a little older than the other two, is not.

A woman jogs as fast as she can in her high heels, straight red hair catching the morning light as she scurries across the street, coffee in hand. Their faces are familiar to Jack. He watches them from his perch every day. Every now and then new faces crop up, but he takes note of them and moves on. It still amazes him that Polaris has a Starbucks.

“Hey, any of you dipshits been to Starbucks?” Jack asks.

“Yeah, they got some good stuff. If you don’t mind turning in your piece at the door,” Kiltcher replies. He pauses to wipe the bird crap from his shoulder and proceeds to smear it onto Jack’s bulletproof vest. Jack changes his position just long enough to give Kiltcher the finger.

He’s known Kiltcher for about three years now, and Jack doesn’t know a thing about the man. Except that he likes classical music and tried to convince Frost to let him grow a beard, which Frost denied.

But Kiltcher is a damn good spotter, and he checks his watch. “Sunrise in three…two…one…”

The group is quiet for a moment.

“Am I supposed to feel different?” Duggie asks.

“Does the sunrise give you the tingles?” Kiltcher asks with a smirk.

“At least something gives me the tingles,” Duggie replies.

Kiltcher snorts and Frost even hesitates before shutting them down. “Enough,” he says tiredly.

The second Jack’s earpiece crackles with static, he knows in his gut something is wrong.

“Delta Quadrant! There is a robbery in progress at sixty-four and
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two!” A voice commands in his ear.

Frost curses. Jack immediately buckles down and slows his heart rate on command. This won’t be the first time that security has been breached.

“Suspect is wearing a grey hoodie and matching sweatpants. Suspect is a white male, six feet tall, with a ski mask. He has broken a case of—” The transmission is cut, and the operator changes his tone. “Suspect is on foot and running!”

“Eyes up, boys,” Frost says calmly.

“Suspect is heading west toward the Hunterson Courtyard. Delta Team Nine—”

“Delta Team Nine Responding,” Frost replies, remaining calm.

“Delta Team Nine, kill on sight.”

That’s Jack’s cue. Everything in his world speeds up and slows down all at once. He can see everything almost in slow motion, but it’s still not slow enough. Sixty-four is to his right, and he will have a fraction of a second to take the shot. The bullet will take almost an entire second to reach the target, who will be in a different location than when Jack pulls the trigger.

Jack isn’t worried about missing. He doesn’t miss. This isn’t the first time he’s executed someone in Polaris.

“Delta Team Nine—”

An alarm is raised, and everyone starts vacating the streets, heading to any available open door and shutting it behind them. They won’t clear out in time.

“Five seconds,” Kiltcher mutters.

Jack inhales.

He could hit a civilian if he’s not 100% sure. Jack slowly exhales and starts to squeeze the trigger. He spots a flash of grey in his crosshairs.

He fires. The recoil punches him in the shoulder, leaving him with an all-too-familiar kiss of raw energy. In a moment of pure stillness, he spies an explosion of red as the bullet is lobbed into the target’s head, leaving nothing left but a bloodied stump of a neck. The target drops instantly.

The stillness doesn’t last. A second later, another flash of grey crosses his scope.
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His heart skips a beat.

Frost curses.

Everything explodes into chaos.

Frost races up behind Jack and presses the muzzle of his sidearm to the back of his neck. His entire team starts shouting and cursing. Another shot rings out from Delta Team Seven across the street. The second grey figure, dressed identically to the first, crumples onto the sidewalk, blood leaking from the absence of a head.

Jack stands upright with his hands raised, everything and everyone screaming in his ears. Kiltcher kicks him in the back of the knee, and he drops onto the soft moss, hands still raised. Frost grips his hands and handcuffs him behind his back, Kiltcher and Duggie covering him with their sidearms.

Delta Team Eight storms onto the roof through the escape panel, armed with their automatic rifles and sidearms. Every weapon in the immediate vicinity is aimed at Jack’s head. Jack isn’t normally slow on the upkeep, but it takes him an extra second to realize what is happening.

Two men lie dead in the street. Both without heads. They’re dressed identically, even down to their tennis shoes.

The street swarms with security, just now catching up to the chaos.

Delta Team Six surrounds the first dead man and pulls his arm from his sleeve, scanning his ID tag.

Frost curses. “Jack, you just shot the president. You blew his damn head off.”
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CH A P T ER  2

 

Jack is immediately taken below deck, stripped of his firearms, his combat radio, and earpiece, and then shuttled below ground through concrete doors and under six levels of security. He’s walked down the concrete tunnels built to withstand a nuclear war and taken into a holding area. That’s when Frost lets go.

Jack takes one moment to look at his commanding officer, who doesn’t hide his bewilderment. At this very instant, Jack knows what’s about to happen. He doesn’t have time to say goodbye to his team—the three men he’s been working with every day for the past three years. Frost tries to say something, but he’s immediately cut off by another storm of armour and weaponry.

Beta Team Four takes him from there, leaving Frost, Duggie, and Kiltcher behind, past security guards and down three more levels into the Black Zone.

Jack’s been here twice before, and neither of those experiences were particularly pleasant.

Jack’s bonds are released, and he surrenders his vest, body armour, and uniform. At gunpoint, he takes off his boots and pants, and each item is
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searched and turned upside down and inside out. They toss aside his gear like garbage, even his extra clip for his sidearm. That irks him a tad, but he keeps his mouth shut. In his underwear and socks, they handcuff him again and lead him down to the detainment unit.

The floor and walls have been recently bleached.

It only occurs to Jack now that this isn’t going to be good. He’s strip-searched once more, every crevice examined, all at gunpoint. He’s doused with a boiling water and chemical solution that burns like acid meant to scrub away any radioactive material, and then he and Beta Team Four wait.

In the moments of silence, Jack realizes that his heart is pounding. He works to slow it down, but the damn organ is too stubborn. He glances down at his bonds. He’s been handcuffed more than once; that isn’t new. But killing the president is.

This isn’t going to be good at all.

The door to the detainment unit swings open, and a woman walks in. She’s tall and athletic, and Jack instantly recognizes her face, though he can’t place her name. She’s Pakistani, with a British accent. That much he remembers.

She briefly notices his tattoos; the eagle’s wing that covers his shoulder from his scapula to his chest, the rose on the other side of his chest, the swallow on his ribs, and the compass on his hip, and then she looks to Beta Team Four’s leader.

“Bring him to Cell B,” she says, as she’s flanked by three more guards. No one says another word. Jack led to a prison cell not much bigger than Duggie’s water closet. All the living quarters in Polaris are tight, but Duggie’s is little more than a crawl space.

There’s a table and two chairs, and Jack is made to sit down in one. Beta Team Four stay in the room and do not speak a word.

The woman re-enters, two guards in tow, and she calmly sits down across from Jack.

She plants a stack of files in front of her, doesn’t meet Jack’s eye, and allows the silence to fill the crowded room.

Jack’s heart still won’t cooperate.
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The woman inhales as if to say something, then scratches her head, the only indication that something is very, very wrong.

“James Curtis Lanigan,” she says calmly, perusing his file in front of her. “Age thirty. You also go by the name ‘Jack’.”

Jack doesn’t respond.

“My name is Leslie Knoll, and I’m the deputy coordinator for Polaris.”

Now Jack remembers; he met her when he was vetted. One of the only other times he was in the Black Zone.

“Your  father    Caucasian,  and  your  mother  was    of Indigenous  descent  and  died in  a  car  accident when  you  were young.  You  were born  in  Montana  and  enlisted  in  the  Marines at age seventeen.  Top  of  your  class,  you  qualified  for  the Raiders after  three  tours  of  duty.  Scooped  up  by  the  CIA,  sent  to Iraq,  Benin,  and  lastly  Moscow,  all  before  you  turned twenty-seven.  It  appears that  you’ve  shot  the  president  of  the Sovereign  Nation  of  Polaris approximately  twenty-two  minutes  ago. What  do  you  have  to  say  to that?”

Jack doesn’t respond. She should know better. His heart races, and a slight tremor escapes his hands. He doesn’t let her see anything.

“Jack, are you aware that the shot that you fired killed President Dante Guild?”

Jack  remains  quiet.  She  finally  looks  up  at  him,  her  hard,  cold eyes  meeting  his.  She’s  like  a  shark,  latching  on  and  not  letting  go. “You’ve had quite the record here in Polaris, and beyond. Most of your field records are redacted.”

Jack stays quiet. He’s not sure what she’s trying to accomplish, or what she wants to get out of him.

“You’ve had nothing but stellar reviews, even taking out a number of high-risk targets inside city walls. Here’s the problem I’m facing. Even  though  it’s  a  little  early,  everything  above  deck  is  still  being secured, but I’m getting information that the president switched up his morning jogging routes without notifying his security detail. The thief,  who  has  yet  to  be  identified,  knew  this,  dressed  identically  to the  president,  and  timed  the  heist.  Every  step  of  his  was 10

premeditated. Now, how did he know the president would change his route and where he'd go when even his own security detail didn't?”

She waits as if she expects Jack to answer, which he doesn’t. He’s as confused and bewildered as Frost was but keeps a tight lid on it—a lid that threatens to blow apart at any second.

“Granted, you’ve been trained to shoot and kill whenever your target comes into frame. That’s your job. But we have to question if you knew what was happening.”

Jack doesn’t respond. Is this supposed to be an interrogation? Is she trying to intimidate him? Because she sucks at it. Sure, Jack shot the president. Oops.

Although “oops” probably isn’t going to rectify this. Throughout his confusion, one fact filters through and sticks to the forefront of his brain as if he’d been shot in the head himself: he’s going to die for this.

“I know you’ve been through worse,” Knoll says. “I know what kind of interrogation tactics you’ve been trained in. I know if you don’t want to talk, you won’t. There’s no hell that I can unleash that will make you talk. So, do yourself a favour and answer the question. Did you know-ingly kill the president?”

“No.”

She doesn’t respond.

Oh, shit.

“No” and “oops” aren’t good enough.

“Let’s get something straight,” she says, spreading out his file in front of him. “You’re nothing but clean, redacted as this thing is. You’re clean, Lanigan. But that’s not good enough.”

“You’re right,” Jack replies, his heart thundering, nearly choking him; yet his voice remains steady. “I shot the president. When I’m doing my job, I get shit done, and I figure that you’re going to surmise that in about seven seconds when your assistant walks in here to tell you as much. Hell, I bet someone’s already tearing my apartment apart. You’re not going to find anything. Whatever you think is going on…” He raises his hands as a sign of innocence. “I have no part in it.”

“You killed the president, need I remind you.”
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“I’ve killed a lot of people, Knoll. I’ll fess up to each one. Yeah, I shot him. I’ve shot a lot of people. Because it’s my damn job, and I’m damn good at it. So, you and all your accusations can go to hell.”

There’s a knock at the door. A guard answers it, opening it a crack.

A voice whispers to him, and he, in turn, looks to Knoll and shakes his head. The door closes, and silence fills the closet once more.

Leslie Knoll flips through the sheets of paper until she finds the one

that she’s looking for. Jack doesn’t have to look at it to know what it is.

“What about this?” she asks.

“What about it?”

“Your last assignment in the field didn’t go as planned. Nebraska

Witching Project.”

“They never do. That’s not new. Is this your first day?”

“You shot her, didn’t you? Olivia Reyes?”

“Like I said, I’ve shot a lot of people.”

Knoll latches on once more. Jack forbids himself from looking down

at the picture, because it’s already seared into his brain, no matter how hard he has tried to get it out. No amount of alcohol could get rid of it.

“Are you trying to rattle me, or something?” Jack asks.

“If this is some sort of coup, we need to know. Now.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. If you’re asking if I shot the president knowing it was the president, then I’ve already answered. No.”

Knoll stares him down for a while, as if to let him think on his answers more. He doesn’t need to.

Of all the times he could have died, this is how he’s going to go out.

Leslie pushes the papers closer to him, taunting him to look at them.

“Those are her remains, Jack. Found amidst eighteen school-aged children, and sixty-seven other civilians. The rest of the remains were too charred, considering you dropped a building on them. When we vetted you, we were confident that the incident and your brief hiatus afterward were not going to be an issue. Now, I’m not so sure. Did it get to you after all these years?”

“You done?” Jack says, raising a tired eyebrow. “Or are you just

going to parade all the shit I’ve done in the name of Uncle Sam in front
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of me? I shot her and then burned that hospital to the ground. I shot a mother in  Iraq  in  front of  her  children. I  shot  the president,  like you said. But I did not know it was him.”

If Jack is shaken, he doesn’t show it. But Knoll was clever, thinking of dragging that hospital into the light of day. If anything could rattle Jack, that would be it. Little does she know that he’s already rattled.

Finally satisfied, she gathers up the papers and gets to her feet. “Take him to Internment,” she says to Beta Team Four, and then she exits with her two guards. Jack stands up and is dragged down to a level of the Black Zone he has never been before. In fact, he didn’t even know it existed.

It’s  definitely  some  sort  of  black  site.  There’s  one  open  room,  not quite a warehouse, but more like a torture chamber. A guard follows with a bag, and inside are some clothes.

Jack  is  allowed  to  dress,  which  he  certainly  finds  alarming.  If  they were going to just execute him here, they wouldn’t bother. He looks up at the Beta Team Leader as he tugs on the jeans.

The man doesn’t give anything away.

Jack’s palms start to sweat. He doesn’t let it show, but the idea of the hospital did shake him to his bones.

His  handcuffs  are  removed,  and  he  puts  on  the  black  long-sleeved shirt, the socks, and his own combat boots. His fingers fumble with the laces. The handcuffs are put on behind his back, and then a black hood is thrown over his head.

He bites his lip under the covers.

He hears the door open a moment later, and three sets of heavy foot-falls enter. Three men, in tactical gear.

They’re from Joint Special Operations Command. Shit.

One of them stands in front of him. Jack desperately tries to hide his shaking.

“James Lanigan, are you aware of the penalty for your crimes against Polaris?”

“Yes,” Jack replies through the bag.

“Are you aware that the next course of action is your execution for
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your crimes against Polaris?”

“Yes.”

“Do you have anything to say in your defence?”

Jack can think of a million things to say, none of which will help in the slightest. He ponders telling the JSOC unit to go stuff themselves but decides against it.

“I didn’t know it was him.”

“Under the Garnet Act of 2046, the unsanctioned murder of any public official of the Sovereign Nation of Polaris is punishable by death without the requirements of a trial by jury. Are you aware of this?”

“Yes.”

“Do you contest the charges?”

“I didn’t know it was him.”

“Under the Garnet Act of 2046, knowledge of the deceased public official is irrelevant. The penalty is death by gunshot. You will be trans-ferred out of Polaris borders and into the United States where your body with be repatriated.”

“Repatriated” is a fancy term for the fact that they’ll take him to some secluded spot off the grid, kill him, and leave his body to rot.

“I didn’t know it was him,” Jack protests once more, the words slip-ping out like oil. He’s losing control of his faculties.

“That is irrelevant. President Dante Guild has been assassinated at your hand. A thorough investigation will be conducted into the heist as to if it was a coup. Do you have any surviving relatives?”

Jack is taken aback for a moment. He swallows. “My Kokum,” he says, referring to his grandmother. “Agnes Greenwood. 45 Baker Street, Wampus, Humboldt County, Montana.”

“Your personal effects will be turned over to her, as will your assets. Any last words?”

Jack’s throat closes momentarily. He doesn’t know what to say. He didn’t know it was the president. He didn’t know.

What the hell is happening—

“Take him to Section 7. Travis, you and your team will undergo vetting, and you will be released once you’re through. We’ll take him
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from here.”

The Beta Team Four leader gives Jack a slap on the shoulder. “Let’s go,” he says, and they guide him, blindfolded, across the concrete floor and down a sloping and gently curving drive. The echoes expand, and Jack knows from the smell of fuel that he’s in a parking garage deep below deck.

Beta Team Four peels off, and the JSOC takes over, leading Jack into what he assumes is an unmarked panel van and shoving him inside.

Jack sits on the floor between two JSOC, and the van drives off through the parking garage and up a curving ramp into the daylight, maybe three miles from Polaris’s city centre.

With all the twists and turns, it’s hard for Jack to gauge the distance, and his sense of direction is lost completely. He takes some deep breaths, trying to regain control, just as he was trained. He’s found that, whenever he’s in these situations, when he’s certain that he’s going to die, a sort of calmness takes over, and he accepts it. Death was always a part of the job. But this time, he thinks it’s actually going to happen; every other time up until this point, he’s managed to escape with little more than the gut-wrenching sickness of realizing he’s still alive. No calmness, no sickness. This time, he’s going to die.

Something skirts down the hem of his shirt, down his back, and settles into his waistband.

Jack, thinking it might be a tooth or something from the previous owner of the clothes, inconspicuously digs it out. Its shape is familiar, and he instantly knows what it is.

A key.

What the hell is going on?

Officially more pissed off than confused, he shoves the thought of his execution and the fact that he shot the wrong man deep into the recesses of his mind. He carefully and inconspicuously starts to unlock the hand-cuffs. Only one needs to be unlocked. Keeping the band tight, he holds onto it until he can make his move.

Jack can plan all he wants, but he knows it won’t make any difference once the shooting starts.
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He shot the president. He shot the president. For that, he’s supposed

to die. So why did Travis slip him a key?

Is Jack just a patsy in a grander scheme? The thought of some convo-luted conspiracy makes his head ache.

The thief knew that the president had changed his route. The thief, whoever he was, had dressed identically to the president, stole whatever he stole, and then took off on foot, three paces behind the president. The president probably didn’t even know what was going on when Jack lobbed a .308 into his skull.

The drive is long and lurching. Jack keeps still, his handcuffs threaten-ing to slip off with each bump.

He manages to shove the key into the band of his underwear, keeping it safe for later.

Ultimately, Jack is sorry he shot the president. But what was he sup-posed to do? Not do his job? He didn’t know anything other than a man in grey stole something and needed to die. So, Jack had fired, just as he’s always done, and completed his task.

But it had been the wrong man.

The van slows to a crawl and bumbles over a soft and sandy trail, almost inaccessible unless weather conditions are perfect.

Jack always figured he’d be repatriated at some point, but he assumed it  would  be  in  a  coffin  with  a  nice  flag  draped  over  top,  as  was  the custom  for  soldiers  killed  in  action.  At  least  then  his Kokum  would have  something  left  of  him.  This  “repatriation”  will  make  him completely  disappear;  he’ll  be  erased  from  existence,  and Kokum's failing mind won’t have anything left to remember him by except for some vague  letters  he  wrote  while  away.  Her  responses  never  made much sense,  written  by  her  nurse,  but  the  sentiment  was  always  the same: she missed him and wanted him to come home. Which he never did, and  now  never  will.  At  this  moment,  he  wished  he  had  paid more attention  to  her  when  she  had  tried  to  teach  him Cree  beliefs about death.

The van slows even more, then stops altogether. The JSOC team exits,  sliding  open  the  doors,  and  haul  Jack  out.  They  walk  him, one on each arm, the third behind, through thick brush. They keep Jack 16

upright, and Jack keeps his bonds tight. After a long distance, far out of earshot of the van—or any other living soul, for that matter—Jack is forced to his knees, and the bag is removed. He immediately notices the marsh around him. It’s an ideal location, really, to dump a body.

The three JSOC are in full tactical gear, each with an automatic weapon and sidearms. They triangulate around him, their covered faces staring down at him. Body armour, bulletproof vests, and only small seams in between. Neck guards, too. Jack will have to aim for the jaw or eye of each one. If he can get his hands on a gun.

The man in front of him draws his sidearm, and Jack allows a tremor to escape his system.

“May God have mercy on your soul,” the man murmurs without conviction. He circles around Jack and presses the muzzle to the back of his head.

“At least look me in the eye,” Jack mutters. The JSOC hesitates, then wanders back in front of him. He raises the pistol just inches from Jack’s forehead, and Jack doesn’t flinch.

He locks eyes with the JSOC. His heart is beating too quickly. The JSOC squeezes the trigger.

In a split second, Jack releases his hands, reaches for the pistol, and launches himself upwards. In one fluid motion, he kicks his executioner’s legs out from under him. On his back, Jack reaches up and fires two shots into the eyes of the two other JSOCs. He lastly points the pistol right in the executioner’s face and doesn’t hesitate before pulling the trigger a third time. The man’s head implodes, bone folding into his helmet, and brain matter and blood splatter all over Jack.

In less than a breath, it’s over.

Jack stops for a second to breathe, then pulls himself away from the men, gun in hand, and uncuffs his other hand, shoving them into his back pocket. Without thinking, he grabs an AR-15 assault rifle with two extra magazines, and a spare clip for the M17 pistol. He finally grabs a Ka-Bar knife from one of the men and rolls up his own sleeve.

He can see his ID tag implant emitting a faint green light just under the surface of the skin of his forearm. Without hesitating, he slices open
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his own arm and digs out the implant. It slips from his fingers, being no bigger than a grain of rice, and falls to the wet forest floor. The little green light almost instantly turns red.

Good. The tags react to body heat; no body heat means Jack’s dead. The JSOC’s bodies will take time to cool off, but Jack figures that they’ll miss their rendezvous before then, and a search team will be deployed. Which means Jack has about twenty minutes before their scheduled check-in. Jack takes a step towards the forest, away from the van, and almost collapses. Something warm seeps down his thigh.

His hand automatically goes to his hip, and it comes away warm and bloody.

When did that happen?

He doesn’t stop to ponder. If he stops, he knows he’ll lose his faculties. If he stops, even for a moment right now, he won’t survive.

Now what? Armed, bleeding, and officially the most wanted man in two countries, Jack starts to run.
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CH A P T ER  3

MO S C OW, T HR EE Y E A R S E A R LIER

 

Johann wiped sweat from his brow with the back of his heavy welding gloves and resumed posture. His back started to ache, but he ignored it. Flipping down his mask, he continued welding, his circles small and tight and seamless. Small bubbles formed, and he slowed the flux by a tiny fraction, then kept going.

Once he finished the seam, he stood upright and stretched out his muscles. The foreman eyed him from the corner of the warehouse, but Johann glanced at the clock. Quitting time.

Johann packed away his equipment, cleaning up his station on the factory floor. The other workers filed out ahead of him, but Johann took his time. In the staff room, Johann grabbed his jacket and left behind his mask, apron, and gloves in a secured footlocker.

Some of his colleagues mentioned going drinking, and casually asked Johann to join. Johann declined.

In the cold of the night, Johann felt every minute of the sixteen-hour shift he had just finished. The fabrication of industrial sinks and counters
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was, evidently, a frugal business, and the factory was operational around the clock. Johann got stuck with the night shift. Having arrived after 4:00 p.m., it was still dark when he left the factory at 8:00 a.m. Snow gather-ing on his boots, a cigarette perched between his lips, Johann decided he really didn’t care for Russian winters. They weren’t so different from winters in Montana, but the near-constant darkness wore him down.

Johann didn’t go to his apartment right away. Instead, once he was sure no one was following him—and to be honest, no one cared to look for him here—he casually strolled down a back lane squished between the projects: perpetually unfinished factory housing. Taking one last drag of his cigarette, he flicked the butt into a dumpster.

He knocked on a back door, and an old woman answered. She had baking grease smeared across her cheek. She looked at him brusquely, then left the door open for him.

He thanked her, then descended down the three steps into a concrete entrance. The woman disappeared behind a wood door to the right, and Johann descended down the steep stairs to the left. Johann turned the corner on the landing and flicked on the light. Knocking on one more door, a small pin pad emerged from the wall. He placed his thumb on the screen, and the door opened with a faint click. He closed the door to the tiny basement apartment behind him, hearing the automatic locks engage.

A man waited for him. His name was Lenny Strong, and he worked for the CIA. He was Johann’s handler.

“Still smoking?” Lenny asked.

Johann shrugged off his jacket. “Why not?”

“It’ll kill you from the inside out, Jack.”

“I don’t think lung cancer will be what kills me,” Johann said with a smirk.

The safe house wasn’t much to look at, but it had walls filled with surveillance equipment and microphones and radar scans.

“You were supposed to check in yesterday,” Lenny said, straightening his tie. Lenny was in his mid-forties and tired-looking, with silver hair and thick arms. He looked like a wrestler, but Johann didn’t know a thing 20

about the man.

“Oops,” Johann replied, dropping himself onto an old wooden chair by the table.

“‘Oops’ doesn’t cut it, Jack. We need this to go down exactly accord-ing to plan.”

Johann surveyed his handler, whose job it was to work out the details. Johann didn’t care for the details. If it were up to him, he’d blow up the whole damn thing and walk his happy ass home.

“I’m setting you up with our insider,” Lenny continued.

“Fine. When and where?”

“Not so fast. You can’t have any sort of relation to this person outside the job. Meaning no public sightings. You hear me? You meet here, and here only.”

“Relax, Len. No one’s looking for me.”

“And where does your landlord think you’re going when you’re not at the factory?”

Johann shrugged. “Whorehouse, for all I care.”

“Well, you need to care. And quit smoking.”

“What are you, my mother?”

“Someone needs to be.”

There was a knock at the door, and then a click, and it swung open. A small woman walked in, early twenties, in hospital scrubs and her hair in a ponytail. She was athletic and tough-looking, and Jack figured she could be perceived as being ethnically ambiguous. Dark hair, olive skin, and big, dark eyes.

“Johann, this is Lydia, our inside man.”

Johann didn’t get up to shake her hand, and she didn’t offer it. He knew Lydia wasn’t her real name, and she knew Johann wasn’t his real name.

She was the nurse in the hospital where a covert KGB sleeper cell was training assassins. Jack was the trigger man to take the hospital down, but he needed Lydia to get inside.

He knew that the job would be messy. It always was. But he never predicted how messy it would really become.
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CH A P T ER  4

PR E S EN T DAY

 

Leslie Knoll paces the control room, wearing a groove into the tile.

“Do we have an ID?” Albert Wallace, the deputy director of the CIA, asks the technicians in front of him. He’s nearly sixty and was recruited to the CIA directly from MIT.

“No ID tag. The thief has no latent fingerprints. They’ve been burned off. No identifying marks, blood type is AB, DNA is not in any records,” a technician—a young man with square glasses—replies.

“That’s not what I asked. Keep digging.”

“Yes, sir.”

The deputy chief of the FBI is already en route from Mexico City, and Knoll’s job is to coordinate between the two resource-dense organizations in an efficient and timely manner. The CIA has direct jurisdiction over Polaris since it isn’t technically American soil, but a joint task force will be required to sift through this morning’s events.

The president didn’t notify his security detail where he was jogging. A quick look at his personal email revealed he had received an encrypted
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message from an untraceable IP address threatening his family if he didn’t comply. But the thief knew everything. The thief managed to break a glass case  in  a  storefront  and  make  off  with  a  half-million-dollar  early edition print of Dante’s Divine Comedy without setting off any alarms. The systems were temporarily blocked with a frequency that pulsed for  one-  and  three-quarter  seconds,  giving  the  thief  no  room  for error. To the surveillance staff in the building, it looked like a glitch on the monitor. The frequency was powerful enough to knock out alarms, but not powerful enough to scramble communications or make the monitors lose connection. He broke the case in front of witnesses— dignitaries  from  Sweden  inquiring  about  housing  their  valuables— and ran before the alarms triggered a lockdown.

One- and three-quarter seconds.

This heist, or coup, was timed within fractions of a second.

Knoll reviews the live footage from Lanigan’s apartment. From all appearances, it looks normal, despite being torn apart by Alpha group.

Knoll looks up at Wallace. “I’m going to Lanigan’s,” she says quietly.

Wallace nods. “I need you back here in an hour.”

She nods in return and nabs three of her staff; Penelope, Daniels, and Vosen, who follow without question. They take an armoured SUV above deck, with the Alpha Team Two leader behind the wheel and the rest of his team following in a chase vehicle. They pull up to Lanigan’s building where three other Alpha Teams have already swept through in the first wave, looking for bombs or other IEDs.

They’ve found nothing. Knoll and her team step under the taped barrier and are escorted to the fourth floor, waiving the building’s security.

The carpets are old and worn and have holes in them. Lanigan’s door has been broken open and hangs precariously off its top hinge, the knob beaten to a pulp.

It’s been turned upside down, sections of wall torn out, cabinets pulled off, sinks removed.

An Alpha Team Leader approaches her.

“Anything?” she asks hopefully.

“Nothing out of the ordinary,” he replies, and takes her into the
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bedroom. Single cot, minimal storage, an entire wall stuffed with books, and a lamp.

Scattered all over the floor are ballistics and rifle schematics. The books are catalogues of ammunition, rifles, handguns, and every firearm index Knoll could have imagined. An Alpha team member is flipping through a catalogue that has coloured sticky notes poking out from the pages.

“He sure liked his guns,” he remarks. The team leader pushes open the closet door. Instead of clothes, Lanigan has filled his shelves with a small arsenal. A few rare pieces for collection, a few for target practice, a few for everyday use. Every firearm is pristine, and a whole section of the closet has been cordoned off in floor-to-ceiling shelves chock-full of ammuni-tion. Everything is neatly organized and labelled.

Security personnel are allowed to possess firearms depending on their clearance level. After three years of impeccable service, Lanigan’s clear-ance soared.

“He’s got a Peacemaker,” someone remarks.

“So?” Knoll asks.

“Those are tough to find.”

“It’s a collector’s piece,” Knoll replies. “That doesn’t indicate that he was planning something big.”

“Do you think he planned it?” The team leader asks.

Knoll doesn’t reply. Her speculation is above his clearance. “I need your team out of here,” she instructs sharply. “We need to see this without your infiltration.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Within a minute, Knoll is left with her team in the quiet apartment. They fan out, scrutinizing every detail. Penelope looks through a stack of mail, reading every envelope.

“He withdrew a couple hundred dollars every month from his Compassion Fund,” she remarks. Her blonde hair is pulled back in a tight ponytail, an ugly burgundy turtleneck breaking through a grey blazer.

“That makes sense,” Knoll replies. “He has a grandmother back in Montana.”

“But why cash? Why not wire it like everyone else?”
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“Would you trust the wiring in Montana?”

Penelope sighs. “No.”

“Exactly. Keep looking.”

“He has a pattern of visits outside city limits,” Daniels says, finding a printed key card log tucked in the pages of a rifle dictionary, presumably used as a bookmark. “The last Saturday of every month.”

“Does it say where he goes?” Knoll inquires.

Daniels shakes his head. His glasses look like he snatched them off the face of a 1980s porn star. “Nope. Swiped out around noon at the East Gate, swiped back in a few hours later. Wherever he goes, he doesn’t go far.”

“Not likely. He doesn’t have clearance to take out a vehicle. So, he’ll either take public transit or pre-arrange transportation.”

“Think he was meeting someone on the outside?” Daniels asks. “Using a dead drop, possibly?”

Knoll shrugs. “Possibly.”

“But a pattern that regular and noticeable?” Penelope says. “Seems too obvious. With his training, he should know better. If he was meeting with someone, wouldn’t he try to hide it?”

“Or maybe he’s been hiding in plain sight all along,” Daniels murmurs. “He’s either an idiot or a genius.”

“My money’s on the latter,” Vosen says, coming out of the bathroom, his checkered tie a little crooked. “There’s nothing here.”

Penelope shifts her focus to the bookcase and comes up with a stack

of files.

“What is that?” Knoll says, peering over her shoulder, even though she knows exactly what it is.

“Applications for security clearance,” Penelope replies, thumbing through the stack of documents. “Sixteen of them.”

“How many were approved?” Vosen asks. He’s skinny—shaped kind of like a pencil—with wavy grey hair.

“Nine,” Penelope replies.

The team stops and converges on the documents. Penelope clears off a section of counter space and spreads them out.

25

“Increase in Compassion Pay was approved three years ago,” Daniels says, examining one. “Very shortly after he got here. He cited that his grandmother’s condition…looks like she has early-onset Alzheimer’s… worsened. He got a three-hundred-dollar bump every month.”

Vosen whistles. “These are all clearances for owning firearms. The .45 Colt, a Henry lever-action rifle, a Sharps Carbine…”

“This one is for a cell phone,” Knoll points out. “Level six.”

“Why would he use a cell phone he knows we can track?”

“Did anyone find it?” Knoll looks up at her team, and they scan the room. Vosen pulls back the rug on the floor, exposing the beams below. A piece of subfloor has been cut away and replaced. Vosen lifts it up, and inside is a duffel bag. Daniels takes the bag out of the hole in the floor and opens it.

“Here it is,” he says, holding up an old flip phone. “It’s dead.”

“Get it charging,” Knoll instructs, and Daniels finds a charger and plugs it into the wall.

“What else?”

Vosen dumps the contents of the bag onto the counter, and the group is quiet for a moment.

“Keepsakes,” Penelope says quietly, picking up a small photo album.

Inside are a few scant pictures, some labelled, some not.

“It seems he kept photos of important moments. ‘Christmas ‘42.’

‘First buck, 7mm-08.’ All the way up to his time in the Marines,” Vosen remarks.

There are a few other personal belongings. A key chain from New York, a handmade hunting knife with an antler hilt, a string of wooden beads, a feather, and an empty shell casing.

“I want the phone records. I want to know who he was in contact with on the outside.”

Daniels shakes his head, staring at the phone screen. “He only called one number. Montana area code. We can guess who that is.”

Knoll stares at her team for a moment. “Is there something you’d like to share?”

Daniels and Vosen exchange a glance. “It doesn’t look like he
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could have planned something so meticulous without leaving a trace,” Vosen says.

“No, this is what he was trained to do,” Penelope replies.

“Or…” Daniels says, still looking at the photos. “He was telling the truth. He didn’t know it was the president. This is a man whose most important things in life are guns and his grandmother. His job is second, as good as he was. He is a marksman at heart.”

“Are you psychoanalyzing the president’s assassin?” Knoll asks.

“Yes, I am, because at this rate, his death might have been an accident. We could be looking at this all wrong—”

Knoll’s cell beeps, and she glances down at it. “Too late. He’s already dead.”
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CH A P T ER  5

 

Jack finally stops after running for a few miles to take a look at the wound in his side. The bullet just grazed his hip, taking a chunk out of his compass tattoo, which irks him more than the wound itself. Nothing life-threatening though, and the bleeding has slowed.

He takes a few deep breaths to slow his heart rate and soaks in his predicament.

He’s on the run from Polaris: a hub of resources and intelligence. He’ll have to stay a step ahead if he’s going to survive.

America has slid down the muddy slope of economic depression since the bombs went off. Thirty years ago, they elected a monkey who mocked the rest of the world, who then in turn gave him a giant middle finger by bombing his country with long-range missiles.

One thing led to another, and mutually assured destruction was thrown out the window. The world was on fire, and it was left to people like Jack to pick up the pieces…or to try and hold onto whatever pieces were left.

Jack finally realizes that he feels like throwing up. He takes a few steps then stops again, doubling over, waiting for the sensation to pass. Even
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after having been in the business for so long, he still can’t stomach the reality of almost being killed—or having survived.

He’s been in this situation before, having his life on a razor’s edge, not sure if he’ll survive the next fifteen minutes, let alone until sundown. He’s been so well trained that, in the heat of the moment, he acts on pure instinct, but once the dust has settled and the bullets stop, his body’s reaction catches up to him.

Once, in Iraq, he was in a bombed-out grocer by himself, pinned down for four days. He survived by sneaking into the main store, swiping what he could without being seen, waiting for the militia to clear out so he could make his checkpoint. Before that, he’d spent four weeks on the third floor, waiting for his target to approach. He took the shot, and all hell broke loose. Bullets and bombs flew, and Jack was without backup. He never had backup.

But only once, when he was in a hospital behind American lines, did he break down. That was the only time he couldn’t control his faculties for longer than a few minutes.

He vividly recalls emptying his empty stomach, sitting on a gurney, blood and dirt all over him, his hands shaking, sobs wracking through his body. The nurse had to sedate him. Once the drugs wore off, he wanted nothing more than to be put out of his misery, to drown himself in what-ever he could get his hands on to make the feelings stop.

They didn’t let him. Instead, he spent three days as an uncontrollably shaking mess.

It was after that mission that he was choppered out of Iraq and sent to Benin.

Jack glances down at his arm. The bleeding has slowed. Ghosts in his own mind dance around in front of his eyes.

The marsh beneath his feet has soaked through his pants and boots. The sky is overcast, faint mist drifting down. Not a lot of shadows to hide in.

He knows that they’ll come looking for him, and that the smart thing for him to do would be to stick to the high ground and work his way north, heading for the border.
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But he doesn’t do that. He does the stupid thing and turns south, skimming around open fields, sprinting across roads, and heading straight for open farm country.

It’s suicide. Which is why they won’t concentrate their efforts on the south.

They’ll look for him where it would be harder to find him: the forests to the north, not the open prairies.

So, Jack keeps moving, hoping against hope that his instincts are enough to keep him alive until sundown.

 

***

 

Buddy Archer used to work as a technical analyst for the CIA in Moscow. He was good with computers, and his wiry, unassuming frame allowed his cover as a tech student to pass under the radar. He’s naturally awkward and quiet, so people don’t pay much attention to him.

He makes a living now fixing old tech for people, working out of the basement of a suburban house outside of the Bronx.

A regular client of his—a man he only knows as “Peeps”—slides open the garage door and bangs on the basement door. Archer watches from a surveillance monitor in front of him, deciding if he should let Peeps in. Peeps is a petty crook who goes dumpster-diving for old computers and breaks into abandoned office buildings in search of tech. He usually brings his finds to Archer and, in exchange for a small commission, sells the upgraded technology on the street. It’s wildly illegal, but it’s a lucra-tive business.

Peeps looks straight into the camera and gives Archer the finger.

“Open up, you sumbitch.”

Archer remotely opens the door, and Peeps walks down the stairs into what he calls Archer’s “lair”: half a dozen monitors, keyboards, surveil-lance, and a workbench littered with parts and tangled wires.

“What do you want now?” Archer asks.

“Bud, what’s the deal?” Peeps replies. His jacket is loose and empty.

“You got nothing for me?” Archer replies.
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Peeps scans the workbenches and monitors—not that he knows what any of it means or is for. As long as he can get his next fix, he’s happy. Except Peeps isn’t happy.

“Get out,” Archer says, gripping the armrests of his chair.

Something blips on one of his screens and makes his heart stop. He stares at the series of numbers, paralyzed for a moment, and then gets to his feet.

“I said get out,” Archer asserts, facing Peeps squarely.

“What’s that?” Peeps asks.

Archer snaps up his pistol, which he drew from under his desk, and aims for Peeps’ forehead.

“I won’t ask again, Peeps. Get out.”

Peeps pales and starts to sweat. Stumbling backwards, he fumbles up the steps and slams the door shut. Archer bolts it behind him, and then rushes to the monitor, pistol still in hand.

“What the hell…”

It’s a dead code he hasn’t seen since Kiev. There’s no way it should be alive, unless…Lenny Strong is trying to send him a message.

Archer isolates the code and draws it up onto his main screen. Reading it over six times to make sure he’s not hallucinating, he starts typing his response.

Once it’s sent, he sits back down and stares at it, unblinking, until a few short lines of code reply.

He nearly falls from his chair. He doesn’t take his eyes off the screen. Archer rigged up an alarm that will alert him to any response in the code, so he doesn’t need to stare at it, but he can’t find it in himself to turn away.

Strong is only reaching out to him for one reason: something’s gone wrong, and someone from the Moscow mission is done for. The threat of exposure for what he did to breach the CIA during that mission has gone undetected, until, possibly, now. Archer doesn’t know what he’ll do if they decide to come for him. His fingerprints are all over the Net and, even though he’s done his homework to disguise himself, he knows that someone smarter than him could easily break through his barriers and discover the code. It was Strong’s idea, actually, just in case 31

something changes.

And something has changed.

Archer revisits the suicidal idea to try to find out what’s gone awry. Watching patterns within deeply coded patterns are what he’s good at, and if it’s something big, he’ll be able to find it without much effort.

Does he even dare?

No, they’ll track him down faster than he can detonate all his codes.

Archer sits tight, watching his screens, when a knock on the door makes him jump out of his skin. He glances up at the monitors.

It’s Peeps again. And he’s armed.

Archer curses. He quickly scrounges up his self-destruct and waits before hitting the kill switch. Peeps pounds on the door but says nothing; instead, he holds up his pistol to the camera.

Archer begins to sweat. He would have thought that CIA deep cover would have given him nerves of steel, but it’s made him all the more paranoid.

No one will come looking for Peeps.

Instead, Archer raises his own pistol to the door, does some quick math in his head, and fires. He watches Peeps fall into a crumpled pile on the floor of the garage, grasping and gasping, a large pool of blood growing underneath him.

In a few moments, Peeps is dead. Archer hits his kill switch and starts scrubbing everything down.
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CH A P T ER  6

MO S C OW, T HR EE Y E A R S E A R LIER

 

Johann didn’t pull any punches. Lydia danced around him like an expert, staying out of his reach. It was immediately evident that she was quicker than him.

Strong observed them carefully like a championship boxing coach.

“Get in his face, Lydia,” he instructed.

Lydia lunged with a sharp elbow that Johann twisted around and, without much effort, tossed her to the mat.

“Again.”

Johann helped Lydia to her feet, and they began again, both sweating, both having ditched their shirts for freedom of movement.

Lydia attacked again, aiming for Johann’s weak spots: kinetic tape wrapped below his right knee and strategically stuck to his left shoulder.

Lydia managed to expose Johann’s kidneys and elbowed him, sending him stumbling to the mat.

She didn’t wait for him to get up. She continued her attack, locking his shoulder in a painfully awkward position. Johann rolled himself onto
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his stomach, tossing Lydia’s weight off balance. With the brief lapse, Johann managed to twist her wrist, and she lost her grip. Johann swung himself around behind Lydia, locking her arms. She lifted a knee to his forehead, missing, but Johann didn’t give her another chance. She lifted both her legs off the ground, but she was too light to throw him off balance. Instead, she drove her heel into his knee.

Dropping down, pain coursing through his leg, he knew he had to either break her arm or kill her. Before he could recover, she slipped from his grasp and sent her foot sailing into his diaphragm, knocking him onto his back.

“You’re too slow, old man,” she said, a smile crossing her face.

“It’s because he smokes like a chimney,” Strong replied. Johann got to his feet, stretching his shoulder, ready to go again, his knee still throbbing.

“That’s good enough,” Strong said.

“Come on, Lenny,” Johann replied. “Your turn.”

“Not a chance. I’ll break my hip.”

“Get wrecked, you muck,” Johann chided.

“Yeah, you muck!” Lydia agreed.

“No.” Strong walked away without another word. Lydia turned to Johann.

“Still sore?” She mocked.

Johann took a deep drink of water. “Get shot in the shoulder, then we can talk.”

Lydia got dressed, and Johann joined Strong in the briefing room. A wiry lab tech with glasses who identified himself as Archer quietly stared at the numerous computer screens in front of him, typing and clicking every now and again.

“Did you get the itinerary?” Strong asked him, leaning over his shoulder.

“Can you not read over my shoulder?” the tech asked, pointing to his screen.

Strong backed off, and Archer turned around.

Despite how much he knew that it was a horrendous habit, Johann lit up.
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“Seriously?” Lydia asked.

Johann shrugged and blew out a long drag.

“Gather ‘round, children,” Strong said, waving Johann and Lydia to the table. Spread out in front of him was a large, coded document.

“I dug it out of the airline’s travel files. They keep coded records of significant and private flights,” Archer explained. He seemed to be a tad flustered by Lydia’s presence.

“Not so private, huh?” Lydia remarked.

“Not really. Uh, I noticed a pattern of bookings that are unusual so far in advance, which means that these flights have been booked by someone important. Either corporate or government.”

“How can you know who it is?”

“Corporate flights also book attendants. Government does not. This is a pattern for attendants,” he pointed to a series of numbers on one page that wasn’t redacted, “and this is the pattern I was looking at.”

It was a series of black lines on the page.

“That looks like a lot of nothing,” Johann remarked.

“To the uneducated, yes. But each line is a length that corresponds to a certain combination of numbers. Each booking has the same lines; ergo, the same number combinations. Corporate will vary slightly.”

“So, where are they meeting?” Strong asked.

“Not sure yet, but I’ll figure it out.”

Johann leaned down and examined the lines.

“What?” Archer asked.

“Nope. Just lines.”

Johann finished the light and pressed the ash out on the tabletop, taking the butt with him. He wandered back to his bag and rummaged around for his t-shirt. Finding it, he wiped his face and neck before tugging it over his shoulders, pulling against the tape. He’d have to stretch it out some more to keep it from getting stiff.

Sitting down, he stretched out his legs and slowly unwrapped the tape below his knee.

“You get shot there, too?” Lydia asked, pointing to his knee with her water bottle.
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“No. Twisted it on some rubble in Iraq.”

“That’s not a terribly impressive story. You should have said it was a shark attack or something.”

Johann found himself smiling.

“That’s what the tattoos are for,” he replied. “This one’s the freshest.” He tapped his shoulder. Under the shirt and the tape was a tattoo of an eagle’s wing that stretched from the entry wound on his back, across his shoulder, and reached the exit wound on the front.

“Each one covers a scar? Isn’t that more noticeable than the scars themselves?”

He shrugged. “I’m not worried.”

“Alrighty then.”

Johann even briefly considered tatting up the impact mark on his eyebrow, but he decided against it. If he tattooed all the scars on his arms and hands, he’d never leave the shop.

He was surprised that Lydia, a nurse, had not said anything about the track marks on the insides of his arms. He slowly got to his feet and kicked off his shoes, stretching out his shoulder.

“You can pack a punch for a skinny thing,” he remarked to her.

“So can you…for an old man.”

“I feel like an old man. Joints creaking and cracking when I move.”

“In training, half the recruits were younger than me.”

“I don’t think I’m supposed to know that.”

She shrugged. “I’m not worried.”

 

***

 

He joined his coworkers at the bar later that night. Drinking whiskey and chain-smoking, he fit right in, just as the plan needed. What wasn’t going to plan was how nervous he was about doing it.
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PR E S EN T DAY

 

Jack really wants a smoke right about now. He hasn’t felt the craving this strongly since Russia. His fingers twitch nervously, itching for a light. That was one of the reasons he started smoking in the first place: to calm his nerves. The other was to fit in with the Russian metalworkers. He did so beautifully, and for a sordid second, he misses them. He’s never been so nervous about a mission before or since Russia. Right from the begin-ning, something had felt off to him.

He pushes that from his mind and focuses on his next step. He’s not leaving blood behind anymore, but a scent might be a problem. The only way to remedy that would be to walk in a stream for thirty miles, which isn’t feasible. He’ll pick up a ride somewhere in the sat dead zone, where satellites don’t cover.

But he needs to patch himself up first. That won’t be a problem. Farmhouses dot the roads and fields, and all he needs is an unoccu-pied barn.

He spots an abandoned pig barn about a quarter-mile down the road
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and heads straight for it. The temporary reprieve from the rain drives him faster, but the aches in his knee and hip slow him down. He keeps an eye out for possible witnesses that might need to be dealt with.

The barn isn’t warm, and there’s holes in the roof, but it will do. He steps around some broken machinery and heads for the showers. They’re disconnected, but inside the cupboards are some abandoned first aid sup-plies. He sticks some tape and gauze on his hip, but his skin is too damp for it to stay on. He shoves the rolls into his pockets, looks around in the buckets and finds a flannel jacket and a ball cap. He locates a duffel bag for the ammo, and rummages around in the coat pockets, finding about five dollars in change.

He takes a deep breath, fighting the urge to curl up in a dry corner and break down. He takes a step towards the door, and a shudder pulses through the ground.

Cursing, he jogs to the road, looking back at the mushroom cloud forming around the site around his supposed execution. That was quick; they’d sent a missile in an effort to extinguish him, and anyone who may have helped him. That means they know he’s alive, and they’re going to hunt him down until he’s dead.

But they have to catch him first.

 

***

 

“He’s in a sat dead zone,” the technician says to Knoll back in the control room of Polaris. “We can’t track him from here.”

Knoll sighs. The room filled with people with no names and organiza-tions that don’t have acronyms is dead silent.

“It’s a perfect getaway. He must have planned it,” Knoll surmises.

“We’ve torn his life apart,” someone from Forensics says. “There’s nothing there.”

Silence fills the room once more. Knoll runs over all the information yet again.

“The president is dead. Jack Lanigan shot him. There are some people in this room who believe it was a fluke, that Lanigan was just the trigger
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man set up to take the fall. I will give you this one opportunity to voice those beliefs.”

No one speaks for a moment. A man from the Department of Homeland Security scratches his head.

“I have an equation,” a technician says. “The odds that a plan like the assassination being effectively carried out in this manner if Lanigan planned it are a billion to one. He’d have to plan it down to the millisec-ond, and there’s far too many variables. My equation is that the odds of success are dramatically increased when the triggerman is taken out of the equation. One simply has to factor in the layout of the courtyard and the position of standard security. Therefore, if the route is in place, the thief is behind the president, then all that needs to happen is to let the chips fall.”

“Are you suggesting that Lanigan is a patsy?” Knoll asks.

“It is mathematically plausible.”

“Duly noted. Anyone else?”

No one says anything. Knoll makes note to have the techni-cian repatriated.

“Then we’re done here.”

The room disperses, and they return to their posts. No one is going home until the matter is sorted. Knoll has a feeling that it is going to be a long night.

Wallace approaches her, speaking quietly. “None of this is making sense.”

“It will, Wallace.”

“Lanigan is our only lead. Techs are tracking down the signal that knocked out the alarms, but that is likely a dead end. They’re also going over security footage tracing the thief’s steps from before the heist, which will also take time. We’ve talked to Delta Team Nine, and they don’t have any clue as to what was going on. They all say the same thing.”

“He was quiet,” Knoll replies. “Kept to himself. He had a lot of secrets, and something broke in him.”

“The pictures didn’t faze him, huh?”

She shakes her head. “If anything bothered him, he made damn sure it never showed.”
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“Those quiet ones,” Wallace remarks. “Gotta watch them.”

“Where do we go from here?” Knoll asks.

“We have to find him, and in a sat dead zone, we can’t do that without boots on the ground. We need the FBI.”

“They’re coming,” she says. “ And I want to talk to his handler, Lenny Strong.”

“Alright,” Wallace sighs. “I’ve looked him up. He’s in Montreal right now. I’ll get you clearance.”

 

***

 

Later that night, with the techs still pounding away, searching for any indication of meticulous planning in Lanigan’s life, Leslie Knoll sits in her office and pours over witness statements. They all say the same thing.

She reads and rereads the statements given by the rest of Delta Team Nine. They all say the same thing.

Lastly, she stares at the heavily redacted files of Lanigan’s field work.

They all say the same thing. Exemplary work. Outstanding. Effective. Efficient. Objective. Precise.

Except for an episode in Iraq, where he spent a few days in the hospi-tal with psychological issues. It took six evaluations before he was cleared for active duty again. A few days isn’t nearly enough time for someone to recover from a mental breakdown; the ramifications would be felt for years in any normal person. Well, Jack Lanigan isn’t normal. His socio-pathic tendencies were a means to cope with the stress and trauma. Knoll believes the evaluation to be a facade. Jack compartmentalizes so well that he doesn’t register trauma anymore.

But something changed and caused him to shoot Guild. Knoll also believes that it was Moscow that broke him. She can’t glean much from the  scant  information  available.  After  everything  he’s  been  through, how is he still sane? Maybe he isn’t. Maybe he never was.

Knoll leans back, the strain of being inside Lanigan’s head giving her a headache. She took this job because she wanted an in with the CIA. When they asked for Interpol’s cooperation, she didn’t expect to be 40

offered the position. Her contacts proved vital to Interpol, and the CIA snapped up the opportunity for a connection to European resources. She also knows that if anything goes south, she’ll be the first to hang for it. Getting as far as she has took stones the size of mountains. Knoll isn’t in the business of making friends; she has earned a reputation as a ball-buster,  and  she’d  like  to  keep  it  that  way.  That  is  the  reason  why Wallace chose her for this investigation; she supposes she should be honoured to bring in the man who shot Guild, but the stress of it all has violently shoved honour to the side. Knoll will get the job done… she must get the job done.

And now Lanigan’s gone rogue, which makes him even more volatile and unpredictable. Agents going rogue doesn’t happen very often in the field, much less inside such a secure facility such as Polaris.

For all she knows, Lanigan is in Mexico by now; from there, it’s a hop, skip, and a jump to South America, where they’ll never find him. Something tells her that he hasn’t made it very far. He cut out his ID tracker, so he’s likely bleeding. He was likely injured or shot before he took out all three JSOC…and Knoll figures the missile missed him by miles.

Fresh out of ideas, she gets to her feet and picks up her morning’s mug of cold coffee. She downs the remnants in one swift gulp and stares out the window into the night. Polaris has a strict Blackout curfew, but a few places have missed their cue in the chaos of the day’s events. Jack Lanigan is out there, somewhere, wounded, possibly critically, and Knoll will stop at nothing until she finds him.
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CH A P T ER  8

 

Jack finds another abandoned farmhouse to crash in for a few hours. It’s around midnight before he stops moving, fortifying himself in the second-storey bathroom: the only room with no windows. The kitchen doesn’t have any food, and his stomach growls. Given his muscle mass, he won’t last long without food before his body starts shutting down.

He allows himself to break down a little bit. Not too much



































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































