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      Tom Barnes stepped out of his office, with only one thing on his mind. His eyes scanned around the room, not seeing the person he was looking for. He went down the hall until he reached another room, where he found Johnston, side by side with a couple of analysts, multiple computers and screens in front of them, as well as on the wall. They were all typing furiously, trying to get some piece of information they were looking for.

      “Jo, see you a minute?”

      Johnston quickly looked back at her boss, and upon seeing the scowl on his face, had an inkling that something was wrong. Or she was about to receive a tongue-lashing. Or it could’ve been both. Her thoughts weren’t wrong.

      “Is it imperative at the moment?”

      Barnes crossed his arms across his chest. “It is.”

      He then stepped back into the hallway, waiting for his underling to appear. She closed the door as she exited the room. If she was about to get it, she didn’t want the others to hear. She also didn’t want them to be distracted from their current duties, which were far more important.

      “Is there something wrong?”

      “What made you think allowing Holt to go to Greece right now was a good idea?”

      Johnston took a deep breath, trying to collect her thoughts. “Well…”

      Barnes didn’t allow her to continue. “Why did you not run this past me first?”

      “Well…”

      “This is absolutely a horrible idea, and any rookie fresh out of Quantico would be able to tell you that.”

      “Well, this is…”

      “There is no way Florakis mistakenly allowed his passport to get dinged. He’s absolutely planning something to take Holt out.”

      “I agree…”

      “And you didn’t think this was something we should go over first?”

      “Well, I mean, it wasn’t…”

      “Your judgment here is seriously lacking on this issue. And I’m wondering right now if you’re even qualified to do this.”

      Johnston gulped. “If you could just allow me to…”

      “To what? Explain what a brilliant idea this is? That you have some type of plan here? What exactly is your plan here, anyway?”

      Clearly uncomfortable, Johnston adjusted her shirt. “I don’t exactly have a plan because…”

      “As I suspected. No plan. Just running around half-cocked. Florakis’ name came up on some computer and off Holt went. I thought we agreed that he was going to do agency business until something concrete came up. I would hardly say this qualifies.”

      “Well I would agree that…”

      She stopped on her own, assuming she was about to be interrupted, anyway. She wasn’t this time, though. But there was an uncomfortable silence as Barnes stood there, waiting for her to continue. Johnston lost her train of thought.

      “Are you in over your head here?” Barnes asked.

      As was often the case, it took her a little while to get herself together and start fighting for herself. But like usual, once she got going, she was convincing.

      “No, sir, I’m not over my head. And with all due respect, you don’t really know what’s going on here.”

      Barnes raised his eyebrows, not really appreciating the tone. Johnston realized how forceful she sounded and immediately dialed it back.

      “Respectfully, I told Holt that this was a bad idea. I didn’t think he should go. I do believe this is some type of trap, but he was insistent on going. As I’m sure you know, he is very headstrong. There was no reasoning with him. No convincing him otherwise. And there is no way to stop him. If you have a way to prevent this from going forward, I’m certainly all ears.”

      Barnes turned his head in both directions and looked down the hall, though there was no one else there. He was well aware of how stubborn Holt could be, and knew there was no stopping him.

      “What’s done is done. His plane will be touching down soon, anyway.”

      “All I’m trying to do now is help keep him alive once he gets there,” Johnston said.

      “How did he get ahold of this information, anyway?”

      Johnston’s face froze and her eyes got a little bigger. She definitely didn’t want to answer this question.

      “Huh?”

      She knew she had to come clean. “I, uh… I told him.”

      “You did what?”

      “I told him?”

      “Why would you do something so stupid?”

      Johnston opened her mouth and moved her hands to talk, but no words were coming out.

      “You had to know what he would do once he received this information. And in knowing that, knowing what we suspect, why would you even reveal it before we’ve had a chance to do anything with it?”

      “I thought he deserved the right to know.”

      “Deserved? Deserve’s got nothing to do with it. We’re not in the business of fair play, or honesty, or playing by the rules, or being the morality police. We’re in the business of doing the dirty work, by any means necessary, whatever it takes. This is one hundred percent something you should’ve kept to yourself, and then brought it to my attention, so we could have it properly analyzed, before sending it off to an operative who’s bound to go off the reservation without a second thought of what it could entail. If this goes sideways, it is one hundred percent on you.”

      Johnston gulped. “You charged me with bringing Holt back into the operation. The only way that was possible, and the only way it will remain possible, is if he trusts me one thousand percent. You know the trust issues he has. He will not do anything unless he believes it. And if he is to believe anything I have to tell him, whether now or in the future, he has to know where it’s coming from. So yes, was the right call keeping it from him? Probably so. But what happens when he eventually finds out about it? What happens when he asks how long I’ve had this information and been sitting on it? What do you think his reaction will be?”

      Barnes was quiet, letting her have her say.

      “When I tell him I’ve had information about Florakis, and have been sitting on it for six weeks, what do you think he’s going to say? Doubt is going to creep into his mind. What else am I keeping from him? Is there something else I know that he doesn’t? You’ve known him longer than I have, but I’m not sure you know him better. All he needs is a crack of distrust, and all of a sudden that crack gets bigger and bigger. And then everything goes down the toilet, and he’s right back to that cabin of his, and he’s never coming in again.”

      Barnes crossed his arms as he listened, but the defiant look on his face had long since subsided. He knew what she was saying was correct.

      “So yes, I know this is the wrong move. I know I shouldn’t have told him. But I also know if he’s going to continue trusting me, it’s the only move I could make. I need to be honest with him and not keep anything from him if this is going to work. And sometimes, that’s going to mean making the wrong call, and knowing it’s the wrong call. Because the alternative is him stepping to the sidelines.”

      The anger in Barnes’ voice was no longer present. “I would like to know what our plan is from here.”

      “We’re running facial scans on everyone in the airport to see if we get a match on anyone we might have to worry about. Not just Florakis. It’s possible he could hire a crew to wait for Holt once he arrives.”

      “Which is when exactly?”

      “One hour,” Johnston answered. “One thing we have going for us is it’s a little bit later at night. Not quite as much traffic. Easier to spot someone.”

      “Florakis would know that as well.”

      “I agree. That’s why I don’t necessarily think the airport is what we have to worry about. It’s what happens after Holt leaves there.”

      “We have to be proactive here. We can’t just leave Holt twisting in the wind there, and wait for something to happen, or someone to make a move on him.”

      “We do have another operative in the area. He’s already been given instructions to move in.”

      “One last thing, why did I hear about this from someone else, and not you directly?”

      “I have no excuses, sir. It was an error on my part and I will do better. You should have been notified immediately.”

      Barnes seemed satisfied with her answers. “Stay on top of it. Any new developments, I want to hear it from you right away.”

      “You will. Absolutely.”

      Barnes walked away, and once he was out of sight, Johnston put her back to the wall and let out a deep sigh. She closed her eyes and tilted her head up, lightly tapping the back of her head against the wall, feeling like she just dodged a bullet.

      “I really hope you know what you’re doing, Aaron.”
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      Holt got off the plane and started making his way through the airport. The airport was quiet, the late hour casting long shadows across the empty halls. Holt weaved through the nearly deserted corridors, his senses heightened as he scanned the faces around him. Every person seemed to be a potential threat.

      Suddenly, a figure caught his eye. A man in a dark suit, standing off to the side and watching intently. The man was staring him down. He wasn’t even trying to give the impression that he was looking at anything else.

      For most people, they would have hurried off, worried about what may have been happening. They’d have tried to get away from the man, assuming that he had bad intentions in mind. But that wasn’t Holt. Because he had bad intentions in mind too.

      Instead of leaving, Holt started walking right towards the man. But as soon as he began, the man quickly walked away. Holt could have given chase, but didn’t want to cause a scene at the airport if it wasn’t absolutely necessary. And if this guy wanted him, Holt was sure he’d see him again.

      Holt continued on his path through the airport, his mind racing with possibilities about what may be waiting for him. He knew he was being watched, but he also knew how to play this game. He had been in situations like this before, where every face in the crowd seemed to hold a hidden agenda. It was all about staying one step ahead. And not letting your guard down. Not even for a second. Because that one second is all it took to be alive and breathing or dead and cold.

      As Holt continued walking, a woman approached, walking in the opposite direction. She was carrying two bags over her shoulder. They passed each other, but not before the woman intentionally bumped into him.

      She put one of the bags on the ground. “Oh, I’m so sorry, sir.”

      Holt took a step back, not sure about her intentions.

      “It’s so weird we have the same bag. I think this one’s yours.”

      Holt glanced down at it, a little apprehensive about what was going on.

      The woman moved in a little closer and whispered. “We believe Florakis has men outside watching. You have to be careful in leaving.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Just take the bag, go down to the door on the right labeled maintenance. Get changed, and take the stairs down. It will lead to a side entrance. I’ll be waiting for you there with a car.” The woman looked at her watch. “Twenty minutes.”

      “It’s OK,” Holt said. “It happens.”

      “Thank you. I don’t know why I’m so clumsy. Enjoy the rest of your trip.”

      The woman walked away, now with only one bag over her shoulder. He turned for a moment to watch her, then picked up the bag and slung it over his shoulder. Just as he started walking, his phone rang. It was Johnston.

      “Hey.”

      “I’m watching through the feeds right now and figured you’re probably wondering about the woman that just bumped into you.”

      “It crossed my mind.”

      “We sent her,” Johnston said. “So you can trust her. In the bag are some things you can use to change your appearance.”

      “Why do I need to?”

      “We’ve been scanning the airport. We haven’t identified anyone that’s a problem. But we can’t for sure say that there’s nobody outside. And if they’re waiting for you and follow you? I’d just as soon avoid that. If you can slip out undetected, then we’ll at least know you’ll reach the hotel without having to worry about anyone knowing you’re there. And that’s the point right now. Just making sure you get to the hotel unseen.”

      Holt continued walking. “You haven’t picked up anyone?”

      “Not so far.”

      “Because I picked up someone.”

      “You did? Where?”

      “A few minutes ago. He was standing to the side, leaning up against a wall. He was staring straight at me.”

      Johnston snapped her fingers to get the attention of the others in the room. “What was he wearing?”

      “Black suit, long coat, hat. Looked to be in his thirties or forties.”

      Johnston put the phone up to her shoulder, then relayed the description to the others, so they could start checking.

      “OK, we’re running that down. That’s another thing. Florakis could be using people we can’t detect if they have no history.”

      Holt sighed, knowing that was a distinct possibility. “Yeah.”

      “All the more reason for you to leave in a different manner than how you came.”

      Holt reached the door with the maintenance tag on it. He took a quick look around to see if he was being watched, though he didn’t detect anything at the moment. He opened the door and stepped inside. It wasn’t actually a maintenance room. It was a stairway.

      “Where do I go from here?”

      “Walk down to the next level,” Johnston answered. “You’ll find a door on your left. Get in there. It’s just a closet. Make your transformation.”

      “And then?”

      “Go down as far as you can go. It’ll lead to a side entrance. Should be private. There’ll just be our operative and a car. She’ll take you to a separate car that’s waiting for you in a parking lot. You’ll then drive yourself to the hotel.”

      “Who knows about the hotel?”

      “Just you and me. I made the reservation myself. You’re good.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Let me know if you need anything else, and call me when you get to the hotel so I know you made it.”

      “Thanks again. I appreciate you.”

      Johnston hung up and left her hand dangling in the air, looking at the phone. Those last three words Holt said to her stuck with her. A hint of a smile formed on her lips. She then got back to her team.

      “How are we making out on that guy?”

      “Still looking,” an analyst replied.

      As they were still searching, Holt found the closet that Johnston informed him about. He got inside, found a long chain overhead for the light and pulled it, then put his bag down and unzipped it. He pulled out a gray jumpsuit, the kind that the airport maintenance workers there used. He quickly put it on. There was also a baseball cap, with a blonde wig attached to it, and some glasses. The hair from the wig went down past his shoulders. It wasn’t the most elaborate of changeovers that he’d ever done, but he figured it should be effective. He didn’t really need to fool anyone up close. It was basically for anyone watching from a distance, so they wouldn’t give him a second glance. Even if it only gave him a few extra minutes, that would be all the time he needed.

      With his transformation complete, Holt was ready to move. But he still had a little time to wait. He didn’t like this part. He didn’t want to be standing around for too long. That gave other people the opportunity to find him if they were looking. But the woman told him twenty minutes. He didn’t want to be outside, in the open, standing around waiting for her. He wanted to dart right into the car as soon as he saw it.

      But at least he didn’t have to wait too long. It was only about five minutes. Then he barely opened the door, taking a peek out there to make sure he was still alone. With it clear, he opened it fully and exited the closet. He went back to the stairs and continued going down. It wasn’t a long trip. It was only three more levels to the bottom.

      Once there, he saw an exit door. There was no way to see outside. Holt checked his watch. He’d wait a few more minutes before going out. He wanted to make sure he wasn’t putting himself in harm’s way unnecessarily. That operative needed to be out there before he made himself a possible target.

      After a few minutes, Holt figured he’d waited long enough. He pushed the door open and poked his head out. He instantly saw the car, just a few feet up ahead of him. The headlights were on and the car was running. He could see the back of the woman’s head sitting in the driver’s seat.

      Holt stepped outside, taking a quick look around. The coast seemed clear. Holt briskly walked towards the car, opening up the passenger door and getting in. He instantly turned his head towards the woman and was immediately horrified by what he saw. She was dead. Blood was running down her shirt, courtesy of a bullet wound. Holt didn’t need to feel her pulse to know she was gone. He’d seen too many dead bodies by now.

      But now, his mind was racing. His contact was dead. That meant they knew who she was and why she was there. Which also meant they knew he was in that exact spot that he was now in. All of it led to the fact that he was in big trouble.
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      Holt's heart pounded in his chest as he realized the gravity of the situation. His only lifeline at the moment was now gone, leaving him stranded in a car with a dead operative. He took a moment to collect himself, looking out the front windshield. He heard something bristling from the back seat. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw movement.

      There was a dark sheet on the floor of the back seat, concealing the man that was hiding there. Holt instinctively moved his body to his right, avoiding the knife that was coming straight toward his head. The blade lodged into the headrest.

      Without thinking, Holt acted on pure survival instinct. He grabbed the assailant's wrist and twisted it, causing the man to take his hand off the knife with a grunt of pain. Holt swiftly elbowed him in the face, feeling the satisfying crunch of bone beneath his arm. The man recoiled, blood streaming from his nose.

      As Holt got a better look at him, it was the same man that was eyeing him up inside the airport. It wasn’t a surprise they were meeting again, though Holt didn’t anticipate it would be this soon.

      In that split second, Holt reached for the fallen knife, pulling it out of the leather seat. The assailant lunged at him again, but this time Holt was ready. He dodged the attack and plunged the knife into the man's shoulder. The assailant let out a guttural scream as Holt pushed him back.

      The man wasn’t out of the fight yet, though. He grimaced and gritted his teeth as he removed the blade out of his shoulder. He lunged through the opening between the front seats, hoping to jab the knife into Holt’s chest. Holt grabbed hold of his wrist, preventing him from following through with his intentions.

      The two men battled for control over the weapon until Holt forcefully head-butted the man, instantly breaking his nose, blood coming out of the opening as well as where he was cut. With the man temporarily stunned, Holt was able to wrestle the knife out of his hand. Like a magician, Holt spun the knife around to where he had it firmly planted within his fingers.

      With the knife in his left hand, Holt shoved the blade into the man’s midsection. The man’s eyes bulged out, a sudden rush of pain and fear encompassing his body. Holt removed the knife, then emphatically jabbed it into the man’s body. Again and again. Holt wasn’t going to give the man any chance at surviving this. He didn’t start this fight. But he was finishing it.

      When Holt stopped, there were four stab wounds in the man’s body. All bunched close together. The life quickly drained out of him, as his body lay across the center console. Holt stared at him, breathing heavily, as he tried to catch his breath after the encounter.

      He couldn’t afford to stay there long, however. He had no idea how many more were out there. Maybe there was nobody. But Holt couldn’t take that chance. If there was one, he had to believe there might be more.

      Holt opened the door, grabbed his bag, and got out of the vehicle. He looked around to see if more trouble was headed in his direction. Thankfully, at least for the moment, it appeared he was good. But he wasn’t counting on it staying that way for long.

      He started walking, trying to stick in the darkness, keeping to the side of the building. He took out his phone to call Johnston. She picked up right away, a little alarmed he was calling so quickly. She didn’t anticipate hearing from him until later. Much later.

      “Hey. Is everything OK?”

      She could hear him breathing heavily still, and already knew the answer to her question, before he could even get a word out.

      “I wouldn’t say so.”

      “What’s going on?” Johnston asked.

      “Your operative’s dead. Got in the car and she was already gone. Shot in the chest.”

      Johnston put her hand on her head. “Oh my God.”

      “That’s not all. Guy was in the back seat and attacked me as soon as I got in. He’s now dead too.”

      “I kind of assumed that. Where are you at now?”

      “Just walking. Trying to stay low.”

      Holt then noticed a light in the distance. It was coming around one end of the building. It looked like headlights.

      “There’s a car coming.”

      Johnston put her hand over her mouth, anxious over the next few moments. There was a large trailer not too far from Holt, so he quickly ran over to it and dropped to the ground to roll underneath it. As the car sped past him, he crawled behind the tires to give himself some cover. He continued watching the car as it stopped. Right next to the car Holt just left. He observed someone getting out and looking into the car with the two dead bodies in it. The person quickly got back in the other car and it took off. Holt was right. There were more of them out there.

      “They were just checking the car.”

      “How many?”

      “Not sure,” Holt answered. “One guy got out of the passenger seat to look. That means at least two.”

      “OK, let me think.”

      As Holt stared into the darkness, he put his hand on his head, just now realizing he’d lost his hat and glasses. They must’ve gotten knocked off in the struggle inside the car. It didn’t matter now, anyway.

      “I can probably send someone else there. Might need a little time.”

      “Don’t have it,” Holt said. “I can’t trust anything here. I gotta get out.”

      “Can you stay where you are for a while? They might give up and move on if they can’t find you. They might think you slipped away.”

      “I can’t count on that. And sooner or later, someone’s gonna find that car. It’s gonna get hot here.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.”

      “Where’s that car you promised?”

      “I’ll send you the address. Why?”

      “I’ll head for it. I’ll figure a way out of here somehow.”

      “Give me some time. I’ll figure a way out for you.”

      “Thanks, but there’s no time. There’s nothing else you can do from here. I got it.”

      Johnston sighed, wishing there was something else she could do for him. But she understood.

      “Fine. But if you need anything, please call.”

      “You got it.”

      Holt rolled out from underneath the trailer, and continued making his way across the side of the building in the darkness. Once he eventually came to the end, he peeked around the corner, seeing a few trucks parked. One of the trucks had its engine running, with a man standing beside it smoking a cigarette.

      Holt remained in his spot, trying to stay patient, though he kept looking around. After a minute, the man by the truck left, going inside what looked like a garage area. Holt approached the truck and pulled on the door to see if it was unlocked. The door creaked open without resistance, revealing the keys still in the ignition. Without hesitation, he slid into the driver's seat. He took a quick look at the opened garage doors, not seeing anyone in sight. He put the car in drive, moving at a good speed, but not so fast as to make anyone question it. If he went too fast, it might be a giveaway to anyone who was searching for him.

      Within minutes, he pulled out of the parking lot, taking off into the night with only the headlights to guide him. Driving through the deserted streets, Holt kept a vigilant eye out for any signs of pursuit. Every shadow seemed like a potential threat, every passing car a possible enemy. Thankfully, nothing became an actionable threat.

      He drove for a while, longer than what was necessary, just to make sure there was nobody behind him. Once he was convinced he was in the clear, he made his way to the car Johnston had for him. When he finally reached the parking lot, he grabbed a spot at the end of the lot. He killed the engine and sat in silence for a moment, rolling down the window, listening for any sounds of pursuit.

      After a few minutes, Holt grabbed his bag and exited the truck, and headed for the new car. Once he got near the back of it, he dropped to the ground and put his hand underneath the bumper. He ran his fingers along it until he found it. The key was taped to it. He ripped it off and opened the door. He started the car and drove off, heading for his hotel.

      It took another thirty
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