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      The tones of an incoming call at 1:00 a.m. on a Saturday morning startled Alexandria Feinstein from a sound sleep. Who could possibly be calling? Instinctively, she took a quick glance over her shoulder to check for the only person she'd expect to be calling at such an hour, but he was still lying next to her, breathing deeply and regularly. Grateful that he hadn't woken and was safe in her bed, she reached for the phone, checked the incoming number—not one she recognized—but pressed the green button to answer as she slid out of bed and headed for the hall.

      It could be a client. Or a potential client. Or a spam call. Just in case it was important, she had to answer the damn phone.

      “Hello.” She spoke softly as she closed the bedroom door behind her.

      “Alex?”

      The voice was female and familiar, but she couldn't place it, either because it had been a long time since she'd spoken to the person on the other end or because distress was distorting the tones. “Who's calling?”

      The response was only sobbing. Then after a minute, words came, in almost a scream. “Alex, it's Yael. You have to help me.” The sobbing rose again.

      “Yael?” She hadn't spoken to her high school best friend in years. “What's wrong?”

      More sobbing. Alex waited. In the kind of law she practiced, she'd needed to learn patience. Phone to her ear, she descended the stairs so she'd be less likely to make any noise. In the kitchen she set the phone on speaker and flipped on the electric kettle, still waiting for a coherent response.

      The sobbing eased. “They took my baby. My Lyra.”

      It was not what Alex was expecting. She hadn't known that Yael even had a baby. But then, why should she? They hadn't spoken since Alex had accepted a job in an intelligence agency, a job she'd kept briefly. She'd only told Yael that she was working for the government, but that had been enough to drive them apart. It was a sellout, as far as Yael had been concerned. “What happened?”

      More sobbing and incoherent words.

      Steam poured out of the electric kettle, and the automatic switch clicked off. Alex poured hot water into a mug with a white tiger and “Cincinnati Zoo” on the side and inserted a ginger lemon teabag. Not her favorite, but it would give her a momentary warmth and lift while allowing her to go back to sleep after she hung up. “Yael?”

      “I told you what happened. They took my baby.”

      Who were they? But the details could be dealt with later.  If Yael's baby was missing, she needed to act immediately. “Call the police.”

      Alex could barely make out the words.

      “It was the police that took her.”
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      “Where are you, Yael?” Alex had a lot of other questions, but the first thing to establish was location. It mattered because to even give advice, she had to be admitted to the bar of the state where the case was taking place. It mattered because her advice could differ depending on the state and the city.

      “New York. Manhattan. Near Columbia. 106 Street.”

      New York City had become even more expensive since Alex had graduated from law school at Columbia. The last time that Alex had heard from Yael Meyer, she'd been studying for a PhD in political science and was not likely to earn the kind of money required to rent or buy in Manhattan. Yael had also scorned people whose only goal in life was the accumulation of wealth. So how did she wind up living in one of the most expensive cities in the country?

      To be explored later. First, get the essential facts.

      Alex sipped her tea, trying to stay focused.  “Did the police and child protective services take her?”

      “Well, yeah, there was someone from child protective service. The police called her to my apartment.” The narrative was interrupted again by weeping. “Lyra's only four months. She's never been away from me. And I'm breastfeeding her. I've never given her a bottle. I don't know whether she'll even take a bottle. She was crying when they took her. And they don't care if she starves. I tried to explain, and the woman didn't care.”

      Yael howled in her grief and despair.

      “Stay calm, Yael. You’re not going to help her by making yourself sick. Deep breaths.” Alex drank more tea and waited. The hysterical crying subsided to sniffles and silence.  “You okay?”

      “No, I'm not okay. I'm worried sick.”

      “I understand. And you have every right to be worried. But you have to keep it together while we try to work out a plan.” Alex then asked the next logical question. “Why were the police there in the first place?”

      “What does it matter?”

      “If you want my help, I need to know what happened. Why were the police at your apartment?”

      There was a pause. “I called them.”

      “And you did that...why?”

      “Because...it wasn't my fault. I didn't do anything wrong. I took Lyra to visit some friends, and when I got home, Ray was lying on the couch, not moving. So, I called 911. To get an ambulance, but the police showed up as well.”

      “Ray? Is Ray your partner?”

      “He's a friend of my husband. Ray was staying on the couch for a few days after his wife tossed him out. He needed help, so I called. It turned out that he'd overdosed. And then...and then...they took Lyra. They said there was an imminent risk of harm. But there wasn't.” Yael was weeping again. “I'm not using drugs. It's not my fault that Ray...I didn't even know he was using.”

      The removal at least made sense. Alex knew that one of the main reasons that child protective services would be called in was related to drug use—or suspected drug use. “Did you take a drug test?”

      “I offered. They said I could take one later. Meanwhile, Lyra's gone.”

      “And your husband?”

      “He's away. Business.”

      Alex took a deep breath. “This isn't really my area of law, but I do know that if child protective services in New York take a child without a court order, they have to go before a judge the next business day. Since it's Saturday morning, you'll be in court on Monday. You'd be better off with an attorney who specializes in these kind of matters. I can make some calls for you and get someone good.”

      “You're the best lawyer I know. Please, Alex. Please. I really need someone I trust with me in court. I'm barely holding it together. Having some lawyer I don't know is just going to make me feel more alone.”

      “What about your husband? Won't he be there?”

      “I already told you. He's out of town on business.”

      “His child was taken by CPS, and he's not coming back?”

      “He can't.”

      What was Yael not telling her?

      Alex knew what it was like to be in a relationship with someone who traveled on business and couldn't always be reached. But in an emergency involving his baby, a loving father would drop everything and return.

      Unless he wasn't a loving father. Or unless he couldn't. For legitimate or illegitimate reasons.

      “He can't come back—or he can't appear in court?”

      “It's complicated.”

      “Complicated” was often code for not wanting to disclose information.

      “Who is your husband, by the way? I didn't even know you were married.”

      “Brody and I got married two years ago. No big wedding. We went down to City Hall. Just us and a couple friends.”

      “What's he do?”

      “Business. He's in business.”

      “What kind of business?”

      “Why? What's it matter?”

      “It matters because child protective services look at both parents to decide if a home is safe. Is he involved with selling drugs?” That would explain everything—from the overdosed friend to the quick action to remove the baby to Yael's reluctance to state her husband's business. “And anything you say to me is confidential under attorney-client privilege.”

      “No, nothing like that. I'll tell you everything when I see you.”

      Alex had just wound up her latest case, and she hadn't accepted another. She had planned on keeping her schedule light for the next few weeks, both at her practice and at the nonprofit she'd founded. But this wasn't exactly what she'd planned to do with the time. “It's a little hard for me to get away right now. And anyway, as I said, you'd be better off with someone who knows this area of law.”

      “We were best friends. Remember when we skipped class senior year, and we drove your Dad's car to meet up with some boys. You dented the fender, and I covered for you—told your Dad that it happened when the car was parked. Do you remember sneaking out of shul on Yom Kippur to go to the mall?”

      Alex had a lot of memories of their friendship. “And I remember punching Becky Masters for making fun of your clothes.”

      “She was such a bitch, wasn't she?”

      “She was. And now she's running some sort of nonprofit to help sick children. But she's still a bitch. I ran into her a couple years ago at a fundraiser. Still obsessed with money and status. She was very proud of her Hermès Birkin bag and told me that my Coach purse was cute for something so cheap.”

      “Did you punch her?”

      “It was tempting, but I don't do that anymore. I'm a respectable member of the bar. Although I did consider shooting her.”

      They both laughed, although Alex had only been half joking.

      “I'm sorry we lost touch for so many years,” Yael said.

      “Me too.”

      “You'll come? Please, please. I need you.”

      Alex sighed and surrendered. She could afford to take one or two days to help an old friend. “I can make it for the hearing on Monday, but then I'll have to bring in someone else to take over. That's as much as I can do right now. Okay?”

      “More than okay. You're wonderful. I love you.”

      “Love you too. I'll call you when I get to New York.”

      What had she just agreed to do? Alex clicked off her phone and drained the rest of her tea. She knew she should go back to bed, but the conversation and the memories had woken her. She knew that Yael was hiding something important. And yet, Yael did need her help.

      Even if Yael hadn't been a friend, the situation called to Alex's sense of justice. Tearing a breastfeeding infant from her mother was such an extreme act that it should only be done as a last resort. If Yael's description of what had happened was true, taking the baby had been an abuse of government power.

      She didn't like people who abused their power. She especially didn't like people who hurt children in the process. But she was also aware that there could be more to the situation than Yael was sharing.

      She glanced at the clock—2:00 a.m., and she could feel the tiredness.  She'd have a lot to do before leaving town and being tired wouldn't help. But she was wide awake. If she went back to bed right away, she'd just toss and turn. Maybe lavender tea? It sometimes helped when she couldn't sleep. She flipped the electric kettle on again.

      “You need something stronger than tea. And there's no way you're getting out of this with just one court appearance.” The voice came from behind her. Her fiancé, Kolya Petrov, his blond hair disheveled from sleep, eyes tired, but wide awake. How did he manage to be good-looking even when just getting out of bed?

      Kolya crossed the room to swing open the freezer door and pull out a bottle of vodka. He filled two glasses with two shots each and handed her one. He downed his glass in one gulp.

      “How much did you hear?” She drank the vodka in two swallows and felt the warmth spread through her. He was right. It was better than lavender tea.

      “Enough to know that I'm going to be stuck talking to the caterer, the band, and the hotel. And your family.”

      “Do you mind?”

      “Not really. Even if you're the one who wanted a big wedding. I'm just concerned that you could be putting yourself into a difficult if not dangerous situation. Something doesn't sound kosher about the husband. About the whole situation.”

      “But I'll know more after you run a background check on him. And her. Which I assume you were planning to do.”

      “If you don't have a problem with me violating the privacy of your friend and her husband? Which I assume you don’t since you seem to be asking me to do it.” He poured himself another shot of vodka and held out the bottle invitingly. She offered her glass, and he poured for her. “I'll need more than a first name.”

      “His full name and address will be in the court papers.” She downed the second shot. “And I'll be back by the end of the week to handle the caterer et al. The wedding's not for three weeks.”

      “Having to deal with wedding details is not my biggest concern. Just don't take any unnecessary risks.”

      She laughed. Kolya's whole job involved putting himself at risk.

      He acknowledged the irony of his comment with a smile of his own. “Yes, I know. Still, try not to.”

      “I'll try. And you? You going to try too?”

      “I'm in the office for the next few weeks. Nothing dangerous.”

      She studied him. He hadn't bothered to put on a shirt, and the burn scars on his chest were faded but still visible. “I've heard that before.”

      “The only risk to me in the near future is from your brother freaking out when he realizes the wedding menu isn't completely kosher.”

      She didn't believe him, but she had to let it go. “Fine. Just don't shoot Aaron, even if he's annoying. My parents would be upset.”
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      Brody McMillan clicked off the phone and threw it across the room, where it shattered against a wall, leaving a mark on the paint much as if he'd splatted an insect. But then it wasn't the kind of hotel that would either care or notice a mark on the wall. It was the kind of hotel that needed to be checked carefully for bed bugs. Which was one of the reasons Victor Forest could observe this display with the indulgence of a fond father. “Stay calm, Brody.”

      “I should be there.”

      “You know you can't.” Victor, with twenty years on Brody, could understand the anger and frustration. Brody's desire to strike back was one of the things that had impressed Victor. One of the reasons Brody had become Victor's second-in-command. “And your being there won't help.”

      “It's my baby. I'm leaving my wife to deal with it alone.”

      “Your wife is a very tough, smart woman. She's got a good lawyer, from what I overheard.” Victor liked Yael, even if he'd had some concerns about her background. But she was a good wife to Brody and a good mother. “She'll get Lyra back.”

      Brody's ruddy complexion, which matched his red hair, had turned an even deeper red with anger. Now it was starting to return to its normal shade. “Yeah. I guess. But I should still go home. For moral support and all that. Yael is devastated.”

      Victor shifted his position. His back hurt constantly, one of the souvenirs of his previous profession, and the lumpy bed didn't help. But the lodging offerings in this rural area were slim, and not too many places anywhere accepted cash without questions. He had more than enough funds that he'd accumulated through donations and a bit of larceny against the overlords, but using a check or a credit card in his name could be dangerous. His last stolen credit card was no longer functioning, so cash had to do. Or Brody's credit card. “Understand that you want to support her, but not right now. We have a schedule.”

      “You can do without me for a few days.”

      “No, I can't. You know that. You're doing the introduction, you're helping screen everyone who comes in, and we have three towns to visit in three days.”

      Brody was one of the few people who knew why Victor couldn't appear in public. Victor shouldn't need to repeat the importance of his flying under the radar. But Brody, now pacing on the thin carpet, wasn't thinking straight.

      Victor caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror. Bald. A short gray beard. Glasses. He'd also lost forty pounds after leaving the Company. All in all, while the changes wouldn't fool the trained agent, a casual observer would not connect his appearance to that of the man he'd once been.

      The man who'd been betrayed.

      “I can run down before Rochester and get back in time for the meeting.”

      “We have scouting to do in every town. You have to know where everything is. In case something happens to me.”

      “Nothing's going to happen to you.”

      Victor smiled thinly. “Never underestimate the cunning of our enemy. Which might be why they took your baby. To lure you into a trap.”

      Brody paused in his pacing. Victor could tell that his last remark had struck home. It should have. Victor knew a thing or two about traps.

      “You think?”

      “Of course.”

      “And Ray...he's the reason Yael called 911. I've known him since high school. You think...he...”

      “Was he in on it? Probably not. He was hospitalized, wasn't he? But once your wife called for help for him, they saw their chance.”

      Victor didn't need to explain who they were.

      “Any way you look at it, this is all Ray's fault.” Brody's face reddened again. “My friend. Who I let stay in my home. He's the reason they came into my home. He gave them the chance to take my baby.”

      “True.” Victor's tone was gentle. “And you'll deal with him. But right now—we have to think about the greater threat. We need to deal with them.”

      There was a bottle of Glenfiddich Scotch on the dresser. Brody poured himself a drink and sipped. Victor didn't drink; it clogged the mind, and he couldn't afford to operate on anything less than full capacity. But he was indulgent with Brody.

      He'd wanted children, but he had never married. Maybe because he had never found a woman who conformed to his ideals—beautiful and smart, but who knew her place. And maybe because he always had a larger purpose. Not that he'd been celibate. He’d fucked plenty of women in his time. But no children—at least as far as he knew. Now, at this time of life, he regretted it. Maybe that was why he'd been drawn to Brody, who regarded him with a mixture of respect and love, and whose thoughts and opinions he'd formed from unchanneled anger into a weapon.

      Brody had absorbed Victor's teaching and become the son he'd never had.

      That was why he could understand Brody's anger over his baby. Once you marked another human being as the inheritor of your essence, be it your biological child or not, the impulse to defend ran strong and deep.

      But he also hoped that Brody could understand the importance of timing. A lesson that Victor had learned the hard way.

      In a few days they'd be done with the planned meetings. Then, they'd return to New York. For Brody's baby girl. For a reckoning.
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      Kolya drove Alex to Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport from their townhouse in Georgetown, a quick drive on a Saturday morning, in her car, a Highlander hybrid, instead of his own ten-year-old Subaru. He drove the Highlander because Alex preferred to ride in it, not because it mattered to him. Maybe because he hadn't learned to drive until his early twenties, he didn't subscribe to the usual American male love of vehicles. He viewed cars as a means of transportation, not as recreation.

      Usually, it was Alex who drove him to a flight, and usually the drive was fraught with emotion. When he left for a job, both Kolya and Alex knew that he would be going into danger, and she'd seen what could happen to him—up close and personal. That knowledge made his departures difficult on both of them. But Alex's expedition to New York to help her friend, while less than optimal given their wedding in three weeks, didn't raise the same kind of concerns for Kolya.

      Not yet anyway.

      Kolya did want to know what was going on with Yael's husband—whether Brody was dealing drugs—whether he had a history of violence—either of which would put Alex's mission of mercy into a whole different category.

      But until he knew more, he'd stay cool.

      After parking in front of the departure doorway, he retrieved her suitcase from the back of the Highlander and set it on the sidewalk. “I can carry it inside and wait with you.”

      “I can manage. There are wheels on the suitcase.” She wore sunglasses that concealed just how tired she was, her dark curly hair even more unruly than ever. As always, she looked beautiful to him. “And you have errands.”

      “Okay, then. What I said last night, about risks.”

      “And as I said last night, back at you. You doing okay?”

      He knew she wasn't just asking about his feelings over her departure or the wedding preparations, but about the physical and psychological symptoms he'd suffered since he'd been held prisoner and tortured. There was only one answer. “I'm fine. But I'll miss you.”

      She smiled and then moved close, stepping into his arms for a long kiss.

      A nearby security guard made gestures that Kolya interpreted as indicating he needed to move the car. “I should go. Before I get a ticket.” But he lingered another minute, not wanting to let go.

      “You're stopping to hear the band on the way home?” The band she'd previously hired had bowed out at the last minute, due to the vocalist running off with the bass player, who'd been married to the keyboard player. “Remember, no taking over on the keyboard. You're the groom, not the entertainment. Also, they have to be good at klezmer music, not just jazz. It's a Jewish wedding.” She smiled. “Although a little jazz is okay.”

      “The development of jazz had a lot of input from Jews.”

      “Kolya.” Her tone was both amused and irritated.

      “Fine. Already agreed.” He liked klezmer music, but he was damn well going to have some jazz, which was his favorite music, both listening and playing. It was his wedding as well.

      “The venue wants to go over some details as well.”

      “I told you. I'll deal with it. And you're going to text me Brody's last name and their address.”

      “Also, as we agreed.”

      He kissed her again, ignoring the scowl from the security guard.
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        * * *

      

      The band was decent. Kolya listened to their renditions of two traditional Jewish songs, and then a jazz standard, “Moonlight in Vermont.”  With regret, he declined the invitation to jam with them. He had the appointment with the venue and couldn't let himself get swept up playing piano. His next stop was the venue, a nineteenth-century mansion with extensive gardens on ten acres, where the manager wanted his approval for various rain alternatives, on some last-minute menu changes, and on the desired seating for two hundred people. He liked the gardens, the multiple beds of red, pink, and white roses, liked the idea of the ceremony outside, rain or no rain, and didn't really care about the seating. However, he also knew that Alex would have definite opinions, so he tried to make the choices that he thought she'd prefer.

      By midafternoon, with the wedding chores finished, he headed to the office. Not because he was particularly busy but because he had a few things he wanted to check out.

      Including Alex's friend Yael—and her husband.

      There was no sign over the door. The building could have been an apartment complex or business offices on F Street near Twentieth. Just a black façade and a larger-than-usual satellite dish on the roof. Nothing indicated that it was the office of the ECA, an elite intelligence agency that reported directly to the president and was charged with covert antiterrorism missions, both domestic and international.

      Even on a Saturday, a receptionist guarded the door. And even though she recognized Kolya, she checked his identification badge and had him undergo an optical screening before waving him on.

      On Saturdays, the cafeteria had a skeletal crew, providing coffee and some cold options. He picked up coffee and a tuna sandwich before heading to the elevators. The halls were largely empty. The ECA was an intelligence organization that operated around the clock, but weekend assignments rotated, and agents not out on assignment did get time off.

      At his desk, he tapped a text to Alex. Everything okay?

      His text didn't get an immediate response. While waiting, he tapped the keyboard of his computer to play Miles Davis, Kind of Blue. With the door to his small office closed, he could play music without annoying anyone who hated jazz. The office was also decorated to reflect his passion: Vintage posters advertised performances by John Coltrane, Thelonious Monk, and Duke Ellington.

      With the music playing, he turned to his job. His current work assignment was little more than writing up reports based on data gathered from agents in the field. He preferred being in the field, but out of respect for his upcoming nuptials and the two weeks he'd be taking off afterward, he'd been assigned to desk duty.

      He checked on operations in Asia and Europe and found nothing that required immediate attention. However, a report from his friend and usual partner, Jonathan Egan, about a domestic terror threat from something called American Gold Posse did catch his interest.

      Domestic terrorism was tricky. There were the issues of the First Amendment and privacy. People in America had the right to be idiots, as long as they didn't threaten violence. In addition, the failure of Congress to pass any laws banning domestic terror groups required that surveillance be done carefully and with discretion. Then there was the politics of navigating around the FBI, which regarded the activities of his agency with something between jealousy and hostility. Not quite the level of hostility he had sometimes encountered with the CIA—but something that had to be taken into consideration.

      Still, the current intelligence assessment was that the biggest threat to the nation's security was internal.

      He checked the date, time, and location of the email. Jonathan was also in the office. Kolya picked up his coffee and wandered down the hall.

      Jonathan, on his phone, dressed as usual in designer slacks and a polo shirt, raised his eyebrows in surprise at Kolya's presence. Kolya shrugged. Jonathan waved Kolya to the empty chair next to his desk and turned his attention back to the call.

      Kolya's own phone pinged, and he retrieved it from his pocket.

      All okay. Brody McMillan. 207 W. 106 Street, New York, NY.

      He texted back. Have a date of birth?

      Nope. Can't think of a politic way to ask for one either. How was the band?

      Good. They'll play mainly klezmer, with a little jazz. As we agreed. But no being carried on chairs.

      At some Jewish weddings, especially orthodox ones, the newly married couple would be swirled around the wedding hall on chairs held aloft by their friends and family. Although not religious, Kolya was respectful of his Jewish heritage—but he had his limits.

      Also agreed. Talk tonight. Love you.

      He sent his love back and clicked off as Jonathan hung up his own call. Kolya’d check out Brody and Yael when he returned to his office.

      “What are you doing here today? Shouldn't you be out tasting appetizers or something? And how am I going to arrange your bachelor party if you keep hanging out in my office?” Jonathan grinned at him. Kolya had been best man at Jonathan's wedding years earlier. Even though his marriage had ended in divorce, Jonathan was returning the favor.

      Kolya rolled his eyes at the mention of the bachelor party. Another reason he would have preferred a small private ceremony. “Appetizers were selected months ago. Alex is out of town, and I had a few things to do.”

      “In other words, you didn't want to hang out at home without her. That or you're a glutton for punishment.”

      Both were possibly true, but Kolya wasn't about to admit it to Jonathan. “Or I had work to do. Speaking of—what's up with American Gold Posse?”

      “It's a sovereign citizen organization, and you know the sovereign citizen types. They're all nuts. I mean, they believe in insane conspiracy theories. We need to keep an eye on all of them, but right now, the focus is on this one. American Gold Posse thinks that going off the gold standard in 1933 signaled a hidden takeover of the US government by a global organization dedicated to bringing the entire world under its rule.”

      “Global organization? You mean Jews?”

      “Among others. But yeah. Jews are always the target of conspiracy nuts. Along with  aliens.”

      “From what country?”

      “You mean—from what planet?”

      “Oh fuck. They're that crazy?”

      “Yup. That crazy. Anyway, there are some concerns right now about American Gold Posse going full 9-11, and that's what I'm looking into.”

      “Some concerns?”

      Jonathan waved a hand. “Nothing you need to worry about, not right now. I'm working with the usual team. And you're not getting involved. You're on hors d'oeuvres and other wedding shit.”
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      Alex picked up a framed picture of Yael and her baby. It was sweet, showing a baby and mother smiling at each other. “She's adorable.”

      “Isn't she?” Yael had tears flowing down her cheeks.

      It was a large apartment for the Upper West Side, two bedrooms, the front door opening directly into the living room. Dark wood floors that needed either scrubbing or sanding. Modest furniture, a simple blue couch and two off-white armchairs that looked like they came from Ikea. Simple and practical. The couch still had the blanket where Yael's husband's friend had been sleeping and had overdosed. A seventy-five-inch television on a glass stand with a game console underneath stood against the wall opposite the couch. The photograph that Alex was holding had been placed on top of a white three-shelf bookcase that also looked like it came from Ikea.

      It was also clearly the home of a new parent. A stroller with a basinet was parked next to the dining table. A woven basket held soft plush toys, appropriate for a baby. Boxes of baby wipes filled the table.

      Alex replaced the framed photograph on top of the bookshelf. There were another five framed photographs—of the baby, of Yael and the baby. In the pictures, Yael looked radiant, a portrait of motherly love, her dark hair, even longer than Alex's, woven into a French braid.

      No photograph of Brody, either with Yael or alone.

      Yael still wore her hair in a braid, but it was disheveled, hairs escaping from restraint. And she looked emotionally drained, the opposite of the happy mother in the photographs. The carefree friend that Alex had known in high school had disappeared.

      “Did CPS give you court papers?” Alex asked.

      “I'll get them.” Yael headed for her bedroom.

      While she was gone, Alex surveyed the books on the bookcase. There were the books she'd expect of a new mother. Books on breastfeeding. Books on childcare. Some children's books. A few thrillers and mysteries. Some titles Alex didn't recognize. What Really Happened. Gold Standard. Defending America.

      But Yael returned before she could examine the books more closely. Alex skimmed the legal document. It was pretty straightforward, giving the time and place for the hearing. And it gave the name of Yael's husband.

      “So...what do you think? Can you get her back?”

      “I'll do my best. But I can't guarantee anything. Going to court is always something of a crapshoot. We need to talk.”

      “Do you want to see her room? Her toys?” Yael grabbed Alex's hand. “Her clothes. Everything is clean and new. Safe.”

      “I'm sure you're a wonderful mother. But we still need to talk. About Brody and why he's not here.”

      Yael frowned. “I'm here. Why does he have to be here?”

      “I already told you that. Last night you said it was complicated, but you'd explain in person. I'm here.”

      Yael sighed. “Okay. Sit down on the couch and I'll go make us some tea.”

      While Yael made the tea, Alex checked her texts. She tapped Brody's name and address to Kolya along with responding to his comments on the band and the venue, smiling down at her phone.

      Yael reappeared, carrying a tray laden with a teapot, two cups, and a plate of what appeared to be homemade raisin-oatmeal cookies. She set the tray on the coffee table in front of the couch. “Who are you texting?” Her tone wasn't just curious. It was suspicious, almost hostile.

      “My fiancé.” Alex tapped her love and a promise to call later.

      “You're engaged? I didn't know. Why didn't you say something?” Yael poured tea, her body radiating resentment.

      Alex took a cookie. What was Yael upset about? Why would she be resentful that Alex—with whom she hadn't had contact for years—hadn't informed her about her upcoming wedding? Whatever. Alex felt her own resentment rising. She'd left Kolya—left her wedding preparations behind—to help Yael, and this was how Yael was treating her? But she pushed her anger down. Yael's baby had been taken away, and she was under incredible stress. “Last night was about you. It wasn't the time to say anything about my life. I'm telling you now.”

      “So, tell. Who is he? How'd you meet?” Yael's tone changed from suspicion to warmth.  It was the tone of a close friend, wanting news.

      “We met in law school. We were friends for years, and then one night, we talked and things just...progressed.” Alex pulled up a picture of the two of them together and handed her phone to Yael. “This is me with Kolya in Paris last fall.”

      Yael studied the picture and handed the phone back. “He's hot.”

      Alex suppressed a smile. She knew how Kolya would react to that description of himself. “He's not bad.”

      “Jewish?”

      “Yes. Not religious though.”

      “Still, your mother must be kvelling. Marrying a Jewish lawyer.”

      “The hard thing's been keeping my mother from planning the wedding. But she likes Kolya at least.” It was all true, and she had avoided the question of Kolya's employment. Yes, Kolya had a law degree, and he'd even tried practicing law, for a brief time, before returning to the world of espionage.

      “And the wedding?”

      “In three weeks. He was texting me about the band and the venue.”

      “Oh, Alex. So soon? And you came here to help me? I'm sorry.”

      “You're my friend, and you needed me. I'm here, but I can't stay indefinitely. Your turn. Any pictures of you and Brody?”

      Yael shook her head. “He doesn't like to have his picture taken.”

      Another red flag. “You were married at City Hall. Your parents didn't come?” Alex remembered Yael's parents as typical Jewish parents—overprotective but warm and loving.

      Yael sighed. “He's not Jewish—and my family—well, we're no longer speaking. For a number of reasons. So, we just did it.”

      “Do your parents know about your baby?”

      “No idea. Still haven't spoken to them.”

      “Call them now.”

      Yael wrinkled her brow. “I told you. We're not speaking.”

      “If the court doesn't return your baby Monday, would you rather have her with your parents or with a stranger?”

      “Neither. I want her back with me and Brody.”

      “I understand. Still, we need to consider all the possibilities. The court might not return her immediately, regardless of whatever case we present. If that happens, what would you prefer? Strangers or family?”

      “My parents are jerks.”

      “Still...” Alex knew Yael's parents, and she'd always liked them.  Sweet. Funny. A little overprotective. But Alex was on the outside. “Does Brody have parents? Siblings?”

      “Not that I know.”

      “You could call him and ask. Also ask him what he'd prefer.”

      “I'd rather not.”

      “Why?” A thought occurred to Alex. “You're not afraid of him, are you?”

      “Don't be ridiculous.” Yael picked up her cup and sipped her tea. “He's a wonderful man. Loving. Kind. A great dad.”

      “But...?”

      “But his business means he has to be out of town. A lot. And I can't disturb him unless it's an emergency.”

      They were back to square one. “What's his business?”

      Yael hesitated.

      “I'm giving up a lot to be here. If you want me to get Lyra home, you have to tell me the truth. What's his business?”

      “Organizer. He's a political organizer.”

      It was an unexpectedly banal answer. But why would Yael be acting so cagey if her husband was a political organizer? It was hardly illegal or dangerous. “What party?”

      “He works for individuals, not parties. And the guy he's representing now—Victor Forest—well, he's very demanding, which is why Brody can't leave, but Victor's also not very popular.”

      Alex narrowed her eyes. “Popular? What does that mean?”

      “It means that some people don't like him. And they don't like anyone who works for him either. And that's why Brody can't come. He's worried the court might hold it against him.” Yael looked down at her shirt. “Oh God, I'm dripping.” Her breast milk had oozed through. She teared up again. “I have to go pump. I want to take my milk to the court. For Lyra.”

      She ran from the room, leaving behind more questions than answers.
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      The baby wasn't eating. She'd refused the bottle, and she had been crying nonstop for hours. Barbara O'Brien, on the phone with the foster mother, could feel the frustration vibrating through the line. Officially Barbara was off on the weekends, and Saturday was her day to catch up on laundry, cleaning, and shopping. But a four-month-old baby who wasn't eating couldn't wait.

      “Just keep offering the bottle.” Barbara stuffed sheets in the dryer as she spoke. She was in the basement of the house in Queens that she'd lived in all her life, a house that had belonged to her parents before her.

      “I've been offering it. Since last night. She's just keeps refusing. And I'm using donated milk. Not formula.” Kristin Temple, the foster mother, had successfully fostered another baby for a year, hoping to adopt, but the mother had managed to get back on track, and her child was returned. Kristin had deserved that baby, and Barbara had been very put out by the court's decision. Barbara hoped that this new baby might be the one. After all, using drugs was a good reason to terminate parental rights and give a baby a new life.

      Barbara set the heat at high and hit the start button. “Did you warm the milk?”

      “Yes.”

      “Different nipples?”

      “I already tried three different kinds.”

      “Did you walk the baby while you fed her?”

      “YES!!” Kristin's voice rose. The wailing of the baby rose as well, as if in response. Kristin lowered her voice. “I'm walking her now. It's the only thing that keeps her from screaming at the top of her lungs.”

      Barbara sighed. She didn't really like babies all that much, even though her job required that she ensure their well-being. She preferred older children, whom she could talk to and who could talk back. It made life a lot easier, even if they didn't like being separated from their parents. But Barbara knew enough about babies to be concerned about this one's health if she continued to refuse to eat. Babies could get dehydrated quickly—and that could be disastrous. The last thing she needed was to have to explain to her supervisor, let alone the court, that a baby had become seriously ill under her watch. “I'm going to call a pediatric nurse to come to your house and help. Just hang in there.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kolya, back in his office, switched the music to a Bill Evans album while he finished up a report providing background information on various people of interest that had been requested by an agent in Thailand. Then he began the background check on Yael and her husband that he'd promised Alex.

      Nothing on either of them raised any alarms. At least not initially. No criminal records. No association with anyone known to be involved with drugs or drug trafficking. Yael had a PhD in political science from NYU and then had worked for a nonprofit that helped women in third-world countries. All very innocent and even admirable. Her social media posts were limited to praise for movies and television shows. He skimmed the titles: JFK. Red Dawn. Alien. The Brave. Yellowstone. From the list, it was an easy guess about Yael's political leanings.

      No posting of baby pictures—probably wise in this day and age.

      Brody's history was equally innocuous. Graduated from SUNY with an engineering degree fifteen years earlier. He'd had various jobs as an engineer but hadn't risen very far. Then he worked for a few years as a salesman. In the last year, he described himself as self-employed.

      On Facebook, but not X, posts were limited to friends, which didn't stop Kolya. Brody's posts, though, were as bland and uncontroversial as Yael's.

      Everything was so bland that Kolya was suspicious. Spooks sanitized their backgrounds like this. Ordinary people made mistakes, said the wrong thing, posted the wrong message, had speeding tickets or fights with neighbors.

      Spies or assassins—spooks—hid their foibles.

      Kolya didn't have any social media presence. Searching his history would turn up as little as he was finding on either Brody or Yael. It would show his degrees and that he worked for a division of the IRS—a division that didn't exist but was the cover employment for agents in the ECA.

      On the other hand, weren't there normal people who didn't do anything much? Had his profession and his history led him to see sinister shadows where perhaps there was only the mundane and the boring?

      Still, it was worth looking a little deeper.

      He shifted in his seat, stretching out his bad leg. Physical therapy and time had done what it could but staying too long in the same position—or the converse, pushing too hard—were still...problematic.

      Leg pain alleviated, he checked the Way Back Machine, an internet archive that captured  web pages from the past, even if the page had been deleted. But using it required knowing where to look. And when to look. He tried some random dates and looked for posts on Facebook from Brody. Still nothing. Which meant nothing—except that on those specific dates, he hadn't posted anything revealing.

      His phone buzzed, and he scanned the text. More information from Alex. Yael had claimed that Brody McMillan was working as a political organizer for a guy named Victor Forest.

      Political organizer? That explained the self-employment. Still moving from engineering to political organizer seemed a bit of a stretch. Although maybe Brody had volunteered for candidates and gotten into politics that way. But Kolya'd seen nothing to indicate advocacy of any cause or anyone. Just the opposite.

      Who was Brody working for?

      Kolya plugged Victor Forest's name into his search engine.

      Victor Forest, unfortunately, was a common name. There were a dozen in the state of New York alone. A quick scan of the twelve names turned up nothing in particular. Most were just ordinary people doing ordinary jobs. For one Victor Forest, Kolya could only find a date of birth and a social security number. Interesting, but not enough to go on.

      Kolya searched for Victor Forest, candidate for office in New York. The same names came up. He tried other states. Other names came up.

      He texted Alex.

      Have a date of birth or address for Forest?

      No. And can't do this now.

      Understood.

      He clicked off his phone and tried again, this time coupling Forest's name with Brody's name. This time he got a hit.

      It was a tweet by someone in Pennsylvania. Saw Victor Forest and Brody McMillan today. Inspiring.

      Inspiring? In what way. He searched the other tweets posted by the same person, who seemed to have a strong predilection for conspiracy theories. The person was using an alias, but it took Kolya only fifteen minutes to pierce it.

      He spent ten minutes researching the poster, only to conclude that the idiot was a conspiracy nut who'd posted shit on X but was not apparently dangerous. Kolya did find an email from the idiot to a friend in Albany, New York, urging him to attend a meeting with Brody and Forest two days ago.

      What kind of meeting?

      Kolya looked for credit card usage by Victor Forest in the small town in Pennsylvania where the conspiracy nut lived and in Albany on the date mentioned.

      Nothing. Brody McMillan had used his credit cards at hotels and at restaurants. Nothing for Victor Forest.

      Kolya returned to the Victor Forest for whom he'd only found a birthdate and social security number. He searched for a work history. For any kind of history. And found nothing.

      This was beyond bland.

      This was spook territory.

      Five minutes later, Jonathan barged into his office. “Why are you researching Victor Forest without checking with me?”

      Kolya's search for Victor Forest must have triggered an alarm on Jonathan's computer, which confirmed what Kolya already suspected.

      Kolya swiveled his chair to face Jonathan. “I didn't know that I needed to. He's your assignment? You could have said something earlier when we were talking.”

      “No reason to tell you. You're not on this.” Jonathan raised hands and shoulders in a shrug. “And you're not going to be. It's hot—and you're about to get married and go on your honeymoon. Why are you looking into him?”

      “I'll tell you after you tell me who the fuck he is. And it's three weeks to the wedding, by the way. Until then, I can still do my job.”

      “Yeah, but if you get involved, and it fucks up the wedding plans, Alex may shoot me.”

      “If I get drawn into a case that fucks up the wedding, Alex will know exactly who to blame. And it won't be you.”

      “Okay. Fine. Whatever. Your funeral.” Jonathan plopped into the chair that sat next to Kolya's desk. “Okay, then, Victor Forest. He's one scary motherfucker. Remember what I told you about a dangerous sovereign citizen group that thinks America was taken over when it went off the gold standard? Forest's American Gold Posse—or at least, he's the founder and the organizer. His real name is Craig Rand, and he ran covert operations in Eastern Europe for the CIA—until a mission went south, and he cracked.”

      “Went south? What happened?”

      “Don't know. Above my pay grade. I do know that he was injured and assigned to desk duty—and then he went nuts.”

      In other words, Jonathan hadn't been briefed on what Forest/Rand had been doing that had caused the injury. Given that Kolya had been injured because of the decisions of his own agency's director, he found this interesting. “What do you know?”

      “He downloaded some files, killed a couple CIA agents on his way out of the building and disappeared. He's using Victor Forest as an alias, and he's convincing people that the US is run by a global cabal.”

      “Not aliens?”

      “Aliens infiltrated the global cabal, according to Forest. Anyway, he's going to take back the country for the 'real' citizens—and for real humans.”

      “Take back the country? Violently?”

      “Yup. As far as we know.”

      “Any details on his plans?”

      “Not yet. He's smart, tough...and crazy. Good tradecraft, too. Haven't managed to get anyone inside yet—he's good at spotting spooks.”

      “Why are you on this? The CIA usually handles their own.”

      “The CIA just wants to take him out. Which doesn't mean the plans won't go forward—if he's got people in place—but the CIA is more worried about his embarrassing them than about preventing the attack. President Lewis thought that the CIA was too close, and the matter needed fresh eyes. Which is why we got it.”

      Kolya leaned back in his chair, listening to Bill Evans improvise on “Someday My Prince will Come.” A year and a half earlier he'd played the tune in his mind to survive captivity and torture.

      He thought of the upcoming wedding and his promise to Alex not to take any risks. But she was in New York helping a friend who could be involved in whatever Forest was planning. Alex could be in danger. And whether Alex was in danger or not, other people could be. This was what he did. “I might be able to help.”
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      Victor had a map of every location in the United States that he wanted to check out, but right now he was checking out the place in Whitehall, New York—a little town about an hour north of Albany and half an hour east of the New York Thruway. It looked like a lot of the older towns upstate—Victorian homes in various states of disrepair. A few newer homes. A lot of homes from the early twentieth century, also needing paint and roof repairs. A couple restaurants. A bar or two. Everything a small town needed.

      He smiled, knowing what was hidden from the town residents.

      Brody drove, following Victor's directions, despite his anger over the confiscation of his child, but at least, the anger was controlled. Victor preferred to be the passenger—it was easier on his bad back.

      “Are you sure it's still there?”

      “They're all still there. Most everyone's forgotten.” But Victor, who had had a lot of time sitting at his desk researching dark secrets after his last assignment had blown up, hadn't.

      Brody pointed out a sign commemorating Whitehall as the birthplace of the American Navy. Victor found it a little funny that this town, two hundred miles from the ocean, would have been so designated by Congress in 1965. “There's five or so towns that claim to be the birthplace of the US Navy.”

      “So why this town?” Brody asked.

      “The ships built here won some battles on Lake Champlain, I think. Back when
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