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Chapter 1

Darkness comes early in the alleyways of Boston’s North End this time of year, but the biting cold was early for the season. The staff in the tavern still wore black T-shirts, though this caused Katelyn to shudder at the cold air that blew in as she walked by the door with a tray of beers and shots. 

She smiled at the man who just entered. He was tall, well-dressed, and good-looking, with short-cropped brown hair and blue eyes behind dark-framed glasses. 

“Grab a seat wherever. I’ll be with you in a second,” she said.

He nodded and gestured to the left. “I’m going to sit at the bar.” He looked past her for a moment at the table behind her, a weary and disappointed look on his face, and then made his way to the bar.

She turned to face the customers waiting for their drinks in the darkest corner of the tavern. The man’s disapproving look hadn’t been surprising. She’d prefer they leave, too, and the few other patrons in the tavern likely shared her opinion.

The three skinheads were covered in tattoos. The alpha wore a tight, short-sleeved shirt under his leather vest despite the freezing temperatures outside. Tattoos covered his bulging arms, with matching swastikas in the center of each forearm. On another one’s neck, among the mess, stood a skull tattoo with swastikas for eyes, so large it took up most of the right side under his ear. 

She set down the three beers with whiskey shots, doing her best not to make eye contact with the men.  

“Anything else, guys?”

The alpha grumbled, “Bring another round,” without bothering to look up at her.

“Just give me a wave when you’re done this one,” she said with a fake friendliness.

“Get it now,” the man snapped. “We’ll be ready for it when you get your ass back here.”

She turned and hurried back to the bar without acknowledging him a second time.

Nick, the bartender, asked her, “Everything okay?”

“Yeah.” She spoke low enough not to be heard. “They just make me uncomfortable.”

Nick nodded, cleaning the bar top. “They’re not eating. Hopefully they’ll be gone soon.”

“Not soon enough. They already ordered another round,” she said with an awkward chuckle.

The well-dressed man who’d come in a few minutes ago had not taken his eyes off the scene. She gave him a little smile, his dark glasses and crisp suit marking him as a successful businessman. At least he looked the part. 

He asked, “You don’t like serving their kind in your restaurant?” 

She shook her head. “Not really.”

“It’s interesting you say that,” he said to her.

Still smiling, she asked, “Why’s that?”

“You don’t like them because of the way they look?”

“If by ‘the way they look’ you mean the hate they symbolize with their shaved heads and Nazi tattoos, then yeah. I don’t like the way they look.”

He took a sip of his drink and contemplated that for a moment. “I wonder what they would say about you.”

Nick stopped cleaning the bar top and looked at the man.

Katelyn spoke before Nick could. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Think about it. What they would say about you? Your curly hair, your facial features, your skin tone... it’s November—I know that’s not a tan. I don’t think you’re their cup of tea. More like a watered-down version of it.”

“Excuse me?”

“I’m not saying you’re not pretty for what you are. But if we’re judging people on what they look like, let’s not pretend their opinion of you is any less valid than your opinion of them.”

“Watch it, pal.” Nick took a step toward the man and stared at him hard, his jaw set.

The man held up his hands, indicating he meant no harm. “Sorry, I’m not looking for trouble. Just pointing out her hypocrisy.”

Katelyn was in disbelief. “I know you’re joking.” 

Nick put a hand on her shoulder.

The man looked at them a moment, and then it clicked. “The two of you? Together?”

“Why don’t you finish your drink and leave?” Katelyn said.

He shot back the remainder of his drink and set the glass down hard on the bar. “I’m done.”

* * *
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The three men toasted, tossed back their shots, and chased them with half of their pint glasses. One of the men nudged the alpha and indicated the man in the suit. “Cade, you notice that guy in the suit keeps lookin’ at us?”

“Let him look,” Cade said. “He’s envious, that’s all. He sees four proud white men, not ashamed to show who we are and what we believe, and he’s jealous sitting there in his monkey suit.”

“Don’t he look familiar?”

Cade scoffed. “Like every other jackass in a suit.”

The man turned away from looking at them to talk to the bartender, and Cade turned back to the other two.

“Think about it, guys. We’re part of history here. Right here. The Founding Fathers would be proud.”

Neck tattoo took a swig of his beer. “They’d be sick to see what their vision of America has been twisted into today.”

The others nodded.

Cade spoke up. “But here and now, we’re part of the plan to fix that. The new American revolutionaries. The Founding Fathers planned the revolution in this very bar. The Boston Tea Party, Paul Revere’s ride, Bunker Hill, and now us. We’re going the same—”

Neck tattoo pointed his chin at the well-dressed man from the bar who was now walking up to their table.

Cade looked at him as the man stood there silently. “You got a problem?”

The man in the dark-framed glasses and crisp suit stood there for a moment, saying nothing. He sized them up one by one. The bar was quiet all around them. Katelyn scooted behind the safety of the bar, next to Nick, in case there was trouble. 

The man’s gaze settled on Cade, who spoke more harshly the second time. “What do you want?”

The man stared at him for another moment.

The sound of a switchblade flicking open under the table caught the attention of the few patrons in the bar. Some of them began packing up their things, ready to head for the exit if the fighting started.

“I heard you talk about Paul Revere,” the man said. “That wasn’t here. The dragon on the sign is the same, but that’s about it. The original building was about a block over on Union Street. It was torn down pre-Civil War. There’s a Holocaust museum there now.” The man paused. A look came over his face as though he’d taken a swig of sour milk. It passed, and then he continued, “Learn your history, or you’ll be doomed to repeat it.”

Neck tattoo shifted in his seat, the switchblade in his right hand begging to be used. Cade put a hand up to still him and then turned back to the man who had moved the suit jacket aside just enough to reveal the butt of a gunstock peaking out from its concealed holster. A small red and black swastika was on the grip of the gun.

Cade looked from the gun to the man, and then he knew why he looked so familiar. “You’re Andre.”

“Mr. Sauber, if you don’t mind,” the man said without even the trace of a smile.

The men looked stunned.

Andre said, “Am I not who you were expecting?”

“No, you are. I mean...” Cade said, “...we just thought, well, we didn’t think you’d be here yourself. Like you’d send someone else.”

“Is that a problem?” Andre asked.

The men shook their heads no.

He asked, “Mind if I have a seat?” but was sitting down in the empty chair before they had a chance to answer. He looked them over again, one by one. “You see, the thing about looking like the three of you is that it’s hard to be taken seriously.”

“You got a problem with the way we look?” Neck tattoo said, reaching back to his pocket for the switchblade he just put away.

“No, your tattoo is lovely,” the man said sarcastically. “But it’s like you’re all playing a part. Do you want to play pretend, or do you actually want to get shit done?”

Neck tattoo was steamed, his hand still in his pocket, a fact not lost on the others.

Andre looked at him, and then to his right at the mirrored wall.

“You obviously have conviction,” Andre said, “but look at the two of us in that mirror. Now, tell me, if you pull that switchblade out of your back pocket and shit gets real, what happens then? Which one of us are the police going to cuff and haul away? You know the answer is staring back at you. Even if I pull out my gun and shoot you, the cops say it’s self-defense and I walk. You look like thugs. If we’re going to succeed, we play by my rules.”

Neck tattoo shoved back from the table and stormed out of the bar. 

The others turned back toward Andre, who asked, “You guys are serious?”

The men nodded.

Cade cleared his throat. “Rowan, the guy who just left, is a true believer. He’d be an asset.”

“He obviously is,” Andre said. “I don’t doubt that, but if we’re going to succeed, the media needs to see a certain image. I’m sorry, but I don’t think you’re it. For something else, sure, but not for this.”

Andre stood up and walked out of the bar. He brushed past Rowan and his neck tattoo just outside the door. He ignored him as he approached the street to hail a cab.

Cade chased him out the door into the frigid November night. “Hey!” he shouted. 

Andre stopped and turned, his hand on his concealed weapon.

The three men walked up to him. Cade spoke for all of them. “Mr. Sauber, this is the biggest shit that’s gone down in recent history. You’re starting a revolution. We want in. We’ve got what it takes. You want us to get some nice clothes and try to look like soccer dads? Fine. We can do that. But we want in, sir.”

Andre stared Cade in the eye for a moment, then met the other two eye to eye. Past them, at the end of the street, a young man crossed the road, a backpack slung over his shoulder. Andre nudged his head in the boy’s direction. The men looked, and then turned back to Andre.

“What?” Cade asked, unsure what to make of it.

“You guys know what this involves. You want to make yourselves look presentable and be part of it? I’m willing to give that a shot. I need dedicated men, with conviction.”

“That’s us,” Rowan said with a grin.

“Then prove it,” Andre said. 

The men gave him a confused look.

“The kid walking toward us. I want to see him all over the news in the morning. Make that happen, and you’re in.” With that, Andre turned and walked down the street in the opposite direction. A moment later, he flagged down a cab and disappeared through the haze of the city lights. 

* * *
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Trey crept as quietly as he could down the stairs, careful to avoid the particularly creaky step three from the bottom. As his hand touched the doorknob, though, he heard her powerful voice from the kitchen.

“Where the hell do you think you’re going, Trey?” 

He never knew how his mom did that. She had more than eyes in the back of her head. She had eyes in every room.

“I’m going to JP’s house, Ma,” he said as he opened the door. “I’ll be back in an hour.”

His mom came storming around the corner from the living room. “Like hell you are! Are you out of your damned mind? It’s eight o’clock on a school night!”

“That’s why I’m going, Ma. We’ve got a test tomorrow morning. I’m helping JP out. You know how bad he is at math.”

“It’s pitch black out there, and freezing cold. You’re not going anywhere.”

“Ma, come on! If he doesn’t pass, he can’t play in the game Friday, and if he can’t play, we ain’t winning!”

“We’re not winning,” she said, giving him a smack on the shoulder. “And if Jaden spent half as much time on his schoolwork as he did on football, he’d be an honor student like my boy,” she said, pride edging out the anger in her tone.

“Come on, Ma. He’s counting on me to help him with this stuff.”

She let out a huff and looked at the wall clock. “Nine o’clock.”

“Ma! It’ll take fifteen minutes to walk there, and another fifteen to walk back. That only gives us a half hour to study.”

She gave him a look. “It doesn’t take fifteen minutes.”

“It wouldn’t if I didn’t have to walk down three flights,” Trey smiled.

“Don’t worry, you’ll live in nicer digs than this if you keep up your studies. You’re really just going to study? You’re not playing video games?”

“No, Ma. For real.”

She sighed. “Nine-thirty, and not a minute later, or you won’t go out for a week. Understand?”

Trey smiled, putting on his headphones. “Yes, Ma, I understand.”

“Come here and give your mama a hug.” 

She gave him a tight squeeze with her big arms and a kiss on the cheek. A moment later, Trey raced down the stairs to the front door. He hit the street running to the beat of the music in his headphones. 

A smile crossed his face. He’d snuck out a dozen times, and his mom never knew, but she’d caught him at least as many times if not more. He appreciated that she wanted to keep him safe, but she had to realize he was a young man now and could take care of himself.

He noticed four men quite a way down the street across the intersection. Three of them looked like they were giving the white guy in the suit some trouble. They certainly didn’t look like they were having a pleasant conversation. 

They were in his path. He considered crossing to the other side of the street to avoid them, but waiting for traffic to clear and then having to cross again further down would add too much time to the trip.  He decided to ignore them, focus on his music, and walk on the far side of the sidewalk. If there was anything going down, he didn’t want any part of it. 

He crossed the intersection, watching the traffic instead of them. 

When he looked ahead again a few seconds later, they were gone and he breathed a sigh of relief. He never gave it a second thought until one of the men, wearing leather and tattoos, or maybe a different man altogether, stepped from the bar as he was walking by. Trey couldn’t stop in time and crashed into him. He looked up, straight into the eyes of a tattooed skull on the man’s neck. 

He heard him say something, though it was drowned out by the music in his headphones.

“Sorry, man,” Trey mumbled, not making eye contact. He fixed his pack over his shoulder and hurried away down the street.

* * *
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Rowan paced and smoked as Andre drove away in the cab. 

He looked at Cade. “Can you friggin’ believe that guy? He didn’t want me involved because of my neck piece? What a prick. Who the hell does he think he is?”

“He’s the man with the money and a huge following who can work with whoever he wants. Yeah, he’s a douchebag, but he’s going to get some shit done.”

They eyed the black kid walking toward them. Cade nodded and they ducked into the alcove next to the bar door. Rowan pulled his switchblade from his back pocket.

“Not here,” Cade said. “It’s too visible.”

Rowan ignored him and walked directly into the kid’s path, bumping into him. The kid looked up, stunned.

“Watch where you’re going, ya fuckin’ coon!” Rowan growled.

The kid mumbled sorry and hurried away.

Rowan turned to the other two as the boy walked away. “You fuckers want to go for a walk?”

* * *
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Trey checked his watch as he turned onto a dark side street and eyed the three-story walk-up where JP lived.

“Ten minutes flat,” he said. “I guess Ma was right.”

He never heard them coming from behind over his music. Just as he got to JP’s building, two strong hands shoved him from behind, sending him flying face first into the brownstone.

He crashed, bracing for impact with his arms. His headphones fell off, dangling from their cord.

“What the fu—” He stopped short, the man with the neck tattoo just two feet away. There were two others with him now. Their faces were angry, their eyes filled with hate. The one with the neck tattoo grabbed him by the front of his coat and smashed a giant fist into his face.

Trey let out a cry and grabbed his nose as he fell backwards onto his backpack. The men tried to grab him, but he scrambled to his feet. The three stood in front of him, the one with the tattoo in front.

“Guys, come on, I’m sorry. I don’t want any trouble. It wasn’t on purpose.”

They walked toward him slowly. He panicked, looking around, his back to an alcove between JP’s building and the three-story walk-up next door. He took a quick glance behind him. A dumpster and a chain-link fence encouraged his escape. If he could just get over them, he was sure he was home free.

Then, the moonlight glinted off something and caught his eye. The man with the neck tattoo held a switchblade in his right hand.

It was now or never.

Trey swung his backpack, hurling it at the man as he turned and ran. He crashed past the dumpster and leapt up the chain-link fence, scrambling for the top. Just as his hand grabbed the metal bar at the top, two hands grabbed his legs and pulled him down. Trey held on forcefully, the thin wire digging into his fingertips, his knuckles turning pale under the stress. With one hard yank, the three men pulled him down, the exposed and knotted barbs tearing his palm into thin, bloody ribbons. He fell from the fence, crashing to the ground on his back.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he begged through short, panicked breaths. His back was in excruciating pain. He was sure something was broken and doubted he could stand and run even if he got the chance.

“You welfare monkeys don’t take enough from us?” the guy with the tattoo sneered. “You walk around like you own everything.”

“Come on, man,” the quiet one said from behind, looking out of the alley into the street. “Someone is gonna hear us.”

With that, the man clamped a hand over Trey’s mouth. 

“Well, let’s fix that,” he said.

Gripped by fear, his heart pounding in his ears, Trey struggled to let out a muffled scream. 

The last thing he ever saw was the steel of the knife slicing toward him.

Chapter 2

Alivia pulled her long dark hair into a thick ponytail and gave JJ a smile across the table in this small Vermont diner.

She chided him, “Are you sure you can keep up with me with your bum leg?” 

“It was a flesh wound,” he assured her. 

“I hope so, because I’m ready to move fast today!” she said, sipping her coffee.

She was joking, of course. Today, they were hiking for pleasure, with the goal of having a picnic by a waterfall. She’d done plenty of hikes carrying eighty pounds of combat gear on her back through the mountains of God knows where in the Middle East. 

Today’s outfit—black running tights, Brooks trainers, and a dark purple North Face to compliment her olive skin—was all about comfort.

The early morning sun streamed through the window and illuminated the speckled top of their table. He gave her a smile and a wink as he took a sip of his coffee. Despite a few days’ worth of stubble, accentuating the hard line of his jaw, that big grin made his face glow. 

She’d seen him in the field, all business, and knew when his smile faded and the dimples disappeared, he looked like a different man altogether. He didn’t wear his hair in the short-cropped military style that many of the men in their profession did, and she liked that. With his slightly curly sand-colored hair and broad shoulders, he looked like he belonged on the beach, not the chilly mountains of Vermont. She made a mental note that when the weather warmed up they would head to the southern shores of Narragansett.

Or sneak away to the tropics this winter... 

The thought of that brought a smile to her face.

Although you could still see your breath this morning, the sun was strong and it felt good. Combined with the hearty breakfast they’d just finished, it provided some extra warmth on this cold November day. Apparently there was some truth to the forecast that the bitter cold snap they were going through would break for a couple of days. 

“At least we’ve got a nice weekend to wrap up our leave,” she said.

JJ smiled. “Your leave. Mine isn’t wrapped up yet. I talked to Director Huerta this morning. NEST isn’t taking me back yet.”

Alivia let out a huff. “Syed’s been in the ground for three weeks. We stopped a massive terror attack and saved a few thousand lives because of what you did. I don’t see what’s taking so long. You’re a hero. They should be honoring you.”

A regretful look came over his face. “A hero? Liv, a hero doesn’t lose eight agents in the field, does he?”  

She took his hand. “There’s nothing you could have done. You were trying to stop a lunatic. Bennett, Ortiz, hell, the whole team, they were all good men and women who died to protect the country. That’s not on you.”

“They were under my command. Put that together with the suspect that died in my custody—”

“He committed suicide. The two agents on the scene backed you up on that,” she said.

“After I tortured him. And the other one that I beat senseless in front of at least half a dozen NEST agents, including the director?” he said. “Let’s not pretend, Liv. My career is as good as over.”

Alivia was quiet for a moment before she said, “You did what you had to do. I’d be dead, as would thousands of others, if you hadn’t stepped up.”

He gave a reluctant smile and took her hand. “You’re right. I don’t regret a thing I did. I’d do it all again a thousand times over if I had to. Forgive me if I’m not real hopeful though. There’s a group of politicians deciding my fate on this one, and I wouldn’t trust a single one of them as far as I could throw ‘em.”

“So, you’ve got to go in front of the board? What did Director Huerta say when you talked to him?”

“There will be a hearing, yeah. I’ve got to go in front of the board at Homeland in D.C.”

“What the hell?” she said to no one in particular. “Does he think there will be a sentence?”

JJ shook his head. “No. The two guys I—‘interrogated’—were known terrorists, on the watchlist, and shouldn’t have been in the country. The one that died was self-inflicted. That’s in my favor, but—”

“What?”

“My leave may wind up being for good. They’re not going to lock me up. I’ll fight it, and they don’t want the headlines. But he said it’s a real possibility this unpaid administrative leave will be for good.”

Alivia snapped, “They’d be idiots to do that! You’re one of the best agents NEST has.”

“Hey, I’m not sure I want to go back anyway. I wasn’t kidding about what I said before. I’m seriously considering setting up my own thing.”

She shook her head. “You should. They don’t deserve you. Hell, I’ll walk with you.”

He gave her hand a squeeze. “I appreciate that, Liv, but that’s not you.”

“You don’t think I would?”

He smiled. “I think you’ll do whatever you want. That’s what I love about you.”

She squeezed his hand back. “You know it!”

The waitress came by with the check and a fresh pot of coffee. “Would either of you like a refill?”

They both declined. They still had a few hours ahead of them on the mountain.

The television above the breakfast counter caught all their attentions at the same time. A photograph of a smiling young black man flashed on the screen. Alivia thought it looked like a senior portrait. The name “Trey Roberts” sat underneath the photograph. They couldn’t hear the muted voice of the news anchor, but she had a somber look on her face.

“Unreal,” the waitress said. “Have you heard about this yet?”

They shook their heads.

“A high school kid in Boston was going to a friend’s house the other night and got jumped by some skinheads. Killed him right there in the street in front of his friend’s house. Can you believe that?”

Alivia and JJ exchanged looks. Of course they could. Their day-to-day was hunting down the worst humanity had to offer. 

Unfortunately, horror stories like this were never a surprise. 

The waitress left the check.

JJ let out a breath, and trying for a reset to their conversation asked, “Is it really going to be warm enough for a hike today?”

She smiled, “Mom says the Sunrise 6 weather forecast said it would be sunny and sixty by noon. Steve is always right.”

“Okay, then.” JJ tossed a few bills on the table to pay for breakfast, then thought better of it and tossed two more down because the waitress had her heart in the right place. She could still be shocked by violence and care about the victims. “I’m going to hit the men’s room real quick, and we’ll hike the Saxtons River Trail you’ve told me so much about.” 

“I’ve got breakfast,” she said, pushing his money toward him before reaching into her small purse. She joked, “You’ve paid for everything for the past few weeks, and you might be out of a job.”

“So, let me take care of it while I can.” He smiled and gave her a kiss, sliding his money back to the center of the table and excusing himself to the men’s room.

Alivia watched him disappear around the corner and down the hall toward the restrooms. She put down more than enough of her own cash to take care of their breakfast and scooped up his money. She took his wallet out of his jacket pocket and put the bills back into his billfold. 

As she was doing so, a tattered piece of paper caught her eye. She checked to see that he still hadn’t appeared, and then pulled it out. It was a small photograph of a stunning blonde. She looked barely twenty years old. She turned the photo over, seeing nothing written on the back. The white backing was yellowed, and the edges tattered. It looked as though he’d been carrying it with him for years. Decades maybe.

For a moment she felt a pang of jealousy as the thought “Who the hell is this?” crept into her mind. 

This woman—girl really—looked completely different than Alivia. She figured the girl was at least ten years younger than her, or more. Her flowing, light blonde hair and pale skin couldn’t have been more different than the dark ponytail and olive skin Alivia had inherited from her mother. 

JJ had always said that he loved her Mediterranean look. 

“So who the hell is this?” she asked quietly.

But then she felt guilty as she realized this was a serious invasion of his privacy. It was obviously an old photograph, even though there was no date on the back. JJ never talked about his family. For all she knew, it was his sister or something. 

She stuffed the photo and the bills into his wallet and replaced it in his jacket.

* * *
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As JJ scrubbed his hands, taking care of a particularly sticky bit of pancake syrup that had been on his palm through most of breakfast, another man came into the small bathroom. JJ gave him a nod in the mirror’s reflection. Instead of moving on, the man stood there for a moment and offered a smile as JJ finished washing his hands and grabbed a couple of paper towels. 

“How’s it going?” JJ asked, trying to be friendly. He’d been staying with Liv and her parents for three weeks at the family farmhouse in this little village and was still getting used to how friendly the locals were. He had adjusted to the strange looks being cast his way but not the friendliness and familiarity.

The man smiled back. “I know you,” he said.

JJ gave him a once-over in the mirror as he dried his hands. The man looked to be around sixty years old, give or take. Well-graying hair, a few wrinkles, a collared shirt under a warm L.L. Bean jacket. He looked like dozens of men JJ had met over the past few weeks, but he was good with faces and pretty sure they hadn’t met before.

“I don’t think so,” JJ said. “I’m not from around these parts. Nice to see you, though,” he said as he tossed the paper towels in the trash and went for the door.

The man said, “I know you.” 

JJ turned and gave him a curious look, coming face to face with the man for the first time. Something was off.

The man continued, “I should rephrase that. I don’t know you. But I know who you are.”

“Oh, yeah?” JJ said, a little uncomfortable now. He was suddenly on his guard as something in the man’s tone changed. He thought about the gun sitting in the messenger bag next to his jacket that he’d left at the table with Alivia. He reached behind him, never turning his back to the man. With one hand on the handle he said, “I don’t think so, buddy. Like I said, I’m not from around here.”

JJ turned to make a quick exit. 

Just as he did so, the man said, “Crowley Creighton.”

JJ’s body went cold. He took his hand from the door and turned toward the man, barely able to speak. “What did you say?”

“Crowley Creighton,” the man repeated. “Houston, about twelve years ago, right?”

JJ said nothing as his brain kicked into overdrive. He had feared this day for over a decade but had obviously grown lax in recent years. The man still smiled at him, but JJ’s instincts said to run. Tear out of the men’s room, get in the car, and run for his life. But his feet were cemented in place, unable to believe he’d heard that name again.

Finally, the man spoke, low and professional. “Don’t panic. I see it in your eyes. And sure as hell don’t run. It’s just me, for now. If you run, that changes.”

JJ’s mouth had gone dry. He asked in a hoarse voice, “What do you want?”

“It’s not what I want. I’m a messenger. A deliveryman. Logan Hawthorne wants to speak to you. You’re going to come with me so we can make that conversation happen.”

JJ creased his brow. “Logan Hawthorne, CIA director?”

“That’s him,” the man said. “He has a favor to ask, not that you have much choice in the matter.”

JJ nodded, his mind racing to keep up. He said, “I understand,” though he wasn’t sure he really did.

* * *
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Alivia stood at the booth putting on her jacket, trying to act normal. Trying to act as though she hadn’t just been fishing through his jacket, when JJ came around the corner from the men’s room.

She looked forward to seeing his warm smile but was met by his ashen appearance. The color from his face was gone. 

“Are you okay?”

He wouldn’t even make eye contact with her as he grabbed his jacket and his bag. He was in another world.

Did he see me going through his wallet? 

“JJ?” She put a hand on his shoulder, and he jumped as though she’d just given him an electric shock. He finally looked at her, though she felt that he was looking through her. She asked again, “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” he nodded. “I... uh... I have to go,” he said, pulling on his jacket.

“What?”

He did see me. Shit. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to—”

He cut her off. “No, I have to go. I... uh... something came up. I just heard from Luis.”

“Director Huerta? What did he say?”

JJ just shook his head. “I gotta go. I’m sorry.” 

He gave her an awkward peck on the cheek and was halfway to the door before she stopped him by putting her hands on his shoulders. 

“What’s going on?” she demanded.

He locked eyes with her, but it was as if he were just seeing her for the first time. His eyes glassed over and his skin was pale—even more so against his charcoal jacket. When he finally spoke, he stammered, as if unsure of himself. “I... I wish I could tell you.” He leaned in and kissed her on the cheek again. When he pulled away he pleaded, “Please, don’t follow me.”

With that, he turned and went out the front door.

“What?!” she called, hurrying after him. “Where are you going? Are you taking my car?”

But he was already closing the back passenger-side door on a black SUV. It pulled away immediately, darting onto the village road without waiting for traffic. 

She looked at the rear of the vehicle as it sped away.

Government plates.

“What the hell?” she asked the empty sidewalk.

* * *
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The man driving the SUV flipped open his phone and hit speed dial one. After a moment, there was a click at the other end of the line.

“I have him,” was all he said.

* * *
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Sitting at his workstation in NEST headquarters, Ace took a quick look at his phone display before answering it.

“Hi, Liv, what’s up?” he asked.

“What the hell is going on?”

“What are you talking about?”

“JJ said he just spoke with Director Huerta and had to go. He looked like he’d seen a ghost. He wouldn’t tell me anything. What’s going on there?”

Ace was confused. “I have no idea. This is the first I’m hearing anything about this. But Huerta’s in his office right now. Has been all morning. Let me check with him and I’ll give you a call back.”

Ace disconnected the call and went for the stairs leading up to the director’s glass- walled office overlooking the floor at NEST. As he walked up the stairs, he wondered why JJ hadn’t called him. Just then, his pocket buzzed and he looked down to see a text from JJ.

It was one word that froze him in his tracks. 

His body went numb as he read it over again: 


PHASE


They had agreed on a set of code words years ago, hoping to never see them again. This word was the best of the options, but Ace still didn’t want to see it. He pocketed his phone and walked back to his station without ever knocking on Huerta’s door. 

He sat for a full minute running a hand through his beard.

Kate asked from the next station, “Everything okay?” 

“Yeah,” Ace nodded. 

He sent a text to Alivia: 


HUERTA WOULDN’T TELL ME EITHER. SEE YOU MONDAY A.M.


A moment later, his phone rang. He declined the call without looking to see who it was. He didn’t have time to talk with Alivia, or anyone else for that matter. Not now. He had work to do.

Chapter 3

Director Luis Huerta flipped on the lights in his glassed office on Monday morning at 0500. NEST never closed, but staffing was sparse this time of day absent a live op. Luis appreciated the silence before his day got busy fielding phone calls from Washington and following up on various investigations.

He tossed his wool pea coat on the wall hook, and then brewed a single cup of coffee in the machine on his credenza. He woke up his computer and glanced out the glass walls over the floor. A handful of junior analysts kept an eye on live data coming in, ready to send out an alert if anything actionable came through. The field team on standby would be well awake in the bunkroom downstairs by now, hitting the gym before the morning briefing. Otherwise, the workstations were mostly dark and would be for the next fifty-five minutes. 

His back was thankful he got to sleep in his own bed last night. The stiff couch in his office, which became his sleeping quarters many a night when NEST was simply too active for him to check out, had wreaked havoc on his aging back. In his mid-forties, he wasn’t that old, but among the young tech geniuses he worked with and the younger and inhumanly fit federal agents that typically ran the ops, he often felt twice his age. 

His rapidly graying temples, made worse every time he sent a team into danger, didn’t help.

He made up for it by working twice as hard as anyone else in the building, and that never went unnoticed. He earned respect more than he commanded it, and that suited his leadership style perfectly. 

As he sipped his coffee, he downloaded and decrypted the morning briefing from Homeland in D.C. There were no surprises. There never were, and he prided himself on that. It was his job to be the most informed person in the room, and the directives usually told him what he already knew. 

That wasn’t the case last Friday morning when he got a call from his director in D.C. 

“To what do I owe the pleasure?” Director Huerta had asked.

“Agent Joseph is still on leave, right,” D.C. said more as a command than a question.

Director Huerta skipped a beat, not accustomed to anyone calling Agent Joseph anything but JJ. “Yes, of course. I’d like him back soon, though.” 

“We’re working on that, but in the meantime, Hawthorne is going to borrow him.”

“CIA?” Director Huerta asked. “What the hell for?”

“Can’t tell you that.”

Director Huerta was incredulous. “I’ve been down two senior agents for a month with him on leave on top of Agent Morgan’s scheduled leave, and now you’re sending him off to work for the CIA?”

“It’s temporary. A few days, maybe a week. As long as he cooperates, you’ll have him back this time next week, easy.”

“I’ll have him back? As in the investigation is over?” Luis asked hopefully.

“Off the record, we sort this out and he’s yours. Investigation goes away. Keep that to yourself. Got it?”

“Yes, sir,” Director Huerta said as they ended the call.

He wondered what was going on, but at this point in his career, he was used to being kept in the dark. As long as he wasn’t going to lose JJ, he’d make peace with it now and find out the details later. 

Luis continued through the briefing package, and near the end he saw the confirmation he wanted; the container ship they had been expecting had arrived in Boston Harbor overnight, just a few hours ago. He also, as expected, had confirmation that they couldn’t tie up the ship for any amount of time. The politicians, and more importantly the CEOs and business magnates who funded their elections and livelihoods, wouldn’t stand for hundreds of millions of dollars worth of cargo sitting in port. 

Time was money, and D.C. had confidence that U.S. Customs and Border Protection could handle the inspection of the ship thoroughly and efficiently.

Although both CBP and NEST fell under the umbrella of Homeland Security, Luis would have preferred to have his own team on-site to assist with the inspection, given what was supposedly on board. 

CBP had let far too much illegal cargo slip through its net for the director’s liking. They either did so knowingly, or it happened because the mandate to move quickly was more important than the mandate to be thorough. Neither option was good. But NEST was spread too thin. He had to concede to the D.C. point of view that the standard port security resources were equipped to handle the inspection. 

There were a shit-ton of weapons allegedly on board that ship, so they had best be up to it.

The last section of the briefing package included the authority to work with the Boston police on the Trey Roberts case. Huerta shook his head looking over the material. 

Although it was generally a well-educated and prominent Northeast city, Boston had never been known for its harmonious racial relations. The violence that accompanied the court-mandated desegregation of the school system in the late 1970s and throughout the ‘80s—which many argued was still largely segregated—stunned most of the country. In the South, such violence was expected, but not in the Northeast. 

For what was generally thought of as a progressive city, its history, including its current-day reputation, didn’t match up with expectations. The Boston Red Sox were the last baseball team to integrate and add a black player to its roster, twelve years after Jackie Robinson made his debut. There were still regular complaints of race-based clashes at the famed ballpark, and for that matter, throughout the city. 

The city itself was still largely segregated, and when the wealth gap between black and white households was published in the paper several years back, the gap was so massive that many believed it was a typo. Few blacks, or any minority really, held positions of power. Boston had never elected a mayor of color, and the entire congressional delegation was currently white. In the private sector, fewer than two percent of senior managers were black. From inside one of—if not the most homogeneously white major metropolitan areas of the country—violence and discrimination against minorities was not a shock. It was a sad reality that the masses chose to ignore.

It certainly did not shock Director Huerta, and he didn’t choose to ignore it.

The murder of an unarmed black honor student by three neo-Nazi skinheads was a political nightmare in a city with such stagnant race relations. The governor and the mayor both demanded justice be brought down swiftly and decisively, but the case was a week old and the Boston PD had only picked up one assailant so far. 

After BPD identified the other perps, one of whom showed up on the federal wanted list, the chief reached out to Director Huerta to request they share resources to hunt him down. 

Lights started flickering on throughout the office. Luis looked up just in time to see an angry woman storming across the floor toward the stairs leading up to his office. He thought he’d be happier to see Agent Morgan after her three-week absence, but the look on her face made him feel otherwise. He knew what she was mad about. She’d blown up his phone with calls and texts since last Friday. This was the physical version of the same.

She burst through the door. “What the hell is going on with JJ?”

“Nice to see you too, Liv.” Director Huerta smiled from his desk chair.

“Cut the bullshit. What’s going on?”

He stood. “Nothing has changed since we spoke the other day. I have no idea. D.C. is keeping me in the dark.”

That wasn’t exactly true. Alivia didn’t know about the CIA piece, but that wouldn’t move the needle anyway. 

“You’re serious? So, JJ was lying to me when he said he spoke to you?”

The director shrugged his shoulders. “I wish I knew why he said that, Liv. But no, I didn’t talk to him the other day. He’s under investigation, so I can’t speak with him. I’m sure he’ll check in soon, though. I wouldn’t worry about him.”

“Ace doesn’t even know what’s going on!” she countered. 

It was well-known throughout NEST that JJ and Ace were exceptionally close and rarely seen apart. 

“Is yelling at me going to get you the information you want? I told you I don’t know where he is or what he’s up to. He’s a grown man going through quite a bit right now. I’m sure he’ll be back in touch. He probably had to go off-the-grid and clear his head or something.”

“We just spent three weeks in the middle-of-nowhere Vermont, population four hundred and change. How much more off-the-grid can you get?”

Huerta shrugged. “I have no idea, Agent Morgan.”

She glowered at him, but she knew he was right and had nothing more to give up.

“How was Vermont? Your folks?” he asked, trying to break the tension.

“It was fine until a couple days ago,” Alivia said.

“Good. I’m sure some time at the family farm did you good.”

“It did,” she conceded, “but I’m ready to get back to work.”

“Good,” Director Huerta said, handing her a condensed copy of the briefing package. “We meet in Conference Room 209 in twenty-five minutes. Get caught up.”

* * *
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She should have spent the next twenty-five minutes reading through the briefing. Instead, she spent it grilling anyone and everyone she came into contact with for news on JJ. 

Anderson hadn’t made it past the coffee station before Alivia caught him. 

“Do you know what’s going on with JJ?”

He sipped his coffee, “Nice to see you too, Morgan. It’s been what, three
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