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      They called him The Nobody Man. He was a shadow, a figure that could effortlessly blend into the background of just about any situation. No one knew his real name, or where he came from. No one other than his CIA contacts, that is. But his enemies knew the nickname. Usually after he had already gone. If they weren't dead.

      But even hearing that The Nobody Man was near was enough to send many criminals into hiding, going so deep that they thought no one could touch them. Of course, that wasn't true. If he was after them, there was nowhere deep enough that they could hide.

      And sometimes, it was just their own paranoia getting the best of them. Hearing a whisper that The Nobody Man was near, whether it was actually true or not, made many men and women sweat themselves into a panic attack. The Nobody Man navigated through life like a ghost, leaving behind a faint trace of his existence.

      His real name was Aaron Holt. His appearance was as unremarkable as his presence. He had an average build, medium height, and plain features that could easily fade into a crowd. He wasn’t thin or overly muscular. He wasn’t ugly, but didn’t have movie-star looks, either. He was just your plain, average, everyday-looking kind of guy. And he used that to his advantage.

      Beneath Holt’s outer layer of extreme plainness lay an extraordinary ability. The Nobody Man possessed an unmatched talent for blending seamlessly into any environment or situation. He had perfected the art of adapting to his surroundings, becoming anyone and everyone he needed to be. From high-profile corporate events to gritty back-alley dealings, Holt effortlessly slipped into any role he chose. His chameleon-like ability allowed him to gather intelligence when it was needed, or to eliminate a target when it was necessary.

      He first acquired the nickname due to the frequent questions that came after his assignments. Due to the secretive nature of most of his missions, whenever someone asked about what happened, or who did it, the response from his superiors was usually the same.

      "It was nobody."

      It became such a frequent response that most people in the organization didn't even know his real name. He just became The Nobody Man. It was also a good name to use when someone asked a question that they really didn’t want the answer to, such as being involved in an assassination that surely would have brought major questions from around the globe.

      “Were we really involved in that?” someone would ask.

      “Not us,” would be an often reply. “It was nobody that we know.”

      Even in his private life, he'd grown accustomed to living in the shadows. He loved the quiet life. He embraced it. Probably because of all the assignments he had in the CIA. They were usually anything but quiet. Or dull.

      But it’d been three years since his last assignment. There’d been overtures, of course, by some of his former associates. And by some people he’d never even met before. All of whom had hoped to entice him back into the life which he only gave up to be with his sick wife, Denise. But his answer was always the same.

      “Not now.”

      Not while his wife still needed him. Denise had fought for the last three years to get rid of the terminal disease which had overtaken her. The last few months had been the worst. She was bound to a wheelchair now, not able to stand for even five seconds without her legs giving out. Her diagnosis was that she had five or six months left. If she was lucky.

      That diagnosis was given about two months ago. That’s why they tried to cherish every second they had left. Together. They’d been an item for about twelve years, married for eight, first meeting in high school. And they stayed together ever since. She understood about the secretive nature of his work, and his occasionally flying off at a moment’s notice, usually halfway around the world. She never asked him about it, though. And when he was gone, she threw herself into her work as a divorce attorney.

      Denise was also what grounded him when Holt returned. She was what kept him from flying off the deep end. She kept him humble. She kept him sane. When he was back with her, all the unimaginable and unthinkable things he had to do… they just drifted away. As if someone else had done them.

      They lived on a large property on a lake, with nothing but acres of trees around them. One of their favorite activities now was just sitting by the edge of the lake, watching the water, and the ducks as they swam by.

      At this moment, Denise was already by the lake, waiting for her husband to join her. Holt, though, also had to take care of their aging fifteen-year-old American Bulldog. Brutus was Holt’s Christmas present from his parents as a teenager. Now, though, tumors riddled his body, and his legs had given out on him, unable sometimes to even go outside to use the bathroom.

      Holt had just picked up his eighty-pound friend and put him outside, as he often had to do. After a quick bathroom trip, Brutus plopped down again, as he often did. Holt picked him up and brought him down to the lake, putting him between Denise and himself. They both took turns petting him. He also liked to watch the ducks swim by.

      “It’s not going to be the same without him,” Denise said.

      Holt lowered his face and kissed Brutus on the top of his head. He fought back tears, knowing this would be the last day he had with him. Holt was sad, unsure if he was doing the right thing by putting his dog down tomorrow. But he didn’t want Brutus to suffer. And while Holt didn’t mind cleaning Brutus off after his frequent accidents, he knew it was time to let go, regardless of how hard it was.

      The three of them sat there for a while, silently, just watching the water. It looked so peaceful. It was almost enough to make them forget about all of their current troubles. Almost.

      “Aaron, we’ve been putting this conversation off for a while.”

      Holt sighed, having a feeling he knew what was coming. “Dee, I really don’t want to⁠—”

      Denise took his hand. “Aaron, I just want you to be happy. After I’m gone⁠—”

      “Stop. Just stop. I don’t want to think about that.”

      “But we have to. As much as you don’t want to, this isn’t going to change. In a few more months, I won’t be here.”

      Holt looked away for a moment and rubbed his eye. “We don’t have to talk about this now.”

      “But that’s what you always say. You’ve been avoiding this for months. And we don’t have a lot of months left. And I just want to make sure you know. I know you’re going to grieve for a while.”

      “Dee…”

      “It’s OK to be sad for a while. But I do want you to move on eventually. I want you to be happy. I want you to be open to finding love again. I don’t want you to grow old, alone, cut off from the world. Finding someone else eventually doesn’t mean forgetting about me. Or us. I want you to know that.”

      It was hard for Holt to think about any of that right now. Or maybe ever.

      “I want you to promise me.”

      “Denise.”

      “No, I really want you to promise me. Not just give me lip-service. Please give me your word?”

      Holt took a deep breath, not really wanting to agree to it, but also not wanting to make his wife unhappy, or make a promise that he didn’t intend to keep.

      “Aaron?”

      Holt stared into her eyes and felt his heart melting. He didn’t want to disappoint her. And she always had a way of breaking down his defenses.

      “I promise.”

      “About?”

      Holt sighed again. “That I’ll… do my best to… not be alone for the rest of my life.”

      Denise smiled, gripping his hand a little tighter. “I know it’s hard for you. Just do your best. For me?”

      Holt faked a smile and nodded. “I will. I promise.”

      They gave each other a kiss, and pet Brutus, as they looked out at the water once more. It was a picturesque setting. The kind that belonged on a postcard. But sometimes, settings like these… it was just the calm before the storm. And a storm was rising. And it was barreling towards them like a Category 5 hurricane.
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      Holt was pushing his wife’s wheelchair up the ramp to the porch when he noticed the black car pulling up. He let out a disapproving sigh as he immediately recognized the vehicle. It had been there before, though not lately. Holt figured it must have been about five or six months since they were last there.

      Denise reached her hand up and put it on top of her husband’s. “Just humor him for a few minutes, dear.”

      “Sure.”

      “I can take it from here.”

      Holt smiled and kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll get Brutus.”

      As Denise wheeled herself into the house, Holt hopped off the porch, trying to pretend like the car wasn’t even there. The driver’s side door opened, and a man got out.

      The man stood tall, his polished shoes clicking on the pavement as he approached Holt. He wore a tailored suit that exuded an air of authority, which he had, and his sharp gaze was fixed on Holt with unwavering intensity.

      "Aaron," the man said in a voice that held a hint of elegance but also an underlying tone of danger. "Long time no see."

      Holt's stomach churned as he recognized the man. It was Tom Barnes, one of The Nobody Man's CIA contacts. This unexpected visit could only mean one thing — trouble somewhere.

      "What do you want?" Holt asked, trying to maintain a calm facade, though he already knew the answer. There was only one reason the man would be there.

      "We need your help. The agency would like you to come in," Barnes replied. "We need The Nobody Man's expertise once again."

      Holt walked right past him. “My answer’s the same as it was the last time you were here.”

      Barnes walked after him. “It’s been three years.”

      “I’m aware of that.”

      “When you said you needed some time…”

      “It was for as long as I needed.”

      Holt reached the lake and bent down to scoop Brutus up in his arms. Barnes scrunched his eyebrows together, unsure what was happening.

      “He always get the royal treatment?”

      Holt briefly gave him the death stare. “He’s dying. This is our routine every day.”

      Holt walked back to the house, with Barnes trying to keep up with him.

      “Sorry to hear that. How much time’s he got?”

      “A few hours.”

      “Sorry, again. How’s your wife doing?”

      “Fine.”

      When they reached the house, Holt put Brutus down on the porch, gently stroking his head and face.

      “Look, there are things going on.”

      “There are always things going on,” Holt replied. “That won’t change whether I’m back or not.”

      Barnes took a deep breath, his gaze shifting from Brutus to Holt.

      "What's it going to take to bring you back?"

      "There's nothing you can say."

      Holt sighed, feeling the weight of the decision bearing down on him. He had spent the past three years trying to distance himself from the dangerous life he used to lead, focusing on taking care of Denise and enjoying what little time they had left together.

      "I made a promise, Barnes," Holt said firmly. "I promised my wife, and myself, that I would give her the peace and quiet she deserves in her final days. I won't break that promise. Not for you. Not for the agency. Not for anyone."

      Barnes nodded. “I understand.”

      “So there’s really no reason to continue this conversation because my stance isn’t changing.”

      Holt went inside, and with those parting words, and no one to talk to, Barnes turned and walked back to his car. He was a little huffy, but it was the reception and the answer he assumed he would get. As soon as the car had disappeared, Holt and Denise came back onto the patio, where they would spend the final few hours of Brutus’ life together, as a family.
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        * * *

      

      After leaving the vet’s office, Holt found a curb to sit down on. He put his hand over his eyes and wiped the tears from them. Brutus had only been gone for a few minutes, but this weird feeling came over Holt’s body. Like a piece of him was missing.

      For the last fifteen years, Brutus had always been there. Even when Holt was gone on an assignment for a week or two, he could always count on that wagging tail greeting him once he came home. But now, he wouldn’t be there.

      Holt continued to sit there for a while, lost in his thoughts, and his heart heavy with grief. He looked at the spot next to him, almost expecting to see Brutus lying there, waiting to lick his hand as he often did. He felt guilty, even though he knew in his heart that he made the right decision. His eyes filled up with tears again, wondering if he should’ve waited another week or two.

      But there was nothing he could do about that now. The decision was made, and he’d just have to push through it. And he still had Denise at home to worry about. Holt got back in his car and drove back to the house.

      As he got near the property, with his window partially down, he could already smell the thick smoke. He also saw it rising in the air. He knew where it was coming from. The gray streak of smoke still stood out through the darkened sky.

      Holt's heart pounded in his chest as he approached the property. The sight of the smoke sent a surge of adrenaline through his veins, replacing the grief for Brutus with a familiar sense of urgency. He pulled up to the house, his eyes widening at the intensity of the flames engulfing it.

      Without hesitation, Holt jumped out of his car and sprinted towards the house, most of it already engulfed in flames.. As he neared, he could hear the crackling of the fire and feel its searing heat against his skin. Panic gripped him as he realized Denise might still be inside.

      “Denise!” he yelled, taking a quick look around to see if she’d wheeled herself out somewhere.

      Without getting a response, and not seeing her anywhere, the realization that she might still be inside hit him like a punch to the gut. Holt charged through the front door. Thick smoke filled the air, making it difficult to see and breathe, but he pressed on. He called out Denise's name, praying for a response.

      “Denise!”

      Once inside, he didn’t have to go far to find his wife. Denise was lying there on the floor, completely out of her wheelchair, which was on its side. She was lying face down. But Holt noticed the blood around her. He turned her over, observing a bullet hole in the middle of her chest.

      Holt's heart sank as he stared down at his wife's lifeless body. He kissed her on the lips as the flames danced around them, mocking him with their merciless destruction. Rage surged through his veins, fueled by grief and a burning desire for justice. He clenched his fists, his knuckles turning white as he fought to contain the torrent of emotions threatening to consume him. Tears streamed down his face as he continued to hold his wife’s body in his arms.

      With a heavy heart, he carefully lifted Denise's lifeless body and cradled her in his arms, shielding her from the heat and smoke as he made his way back towards the front door. As he stepped outside, Holt was greeted by a group of firefighters who had arrived to combat the fierce blaze. Their eyes widened with shock and sympathy as they saw the devastation that had befallen the once peaceful residence.

      Holt laid Denise down gently on the grass, his gaze fixed on her. He whispered words of love to her, still not believing that she was gone. He looked back at the house as his mind raced, searching for answers amongst the heavy smoke and flickering flames. But right now, he didn’t have any.

      What he did have was a thirst for justice. For revenge. Someone extinguished the last few months remaining of his wife’s life. It wasn’t necessary. It didn’t have to be. But someone did. And he wasn’t going to let someone get away with that. No matter what it took, however long he had to search, he was going to find the person responsible. And he’d make them pay. He’d make sure, whoever it was, that they wished they never heard of The Nobody Man.
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      Langley, Virginia—Johnston was asked to go to Director Barnes’ conference room. As she walked, she briefly put one of her hands on her stomach to try to quell her nerves. She walked past numerous colleagues, and quickly took her hand away, not wanting to give off the impression that she was nervous. But she was.

      She didn’t know what this meeting was about. She wasn’t told, which was a little unusual. She’d been to a few of these meetings. But this time, she was going by herself. The other times, she’d been part of a team of individuals in there.

      Josephine Johnston had been in the division for about a year, and while she enjoyed the job, every day she still felt like the rookie. She was treated like it, too. While she felt her contributions to the team were appreciated, and she was listened to, she was often reminded that she was on the low end of the totem pole.

      But that never dampened her spirits. She was young, very bright, and had an upbeat personality. She wasn’t yet beaten down by the numerous years on the job like most people had. She was determined to prove herself and make a name for herself within the division. And today was going to be her chance. She just didn’t know it yet.

      Once Johnston entered the briefing room, her eyes scanned the faces of her colleagues. There were eight other men and women around the table. The nerves quickly came back. The room was filled with experienced agents, each one exuding an aura of confidence and authority. She took a gulp, determined not to show her anxiety, and took her place among them, at the end of the table.

      The room was silent as the door swung shut, most everyone looking down at the folders and papers they had on the table in front of them. Director Barnes stepped forward. As a seasoned veteran, his presence commanded respect from everyone in the room.

      "Good morning, everyone," he began, his voice steady and authoritative. "I have called this meeting today to discuss a case that requires our utmost attention."

      He had a clicker in his hand, which corresponded to a TV on the wall behind him. The picture of a man appeared, their first target of the day. Everyone started writing down notes. Johnston was a little mesmerized, still not exactly sure what she was doing there. She took a look around the table and saw everyone writing. So she did the same, though hers would obviously be more of a jumbled mess than everyone else’s.

      An hour went by, and Johnston seemed as lost as ever. She was beginning to feel like she was invited there by mistake. They must have mixed the names up or something. This was a meeting for the higher-ups. The people that made decisions. She was not at that level.

      It was too late to just walk out, though. She couldn’t speak up and ask why she was there. That would be too embarrassing. Now her strategy, since she was close to the door, was that when the meeting ended, with everyone standing up, she’d quickly scoot out the door, with no one able to ask any questions about why she was there in the first place.

      Mercifully, the meeting finally ended. Several agents spoke up, asking questions about their assignments. Thankfully, no questions were directed at Johnston, to which she would have had no idea what to say. Everyone began to stand up. Johnston quickly did the same, and was ready to bolt.

      Barnes put his hand up. “Jo, if you could stay for a minute after everyone’s gone?”

      Johnston smiled and nodded. “Certainly.”

      She flashed an equally wide smile to the other agents as they all walked past her on the way out. She put her hand on her chin, looking down mostly, as she didn’t want to look any further out of place than she already had.

      “Selia, close the door on your way out, please,” Barnes told the last person to leave.

      Barnes and Johnston were the only people left in the room. He took a seat across from her. He slid a file folder across the table. She put her hand on top of it. Before she was able to open it, Barnes had a few more words for her.

      “Before you open that, what is enclosed is highly classified. Only a handful of people are authorized to see what’s inside.”

      Johnston took another gulp. Though she had security clearance, it sounded as if what was inside that folder went well above her pay grade.

      Barnes smirked at her. “You’re probably wondering what you’re doing here.”

      “Uh, no. No, I was… well, maybe a little.”

      Barnes clasped his hands together on the table. “You’ve been with us, what… about a year?”

      “Yes, sir, about that.”

      “You’ve been doing great work.”

      Johnston smiled, happy that she’d been recognized. Those were words that weren’t heard that often around there.

      “Thank you.”

      “It’s been noticed,” Barnes said. “By a lot of people, including me. We think you’re destined for bigger things.”

      Johnston looked rather uncomfortable hearing the accolades showered upon her. If she didn’t know any better, she’d think she was getting the pink slip. This was about when the other shoe dropped.

      “What would you say to… broadening your horizons? Getting a bigger piece of the puzzle?”

      “Um, I guess I would say it depends on what was asked of me. Not that I wouldn’t be grateful, but, I guess… I would just want to make sure I’m capable.”

      “You are. What would you say to rendezvousing with several field agents?”

      Johnston raised her eyebrows, not sure if she was hearing correctly. “You want me to be a handler?”

      Barnes winced, uncomfortable with the term. “Well, that’s kind of an old-fashioned term. We would call it more of a Liaison Officer. You would interact with several field agents, make sure they have what they need to do their job. That sort of thing. What do you say?”

      “I’m flattered to be considered. I’m just not sure I’m qualified to do the job. Most of my work has been behind a desk.”

      “Well, it will still be mostly behind a desk. Other than a few occasions here and there where you’ll need to meet them in person… to check up on them, or pass them critical information that can only be done face-to-face. Most of your work will still be done behind the desk. Getting them whatever information they need, calling contacts, setting up itineraries, plans, escape plans, things of that nature. From what I can tell from the reports you’ve written, you’re qualified.”

      Johnston took a few seconds to think, but knew this was her opportunity. She couldn’t let it slip.

      “Yeah. Yes. I’m in. I’m ready.”

      Barnes smiled. “Excellent. That file in front of you is your first challenge.”

      “Challenge?”

      “Open it.”

      Johnston hesitated slightly, but did open it. Her eyes quickly went to the name of the person it belonged to, and swiftly brought her head back up.

      “This is for real?”

      Barnes nodded. “Aaron Holt. The Nobody Man.”

      Johnston’s eyes went back to the file, engrossed in the contents. “I… I’ve heard rumors, like most people. I thought he was just a myth.”

      “No, he’s very much real. He’s been gone for three years. We want you to make contact with him to bring him back into the fold.”

      “Me?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      She could feel herself starting to sweat at the thought of talking to Holt. The man was almost a legend. She was… well, nobody. Why would he talk to her?

      “At the risk of making myself sound… well, stupid, I guess. Aren’t there more experienced people to talk to him?”

      “Believe me, we’ve tried. I talked to him myself just the other day. Other than me, we’ve had six or seven other people talk to him in these last three years. He’s barely given any of us the time of day.”

      “Why do you think I would be any different?”

      Barnes shrugged. “Different angle. Maybe you can appeal to him on a different level somehow.”

      Johnston was a little alarmed as she looked at the subsequent pages of Holt’s file.

      “It says here his wife was just… murdered?”

      “Yeah. A couple of days ago.”

      It felt a little cold and callous to Johnston. Talking to a man about rejoining the agency so soon after having lost his wife.

      “Are you sure now’s the time to talk to him? I mean, maybe we should give him some space.”

      “Now’s the perfect time,” Barnes replied. “His wife was murdered. He’s gonna want answers. Maybe we can help give him some as an incentive.”

      “We’re going to use his wife… to help bring him back?”

      “It seems cold, doesn’t it? But unfortunately, we’re not in the business of being warm and cozy. There are a lot of bad things happening out there. Things that Aaron Holt can stop. We need him back. And we need you to make it happen. Think you can do that?”

      Johnston gulped, not sure whether she could or not. But somehow, she was going to have to.

      “Yes, sir. I can do it.”

      Barnes stood up. “Good. We’re counting on you.”

      Barnes opened the door and left the room. Johnston turned her head, making sure she was all alone. She let out a deep sigh. She put her hand on her forehead before looking down at the file again. She continued reading. And the more she read, the more she became convinced that she had no idea what she was getting herself into. She kept reading about Holt, and some of the assignments he’d been on. She was psyching herself out.

      “Counting on me.” She scratched the back of her head. “For some reason.”
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      Holt stood at the foot of his wife’s grave. The sun cast a warm glow over the cemetery, casting shadows that danced along the rows of the headstones. Holt stood there alone, his heart heavy with sorrow and anger. Denise's funeral had been a small affair, with no one else attending other than Holt. Neither Holt nor Denise had any family nearby.

      As he stood there, lost in his thoughts, Holt looked up and saw a figure in the distance. She looked young, in her mid to late twenties, blonde hair, dressed in a business suit. She was leaning up against a tree, with her arms folded across her chest. She had her sights locked on Holt.

      Holt already knew who she was. She had CIA written all over her. He didn’t pay much more attention to her, though. Instead, Holt turned his attention back to the fresh grave before him. He knelt down, tracing his fingers over the engraved letters of Denise's name.

      "I'm so sorry, Dee," he whispered, his voice barely audible above the rustling leaves. "You deserved better."

      As tears welled up in his eyes, Holt was determined to find out who was responsible for this tragedy and make them pay. And he had a few ideas as to how he was going to do that. Now that his wife was laid to rest, Holt had a new sense of purpose. He rose to his feet and turned to face the blonde woman who had been watching him from afar. They locked eyes for a moment. Holt really had no interest in dealing with her at the moment.

      Holt picked up a few blades of grass, and then tossed them onto the grave. He gave the blonde woman another glance, then turned and walked in the opposite direction. The woman hurried, hoping to catch up with him before he left.

      Holt continued walking, his mind consumed by thoughts of revenge. He didn't want any other distractions, including talking to any junior agents. He assumed she'd been sent by Barnes to try to recruit him back into the world that he once left behind.

      The woman quickened her pace, gaining ground on Holt. He could've hurried and left her behind, reaching his car before she was able to get to him, but he just didn't care enough to do that. Ignoring her was just as good an option. Despite his best efforts to ignore her, though, she persisted, determined to be seen and heard.

      "Holt! Wait!"

      Holt didn't respond. He didn't even turn his head to acknowledge her existence.

      "Holt! Please, just give me a minute."

      Holt rolled his eyes, knowing he shouldn't give her the time of day. But there was something in her voice. Something about it that he just had to acknowledge. It was a mix of friendliness and innocence. It was a weird combination for the CIA. He didn't come across it often in his time there.

      “Who are you?”

      “My name’s Josephine Johnston.”

      “Barnes send you?”

      “I’d really like to talk to you.”

      “I already told Barnes I wasn’t coming back.”

      “Can I just have a few minutes of your time?”

      “You’ve already got it. I’m sorry. There’s nothing you can say to change my mind.”

      They reached his car. Holt turned his body to finally face her.

      “In case you didn’t get the memo, my wife was murdered.”

      There was sadness in her eyes. Holt felt he was a pretty good judge of character. In his line of work, you had to be. If you weren’t, you’d wind up dead pretty quick. Either she was a pretty good actor, or her personality was completely different from Barnes’. Not that it mattered.

      “I know that,” Johnston said. “I’m sorry. I really am. Is there anything we can do for you?”

      “The only thing you can do for me is stay out of my way.”

      Holt opened the car door and got in behind the wheel. He rolled down his window.

      “What do you plan on doing?”

      There was no delay in Holt’s response. “Whatever I have to.”

      Holt drove away, knowing that Johnston wouldn’t have enough time to get back to her car and follow him. Of course, there could have been another car out there waiting to tail him, but he knew how to spot a tail. He drove around aimlessly for a while, making sure there was nobody following him. There wasn’t. He was in the clear.

      He didn’t want anyone knowing where he was going or what he was doing. Holt drove to a small internet cafe. He had a specific purpose in mind. Once inside, he found an open computer and logged on. He typed in the internet address of where his cloud security camera footage was stored. He logged in and filtered the results to the night Denise was murdered. He could’ve done this on his phone, but he preferred the larger screen and a desk where he could take notes if he needed to.

      As Holt sifted through the footage, his heart pounded in his chest. The images flickered on the screen, each frame a potential clue that could lead him closer to the truth. He watched as the minutes ticked by, his eyes scanning for any suspicious activity.

      And then, he saw it. The outline of a man lurking in the shadows just outside the range of the camera. The person moved with stealth and purpose, their features obscured by darkness. Holt's pulse quickened as he rewound the footage, trying to catch a glimpse of the person’s face.

      But no matter how many times he replayed the video, the figure remained just out of focus. Frustration gnawed at Holt's insides, a deep-seated anger bubbling to the surface. He couldn't let this mysterious individual slip through his fingers. He had him. He was there. He had to get a cleaner shot of him.

      Holt had numerous cameras set up on the property, all secretly placed, hidden to the untrained or unsuspecting eye. Dozens of cameras. With his past, there was no way he wouldn’t. He kept switching cameras to try to get a better glimpse of the man. There wasn’t one. At least in the moments before the fire.

      Holt then adjusted the time to the moments after the fire started. If he didn’t get a shot of the man going in, maybe he would going out. He checked out each camera in detail. He took no picture for granted, even if there appeared to be nothing there.

      Then, he saw the man again. This time, it was a much better shot. It was a different camera this time. Holt froze the video and zoomed in to get a better look at him. The man never turned his face fully to look at the camera, but it was a pretty good side view of him. And he was wearing a hat. A red baseball hat. Probably more like burgundy. There was something written on the front. A logo of some sort. But Holt couldn’t quite make it out. He quickly jotted down any distinguishing details he could gather from the footage: height, build, mannerisms. Every little piece could form a puzzle and lead to a bigger picture.

      Holt continued to scrutinize the footage, determined to extract any possible clues. There had to be something that could lead him to this mysterious man with the red hat. He played the video over and over again, his eyes glued to the screen, searching for any minute detail that he might have missed. There didn’t seem to be anything else, though.

      He went through every possible camera angle for the next few hours, hoping to find something else. Someone else. But he didn’t. All he could find was the one man. But that was enough for now. At least he had that. He had a starting point.

      Holt printed out the photos he had of the mysterious man on his property. With the details he had gathered, Holt knew he needed to find out more about this individual. Was he working alone? Or was he hired by someone? Either way, it was obviously someone from Holt’s past. This wasn’t a random act of violence. Someone targeted him. Or, more accurately, targeted the person he cared about and loved the most.

      Holt closed the browser and left the internet cafe. Once back in his car, he looked down at the passenger seat, where he had the notes and pictures he just took. If he talked to enough people, looked under enough rocks, someone would know this guy. Someone would give him up. It was just a matter of sticking with it. And Holt wasn’t going to let this go. He wasn’t going to let it slide. He’d find this guy. No matter how long it took.
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      Before going or doing anything else, Holt took a trip back home. With what he was about to embark on, it was probably the last he’d see of it for a while. He wanted to soak it all in before he went on this manhunt. If there was one thing he knew about whoever this guy with the red hat was, he probably wasn’t hanging around very long.

      When Holt pulled up in his driveway, he saw another car already sitting there. He had a view of the inside, and no one was in it. Holt had a clear view of the backyard, as they had no fence, and could see the outline of a person sitting down by the lake.

      Holt took a deep breath, just sitting there for a moment. He then got out, and slowly walked down to the lake. Johnston had her back to him, sitting on a large rock. His mood crossed between annoyance that the woman couldn’t seem to take a hint, and admiration that she didn’t seem to give up. He could at least respect it, even if it bothered him to see her again.

      Johnston knew Holt was nearby without even having to turn around to look at him. She could hear the crunching of the leaves under his feet, a few twigs breaking under his shoes. She continued looking out at the water. Holt put his hands in his pockets and stood next to her, though there was a few feet of distance between them. His eyes focused on the lake, as well.

      “I can see why you’ve lived here. So very peaceful.”

      Holt cleared his throat, helping to prevent some tears from flowing as he thought of his wife.

      “Used to be.”

      Johnston turned her head slightly, glancing at Holt. She could see the pain etched on his face, the sorrow in his eyes. She wanted to reach out, to offer some comfort, but she knew better than to intrude on his grief. Instead, she kept her gaze fixed on the serene waters of the lake.

      "I am very for your loss," Johnston said, speaking softly, her voice barely audible above the gentle rustle of the leaves. "I know it doesn't mean much, but if there's anything I can do to help..."

      Holt's eyes flickered towards Johnston, his expression guarded. His instinct was still to push her away. He knew why she was there. They’d sent her to bring him in.

      "Why don’t you just come out with it and tell me what you really want?" Holt asked, his voice laced with skepticism.

      Johnston looked at him, almost a little angry at his tone. It felt a little heartless hearing that she might have ulterior motives. But after a brief thought, couldn’t blame him under the current conditions. She wasn’t just there to offer moral support. She took a gulp.

      “Do you know how many other agents they’ve sent over the years to have this conversation?”

      Johnston looked down for a moment. “No, not exactly.”

      Holt looked at the lake, as far as he could see. “I think you’re the eighth. You’re the first new person, though. Guess they’re changing tactics. Grasping at straws.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Holt looked at her again. “How long have you been on the job?”

      “I’m not fresh out of spy school, if that’s what you mean.”

      “You’re not experienced, either.”

      “And what makes you think that?”

      “I can just tell. You don’t have that obnoxious aura around you yet, like you know everything. And you’re not hardened yet by all the atrocities this world has to offer.”

      Johnston was silent for a few seconds. She looked at him out of the corner of her eye.

      “I’m not sure I’ve ever been insulted so nicely before.”

      The faintest of a smile crept over Holt’s face.

      “I didn’t mean it as an insult,” Holt said, his voice softer than before. “It’s just… there’s a certain weariness that comes with experience. A heaviness that settles deep in your soul after you’ve seen and experienced too much. And you haven’t been burdened by it yet.”

      “I know it may seem like I’m just another agent that’s been sent to fetch you and bring you back in. But I genuinely want to help. I know you’ve got a lot going on right now. A lot of emotions. I’m not asking you to make a decision right now. I’m just asking that maybe you think about it?”

      “Why do they want me back so bad? You know that?”

      “I think you probably already know the answer to that, don’t you?”

      Holt laughed to himself, picking up a few blades of grass. “Yeah. I guess I do.”

      “You have gifts. Talents other people don’t have.”

      “Gifts, huh? Three years of solitude, of watching the person you love most in this world slowly fade away, maybe that softens a man. Did you ever think that maybe I’m not the same man I used to be?”

      “The agency thinks you are.”

      “They would say and do anything that benefits them an inch. I wouldn’t trust them as far as I can spit.”

      “So what are your plans now?” Johnston asked.

      “I dunno. Thought I might go fishing.”

      “Fishing?”

      Holt looked up at the sky. “Fishing helps clear a person’s mind sometimes.”

      He turned to leave. Johnston jumped up off the rock.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Told you,” Holt said. “Gotta go buy a line. Mine got a little crispy.”

      Holt briskly walked back to his car, followed by Johnston once again. She was determined to not let him drive off on her again.

      “Can we at least talk again?”

      Holt got inside his car and put his window down. “I’ll tell you what. Meet me here again tomorrow.”

      Holt drove off, heading to his storage unit. The storage unit was a place Holt hadn’t visited in three years. The moment he stepped away, he put everything from his former life in there. Boxes, notes, weapons, memories. They were all there.

      As he unlocked the padlock, he felt a certain weight on his shoulders. The weight of his past. He lifted the door open and stepped inside, a wave of nostalgia hitting him. The room, a medium-sized unit, was only about half-filled.

      Holt made his way to some of the boxes and opened them. He took out several stacks of notebooks and case files, each containing bits and pieces of information that had consumed his life over the years. It was here, amidst the faded ink and yellowed pages, that he hoped to find answers to the questions that haunted him.

      He pulled out an old journal and began flipping through its worn pages, searching for any clues related to the red-hatted man he had seen on the surveillance footage. The entries described countless encounters with shady individuals, and potential suspects who could be linked to Denise's murder. The link was here somewhere. Holt knew it.

      As he tossed a few boxes around, he came across one that held several weapons inside. There were several pistols, along with some ammunition. He’d just picked up one of the Glocks, jammed a magazine into it, and put it in the back of his pants, when he heard the sound of a woman clearing her throat.

      Holt turned around to find Johnston standing at the entrance of the storage unit, a mixture of concern and apprehension etched across her face. She glanced at the loaded Glock in Holt's waistband and raised an eyebrow.

      "What exactly do you think you're doing?" Johnston asked, her voice laced with a hint of worry. “Looks like you’re loaded for bear.”

      Holt shrugged nonchalantly, trying to maintain a facade of indifference. “What I’m doing is not your business.”

      Johnston took a step forward, her eyes fixed on the gun. "Look, I get that you're hurting and desperate for answers. But arming yourself like this... it's not going to bring Denise back. It won't bring you peace."

      Holt's grip on the Glock tightened as he stared at Johnston. His expression hardened. "How would you know what will bring me peace?”

      “You’re right, I don’t. I’m sorry.”

      “I don't need your lectures. This is my way of finding justice for Denise. I won't rest until I catch the person that killed her."

      Johnston smiled, trying to ease the tension. “So much for fishing, huh?”

      Holt glanced up at her, then went back to his boxes. “What are you doing here, anyway? You followed me?”

      “Maybe. You forgot to give me a time for our meeting tomorrow.”

      Holt briefly stopped, his eyes moving towards her for a moment. She was quick.

      “I almost believed it. But then I thought, would a man like you really go fishing at a time like this?”

      “I’m fishing for something. But it’s not in any water.”

      “Maybe I could help.”

      Holt stopped his movements again, putting his hands on the sides of the boxes in a defensive posture.

      “Look, I don’t need anyone’s help. And I don’t need you offering to do something for me in the hopes of getting in good with me so I’ll break down and join you and your crusade later. I’m done with that.”

      “I wasn’t. And I was under the impression that there weren’t any leads. I also somehow get the feeling that you know something nobody else does.”

      Holt brushed her off and continued looking through some of the notebooks.

      Johnston walked further into the room. “What exactly are you looking for?”

      “I don’t know yet.”

      She stopped at one of the boxes and looked inside. “I’m really good at analyzing things.”

      “That what you did before they latched you onto me? Analyst?”

      She grabbed one of the notebooks, but was careful to not open it without his permission. “I’m just saying. If you tell me what you’re looking for, maybe I can help?”

      He briefly stopped and looked at the notebook in her hand. His voice softened.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Then how will you know if you find it?”

      Holt could only shake his head, not really having an answer for her. She held the notebook up further.

      “May I?”

      He gulped as he looked at it, then at her. He gave sort of a sheepish nod. She had more questions as she looked through the notebook, fascinated by some of his notes.

      “What is it that you’re not saying? What do you know?”

      Holt sighed and lowered the book he was looking at. “Look, I don’t trust you.”

      “You don’t know me.”

      “That’s right, I don’t. But I don’t trust the people you work for. And your interests aren’t the same as mine. Right now, I’m only interested in finding out who killed my wife. Your only interest in my situation is whether you can use it to help bring me back in. That puts us with different agendas. Now, I’m sorry to be blunt, and I don’t mean to be insulting, but we do not have the same goals here.”

      Johnston licked her lips, as she felt her mouth getting dry. As hard as it was to hear that, she couldn’t deny the truth in it. They did have different motives. Even if she was sympathetic to his situation, and even if she truly did want to help, he was correct in his assessment.

      She continued looking through one of the books. “I see a lot of names here. Do you think one of them is responsible?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t ruled out the possibility that you people are behind it.”

      Johnston looked horrified at the suggestion. “You really think we might have murdered your wife?”

      “You guys have been trying to get me back for years. She dies, and magically you show up again. Coincidence?”

      Johnston shook her head. “No. I wouldn’t be party to something like that.”

      “Knowingly, maybe.”

      “Why would we take the risk? Without wanting to sound cold and thoughtless, and I hate myself for even talking like this, but your wife only had a few more months to live. Why take the chance of pissing you off and making an enemy of you just to get you back a few months early? The agency has waited this long. They could wait a little longer.”

      He couldn’t argue with that logic. He gave a slight nod and went back to the notebook. After only a few more seconds, he tore a page out of the book and put it in his pocket. He put the other notebooks in the box, including the one in Johnston’s hand, and put the lid on it. He then walked towards the entrance.

      Johnston looked confused. He obviously had found something. Something he wasn’t interested in sharing. She jogged after him.

      “So what’d you find?”

      Once they got to the door, Holt turned around to face her. “Look, so far, you seem like a nice person. I got no issue with you yet. But if you follow me again, you and I are gonna have problems, you understand?”

      Johnston nodded. “I do. I won’t follow you.”

      “And I also expect to find this storage locker the same way as I left it. If I find the lock cut off or boxes sorted through, we’re gonna have an ever bigger problem. Do I make myself clear?”

      Johnston put her hands behind her back, as if she were in the army taking orders. “Totally.”

      “All right, then.”

      They stepped outside the unit, and Holt closed the door, putting his padlock back on it.

      “Could you use a hand?”

      Holt’s shoulders slumped, feeling like she wasn’t getting the message. She read his body language and wanted to ease his fears. She put her hands out.

      “Just wait.” She reached into her pocket and removed her business card. She stuck it out, hoping Holt would take it. “If you need anything… anything… just call me. Maybe I can help.”

      Holt glanced down at the card with trepidation. He didn’t want to take anything from anybody. And he definitely didn’t want anyone’s help. She could see he was hesitant.

      “Look, no favors owed, and no expectations about you coming back. If you need me for just one thing, and then we never talk to each other again, that’s fine. I’ll be disappointed, but I’ll get over it.”

      Holt continued looking at the card, still not making a move for it.

      “You never know when you might need a friend. And like I said, no expectations.”

      Holt sighed, and then reluctantly took the card. He held the card up for a moment, then put it in his back pocket. He turned and walked away.

      “I’ll see ya.”

      “I hope so,” Johnston replied. She stood still, watching him until he was no longer in sight. “I certainly hope so.”
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      Munich, Germany – Detlef Altmann was sitting in his favorite restaurant, having a conversation with one of his business associates. He had several guards seated at nearby tables, as was the usual. Altmann was a major player in the German underworld. And someone that Holt had dealings with before.

      Though he himself was never on The Nobody Man’s radar, Altmann’s son was. Altmann contained his dealings to his own operation, which was big in German circles, but was not really a blip on the radar in terms of what the CIA was looking for in the world view.

      His son, though, had bigger aspirations. He always did. Friedrich Altmann was a dreamer. He always dreamed of taking what his father started and going bigger. Instead of only being the big fish in a German pond, Friedrich wanted to be known world-wide. Unfortunately, he accomplished that goal a little too well.

      He got mixed up with terror organizations, major drug suppliers, the sex trade, and big-time gun traffickers. He made the big-time. But that always comes at a cost. While he became a bigger name, he also fell onto the CIA’s radar. And whenever that happens, eventually, there will be a bullet with your name on it. And that bullet came courtesy of The Nobody Man.

      Of course, whenever events like that go down, there are always rumors. People speculating on who, or why. Eventually, word got back to Detlef Altmann that The Nobody Man was responsible. It was Holt’s last mission before he left the agency.

      The loss of a child could make people do crazy things. Maybe even more than the loss of a spouse. And men like Altmann had long memories. He’d never forget something like that. He swore he’d find out who The Nobody Man was and make him pay. He swore he’d get even someday. Maybe now, he finally had.

      Altmann had enough power, money, and connections to worm his way into Holt’s inner circle. All he had to do was get the right kind of dirt, or enough money, to bribe a lower-level person to find the information he needed. He wasn’t above doing that.

      Holt had been watching Altmann and his associate for the last thirty minutes, just waiting for the right time to approach. And, like usual, he had blended into his surroundings. As Altmann took the last remaining sip of water from his drink, Holt moved in. Nobody suspected a thing. Holt looked like all the other waiters in the restaurant.

      With a pitcher of water in his hand, Holt casually walked over to the table, and lifted the glass off the table. Neither Altmann nor his guest paid the man any attention. Holt filled the glass with water and put it back down on the table. He walked away, heading towards the back of the restaurant, where he put the pitcher down, then walked out through the back. His work there was done.

      A minute later, Altmann reached for his glass and picked it up. He took a sip, but as he was about to put it back down, saw a small, folded up piece of paper lying where his glass had been. His arm froze mid-air, the glass hanging there, as he stared at the paper.

      Finally, he put the glass down, and picked the paper up. He unfolded it to see what it was. There was only a phone number. Altmann slowly turned his head, his eyes scanning the restaurant to see who could have given him this. It had to have been the waiter that was just there. He didn’t see him now.

      Altmann’s eyes went back to the note. He stared at that number. Who was leaving him this? And why? He wasn’t sure he wanted to call it, but he knew he had to. After a couple of minutes, he concluded his business, and sent his associate on his way. He then took out his phone and called the number.

      Holt was sitting on a bench further down the street, the front door of the restaurant still within his view. He had his phone in his hand. It was a new one he picked up at the airport after he flew in. As soon as the phone rang, Holt answered.

      “Who is this?” Altmann asked in German.

      “I know you speak English, Detlef.”

      The concern was plainly evident in Altmann’s voice. “Who are you?”

      “I’m sure if you think long and hard enough, you’ll know the answer to that.”

      “You could be anyone.”

      “I hear you’ve been looking for me for a long time,” Holt said.

      “I’ve been looking for a lot of people.”

      “I doubt they’re the ones that killed your son.”

      Altmann fell silent on the other end of the line, the weight of Holt's words sinking in.

      “You’re him.”

      “Yes, I’m him. And we need to talk.”

      “What for? One member of the family isn’t good enough for you?”

      “I need to talk to you.”

      “That’s what we’re doing, isn’t it?”

      “Not here,” Holt said. “Not on the phone. Needs to be in person.”

      “Why?”

      “You won’t be as likely to lie to me in person.”

      “And what makes you think I’ll agree to this?”

      “Because you know who I am. If I wanted you dead yet, I’d have killed you where you’re sitting.”

      “And if I refuse to meet?”

      “Then we’ll be meeting again soon, anyway. And I guarantee our encounter will be more than me slipping you a piece of paper.”

      Altmann really didn’t feel safe meeting him. But he also knew who he was talking to. He wiped the sweat off his face. The man on the phone was right. If The Nobody Man wanted him dead, he would be. He might as well take his chances.

      “Fine. Come back in and we’ll talk.”

      “You and me alone,” Holt said. “Without your guards. Down by the river. Across from the concert hall.”

      “When?”

      “One hour. If I see someone that works for you, I’ll kill you on the spot.”

      Holt hung up, not wanting to give Altmann the chance to respond, or negotiate. By the sound of his voice, Holt could tell that Altmann was nervous. Unfortunately, he also wasn’t sure Altmann was the guy he was looking for. He sounded too scared to be. Of course, maybe he was just scared that he’d been discovered to actually be the one that ordered it.

      That was why Holt wanted to meet him in person. He wanted to talk to him face to face. He wanted to look Altmann in the eye. Then he’d know. Then he’d be sure.

      It would only take about twenty minutes to get to the meeting spot. Holt left his position and would get there first. He wanted to observe the area for a bit until Altmann got there. Once he was, Holt would be able to tell if any of his cronies were there with him, milling around.

      When Holt arrived, he waited under the bridge. Altmann got there ahead of schedule, arriving twenty minutes early. The crime boss went straight for a railing overlooking the Rhine River. Holt left him to his own devices for a little while. His eyes were scanning the area for signs of Altmann’s men hovering nearby. It looked clear. He didn’t notice anyone. Certainly not the guys that were with Altmann at the restaurant.

      Holt moved toward Altmann, almost surprising the man when he got near him. Altmann was wide-eyed as he looked the secret assassin over.

      “You’re The Nobody Man?”

      Holt kept his head moving, always on the lookout. “I don’t like to advertise.”

      “I figured you’d be taller.”

      Holt almost let out a smile, slightly amused by the comment.

      “You know, for a while, I dreamed of this moment.”

      Holt didn’t reply. He just stared at him.

      “I dreamed of the day where you’d be within arm’s reach of me. Then I would kill you for what you did.”

      Holt didn’t look worried. “Looks like you got your wish.”

      Altmann made a face and looked at the river. “It was a fleeting moment. The pain of a grieving father talking.” He took a moment to collect himself. “So what brings you here?”

      “More of a question, really. A few days ago, someone very close to me was killed. I wanna know if you’re the one behind it.”

      Altmann raised an eyebrow as he looked at him. He could hardly believe it.

      “I don’t even know your name. How would I kill someone you know?”

      “Rumors a few years ago were that you were looking for me.”

      Altmann moved his head and arms around, basically confirming it.

      “I won’t deny it. I was. But that was three years ago. Six months later, I stopped.”

      “Why?” Holt asked.

      “Because I hit nothing but dead ends. I couldn’t find out from anyone who The Nobody Man was. No one was talking. Then, as time passed, some of the pain faded away. I stopped thinking with my heart.”

      “Meaning?”

      “We are all in this business knowing there are inherited risks. You, me, my son, all of us. You get into this knowing what kind of fate may await you at some point. There are police, rivals, arrests, assassinations, betrayal, the list goes on and on. Once the pain faded, I thought rationally. My son’s death… was just business. I realized it wasn’t personal. He got involved in things he was not prepared for. I warned him against doing so. But he was determined to make his own path. To go bigger. It was foolish. That was what cost him his life. You were just the one that pulled the trigger. If it wasn’t you, it would have been someone else.”

      As the man talked, Holt could see it in his eyes, and in his mannerisms. Altmann wasn’t responsible for his wife’s death. He spoke like an intelligent man. He didn’t speak like someone who was consumed by revenge. And that was the man he needed to find. Altmann turned to look at Holt squarely in the eyes.

      “Tell me. Who is this person you lost?”

      Holt hesitated for a second, not sure if he should reveal it. In the end, though, he figured there was no point in hiding it. He looked down for a moment.

      “My wife.”

      “It pains you greatly,” Altmann said. “I know that look. I saw it every day in the mirror for six months. You are now looking for the person responsible.”

      “I am.”

      “Why do you think it is me?”

      “That’s why I’m here. To find out.”

      Altmann shook his head. “Some might think I’m crazy. But I no longer wish to kill you. But even if I did, I would not come after your wife. I would come after you.”

      “I kill your son. You kill my wife for revenge?”

      “Was your wife involved in this life?”

      “No.”

      “Then it is senseless. Friedrich was not innocent. I am not innocent. You are not innocent. But your wife? That is going to a level in which I would not go.”

      Holt stared at the man, his words really hitting him. He didn’t believe Altmann was lying to him. He seemed like a man who was speaking genuinely and honestly. He wasn’t hiding anything.

      “It was to my knowledge no one knew your real name?”

      “Very few people do,” Holt answered.

      “I would start your search there. One of them must be responsible.”

      “Maybe so.”

      “Or maybe it was your employer. Ever think maybe they could do such a thing?”

      “It’s occurred to me.”

      “Perhaps you have a bigger problem, though.”

      “Yeah? How you figure?”

      “Whatever you’ve done, you angered someone terribly. But it’s worse than that. The person responsible for this, they’re not just interested in revenge for some past transgression. They’re interested in torturing you. If it was revenge, they would just come after you. This… this is something more. They want to make you suffer.”

      They talked for a little while longer, with both of them eventually going their separate ways. Holt continued walking along the river, though. The water helped bring some peace and clarity to his troubled mind. He thought about everything that Altmann told him. He was right. This was about making him suffer.

      Holt just assumed that whoever killed Denise was really after him. When they got to the house, saw he wasn’t there, decided to kill Denise just for spite. But what if that was actually the plan? What if they purposefully waited for a time when Holt wouldn’t be there so they could target his wife?

      He couldn’t get his mind around that, though. Why? Why would someone want to do that? What reason could there be? Altmann was right about one other thing. This wasn’t just about The Nobody Man. This was about Aaron Holt. This was about someone who knew his real name. And that was a much shorter list. And it was about time he found out some answers.
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      Marsala, Sicily – Holt once again didn’t waste time with hotels. He had his sights set on one man. Giorgio Pelligrini. He was an Italian who assisted Holt on numerous assignments. He was a CIA informant, who Holt used often while in the region. Holt considered him a trusted friend. Well, as trusted as someone could be in this line of work.

      Pelligrini knew Holt’s real name. The Nobody Man talked to Pelligrini more than he did most of the people in the CIA. But Holt hadn’t talked to him in some time. Three years, to be precise. Once Holt gave up the life to be with Denise, he left everything in the rearview mirror.

      He wouldn’t have thought Pelligrini would be the one to sell him out. But, three years can change a lot of people. They weren’t close anymore. And now, Pelligrini was at the top of the list. At the moment, he was Holt’s chief suspect.

      Holt arrived at Giorgio Pelligrini's modest villa, hidden among the vineyards of Marsala. It was a warm evening, and the scent of ripened grapes hung in the air. The sun was beginning to set, casting a soft orange glow over the sprawling estate.

      As he approached the villa, Holt couldn't help but feel a sense of nostalgia. He’d been there before. Numerous times as he and Pelligrini went over plans for a mission, or decided on an attack strategy, or an exit path. He and Pelligrini shared many successful missions together, forming an unspoken bond of trust and camaraderie. In this business, you learned to trust very few people. Pelligrini was one of those who broke through the restraints. But now, that trust was replaced by suspicion and doubt.

      Holt's grip tightened around the handle of his gun concealed beneath his jacket. He knew he had to proceed with caution. If Pelligrini had indeed betrayed him, there was no telling what awaited him beyond those elegant doors. The good thing was that since Holt had been there, he knew the best place to enter. Pelligrini had a security system in place, but Holt knew the blind spots.

      On the northwest corner of the property, there was a tree where the branches hung low. Someone could use that to get over the fence, all out of view of the security camera. Holt mentioned cutting the tree down to Pelligrini before, but the man always persisted in leaving it the way it was. He loved that tree. Even if it was a security problem.

      Stepping onto the cobblestone path leading to the entrance, Holt mentally prepared himself for any scenario that might unfold. Memories of past missions flooded his mind — moments of danger, adrenaline-pumping pursuits through which Pelligrini helped smuggle him out of a few jams. But Holt had to put all that out of his mind now. At the moment, Pelligrini was a suspect in his wife’s murder. Until they could be cleared, everyone was.
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