Cascade of Betrayals

A FROG Spy Thriller

By

M.H. Sargent
Copyright

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

ISBN: 9798883557025

Copyright 2023 M.H. Sargent

All rights reserved.

Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Cascade of Betrayals (A FROG Spy Thriller)

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

Thank you to my editor, Shelley Holloway, of Holloway House, hollowayhouse.me, for all her hard work preparing this novel for publication. This particular story involved many different plotlines, and she made sure that they all came together seamlessly. I’m very grateful.

Also, a special thank you to my cover designer at Florida Girl Design Inc., gobookcoverdesign.com.

Characters

FROG Personnel

Adam Patterson, field operative

Gretchen Black, field operative

Hal Todd, operations manager

Marsha Leenhouts, head of IT

Nora Stern, aka Two, Marsha’s number two assistant

Zebra, IT tech operator

Miles Wallace, field operative

The Hague

George Wu, prosecutor for International Criminal Court

In Switzerland

Anna Bauer, head of the Swiss federal police

US Navy Personnel

Commander Haylee Forte

Admiral Irving Bolling, retired 

Abbey Bolling, his wife 

Charlotte, aka, Charlie, his daughter 

Seth Zimmerman, secretary of the Navy

Chet Millhouse, Zimmerman’s son, ex-Navy

Stephen Becker, officer of the watch 

Harold Becker, captain, Stephen’s uncle, died in skydiving accident 

Officer Howard Parks, retired, living in nursing home

Commander Marco Ellison, Haylee Forte’s love interest

In Washington, DC

Lester Lee, the president’s chief of staff

Nadia Rusnak, US secretary of state 

Senator Brian Reynolds, chairman of the Senate Select Intelligence Committee

Stacey Wilmington, intern for Senator Reynolds

Senator Dixon, Kansas senator 

Dr. Damian Thoms, works for World Health Doctors 

In Denmark 

Edwin Downs, US ambassador

Chase Wilmington, Downs’s top aide and Stacey’s brother

Amanda Grace, US consul general, Greenland 

Ex-CIA Operatives

Brad Carpenter 

Daniel Kobek

Hired Criminals

Diana Knaurs

Mitch Kelly, residing in Lagos, Portugal

Kevin Boyer 

Jessie Boyer, Kevin’s cousin

Harry Malone 

Juri Vogel

Wilmington Family 

Henry Wilmington 

Gina Wilmington

Chase Wilmington, son 

Stacey Wilmington, daughter

Hettie, longtime cook, Gina’s aide 

Ukrainians

Dr. Andrey Goraya 

Daryna, his wife

Iya, their young daughter
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue
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The Sulu Sea, Philippines—Aboard the USS Argentine

“Come left, steer course zero-eight-zero!” the officer of the deck called out. 

“Come left, steer course zero-eight-zero, aye,” the helmsman repeated. “My rudder is left three degrees, coming to course zero-eight-zero.” 

“Very well,” replied the OOD.

Commander Haylee Forte, forty-two years old, had been in the Navy for more than twenty years and now, as commander of her own ship, savored her time on the bridge, hearing the familiar exchanges between her bridge crew. Her naval career had started right out of high school as an enlisted sailor. She’d quickly worked her way up the enlisted ranks, and now as a commissioned officer, she expected the best from those under her command—as she had given to her superiors—and treated her sailors with respect. She learned to listen to them. Their complaints. Their fears. Their joys. In return, she got the best from each and every sailor. It was no different now that she was the commanding officer. 

Although she could take her seat in the captain’s chair, she was a bit nervous crossing the Sulu Sea and preferred to stand. Her anxiety stemmed from both the heavy amount of merchant ship traffic, including massive container ships, and the nearby Tubbataha Reefs. The legally protected reef covered more than 24,000 acres, or approximately thirty-seven square miles. For decades, the internationally recognized reef had been considered a vital habitat for a variety of endangered marine species.

While she loved skimming over colorful reefs in a kayak, she didn’t love maneuvering her 505-foot Arleigh Burke-class destroyer over this particular reef since it was in the center of the Sulu Sea, which meant she had to take extreme care to maneuver the ship through only the deepest water. 

Making matters a bit more complicated was the fact that they were behind schedule and had to play catch-up to get to the open waters of Indonesia for planned drills with the Japanese Navy. The problems had arisen two days before when they had been on a scheduled port call in Subic to refuel and the Global Positioning System (GPS) faltered. The work-around meant shifting over to the Inertial Navigation System (INS) which wasn’t as accurate as the GPS. On top of that, one of the four GE engines had gone wonky with an electrical fault. They had been forced to spend an extra day in port to correct both issues. However, at 0700 that morning, Commander Forte had been assured by her crew that both the engine and the GPS were back on track. 

“Current speed?” Commander Forte asked. 

“Eight knots, Captain,” the helmsman called out. 

Good, she thought. Even though they didn’t dare go any faster now, once they were in open waters, she would have them crank it up to twenty knots to make up for lost time. 

“No, no, no!” her navigator suddenly called out. “No way!” 

Alarmed, Commander Forte turned to see her navigator poring over the charts. 

He looked up at her. “We’re off track.” 

“What?” she cried out.

“Let me do another check,” he anxiously replied. 

Just then, it felt like something slammed into them on the port side, sending several sailors sprawling to the deck. Commander Forte kept her feet under her by grabbing hold of the captain’s seat with all her strength. She heard what sounded like they’d dropped anchor and were dragging the chain. But she knew better. She knew it was the sound of their hull scraping hard against the coral reef below. 

All that went through her head was something Admiral Bolling had told her years ago. “You ever take command of a ship, whatever you do, don’t have an avoidable accident. You do, I guarantee you, your career will be over. No two ways about it.”
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Chapter 1
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Washington, DC ~ Two Months Later

It was Stacey’s first time dining at the 1789 Restaurant & Bar, a French restaurant known for its ambiance and excellent food. At least that was the word from other congressional interns, most of whom had never actually eaten here but were all too happy to relate what they’d heard about the place. 

It was just five in the evening, and the restaurant was empty. As expected since they wouldn’t officially open for another thirty minutes. However, they had opened their doors for her boss, Senator Brian Reynolds, and the secretary of state. The quiet dinner was supposed to be just the two of them, but the secretary had brought along someone else. A Hispanic man of about thirty, heavyset, with a gold tooth, which was visible when he smiled. Stacey didn’t catch the name, but she could tell the senator had been caught flat-footed, and he wasn’t too pleased. 

When the maître d’ greeted them all with great reverence, the senator had gestured toward Stacey and said, “Get her something to eat.” His dismissive tone was clear to all. If she cared about the senator’s perception of her, she might have been embarrassed. But she didn’t care, so his contemptuous tone didn’t bother her in the least. Minutes after seating the esteemed guests, the maître d’ had escorted her to a small table for two out of the way. She was given a menu, and a few minutes later, a waiter was at her side. 

“I’ll have the garden salad with the house dressing,” she told him. 

The man didn’t write this down. He simply waited, no doubt expecting her to order an entrée.

“Just the salad, please,” she confirmed. With that, he left.

If the waiter thought she was odd, so be it. What he didn’t know was that, minutes before leaving the office, the senator’s chief of staff had pulled her aside and told her that if she ate anything at all, it had to be something inexpensive. The dinner was coming out of the senator’s personal account. This hadn’t come as a surprise. She had heard through the intern rumor mill that the senator had gotten into trouble for spending too much campaign money on non-campaign expenses. Tonight’s dinner with the secretary of state obviously didn’t qualify as a campaign expense, so Senator Reynolds was following the rules of mere mortals. 

The irony of babysitting the senator this evening wasn’t lost on her. The first irony was that she loved salads. So, having a salad for dinner very well might have been her supper choice anyway. Secondly, unlike anyone else on the senator’s staff, she really didn’t care about what the senator and secretary of state might be discussing, so sitting well away from them was just fine with her. Besides, he was no doubt filling up on alcohol, something she didn’t need to witness. 

After the meal was over, she would earn her meager intern pay as the senator’s designated driver. However, instead of taking him to his Georgetown flat, she would be driving him to Maryland where he was scheduled to spend a long weekend with his wife and three grown children at his family’s horse farm. Stacey had never been to the senator’s home, but she had seen pictures of the large equestrian estate online. Located in Prince George’s County, it was a good hour’s drive away. Her only regret was that they would be arriving at night, which meant she wouldn’t be able to see the horses. 

Earlier that afternoon, she had completed a driving test under the watchful eye of the senator’s chief of staff in order to make sure she was comfortable driving the senator’s brand-new, fully loaded, performance-model Tesla. The man made a point of telling her that it had cost more than $90,000. An unimaginable sum of money in her mind. The tutorial included activating the navigation system by voice command and making sure the senator’s Maryland address was in the car’s computer. 

The test drive was fine, but it had been during typical DC traffic gridlock, and she couldn’t wait to get the Tesla out on the open highway to get a good feel for it. That she had been chosen for this duty was just luck, but the fact was, she absolutely loved cars. On her family’s ranch in Montana, she had started driving an old truck when she was just twelve years old. When the truck broke down, Paulie, an old ranch hand, showed her how to fix it. New cars didn’t allow for do-it-yourself repairs, but they held special fascination due to their advanced technology and enhanced performance. And all-electric vehicles, such as the Tesla, held an even greater fascination for her. 

Her phone chimed. A goofy face emoji from her brother, Chase. Nine years her senior, he was the top aide for Edwin Downs, the US ambassador to Denmark. While Chase relished all things politics, Stacey was ambivalent about it all. However, to appease him, she took the six-month paid-intern job with Senator Reynolds since Chase had worked so hard to secure it for her. He insisted that an internship like this could set her up for life, opening all kinds of doors no matter what her career choice might be down the road. 

But she knew her career choice. She wanted to be a veterinarian. After graduating early from Montana State University with a 4.0 pre-veterinary science degree, she had been accepted at Washington State University’s College of Veterinary Medicine. However, due to cutbacks, the full academic scholarship she needed wouldn’t be available until the fall. So, she had time to kill. While she had wanted to find a job at a zoo or a veterinary clinic, Chase had really put the pressure on that this would be a brilliant move that she wouldn’t regret. 

And today was actually the first time since taking the job that she was really excited. All because she was going to be driving a brand-new Tesla. She had fun telling Chase the news since he was an avid car enthusiast, too. Her phone chimed again. I can’t wait to get your critical review. I hear great things. Yes, I envy you. I fully admit it. Have fun and drive safe. She replied with a happy face emoji. 

The restaurant was now officially open, and she noticed that people were arriving for the first seating. Enjoying her delicious salad, Stacey saw a wine steward hurry past with a bottle of red, and she couldn’t help but wish that she could have just one glass. If nothing else, it would take the edge off having to deal with the arrogant senator during the long drive to his home. 

~ ~ ~
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“Status?” Mitch Kelly demanded. 

“No change,” Kevin Boyer replied, having to turn down the volume on his cell phone. 

“I show they’ve been in the restaurant forty-eight minutes. Two hours for dinner should do it. They should be leaving within the next hour, I would think.”

Kevin glanced at his watch. That sounded about right. Not for the first time, he wondered if the man’s name was really Mitch Kelly. All he knew was that they had traced his phone to Portugal, and he called himself Mitch Kelly. Not that it mattered. All that mattered was that they were making a great deal of money tonight. 

“You’re sure about what you said earlier? The secretary brought a man?” Mitch asked. 

Kevin looked at his cousin, Jesse, who was sitting in the passenger seat, and rolled his eyes. “Yes, I’m sure. They both got out of the secretary’s car. The guy got out of the back seat, along with the secretary. Not sure it matters if he’s a family member, or he’s protection. Whoever he is, he’s not our concern.” 

There was some silence. Then Mitch said, “I got your photos of the senator’s driver. She’s still inside, yes?”

“Affirmative,” Kevin replied. It took all his willpower to hold his tongue. He wanted to tell Mitch that he was overthinking this. What did it matter about the woman? It was simple as could be, and they were ready. 

There was an audible sigh. “Very well. Call me when he leaves. Your dog walker needs to be in place.” 

Kevin knew all this. “Right.” 

With that, Mitch Kelly disconnected the call. 

~ ~ ~
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So much for a fun drive, Stacey thought. 

First, the early dinner didn’t end until close to eight. Who has a three-hour dinner? A busboy took pity on her and gave her some bread and a dish of olive oil for dipping. Simply out of boredom, she ate most of the bread. 

Then the maître d’ had come to her table. “They are leaving.” 

“Thanks,” she said, finally getting up and stretching her legs. She left a five-dollar bill on the table, hoping the busboy would get it. She hadn’t seen the waiter after he took her salad order, and she knew her dinner was included on the senator’s tab, so she really didn’t need to do anything. But she wanted to acknowledge the young man. The bread had hit the spot. 

The senator was quite inebriated as he left the restaurant, staggering a bit, but holding tightly to a thick manila envelope. She took the envelope and put it with his briefcase and carry-on bag in the trunk. After getting him in the passenger seat and helping him with the seat belt, she  made sure the navigation system was set for their destination. Since the senator had driven them to the restaurant, she took a few minutes to adjust her seat and mirrors. 

The senator gave a loud belch. “Go already. I’m not sitting in this damn parking lot all night.” 

“Yes, sir,” Stacey replied, promptly putting the car in drive and checking her surroundings before pulling out into traffic. 

Less than five minutes later, the senator burped again, and, this time, she could smell it. And it wasn’t pleasant. She desperately wanted to roll down all the windows and blow out the stench, but she didn’t dare. Once on the highway, she figured out how to crank up the fan for her side of the car, careful not to activate the air conditioning. 

After a few minutes with the air blowing in her face, she settled down. The traffic wasn’t too bad for a Friday evening, and she was grateful. Maybe she would get a chance to really see what the Tesla could do. 

“Stop,” Senator Reynolds suddenly said. 

“What?” Stacey asked in surprise. 

“I’ve got to pee,” he announced. 

Stacey looked over at him as he shifted uncomfortably in the seat. 

“Stop the damn car! I gotta pee!” he bellowed. 

“I can’t stop right here. We’re on the highway. Just a sec,” she replied evenly. Spotting a McDonald’s just off the highway, she quickly took the next exit. “There’s a McDonald’s, sir. They’ve got clean restrooms.” 

The senator didn’t reply, but the car’s route guidance weighed in on the matter, making it clear that they had deviated from the planned route. It started to repeat the warning, and Stacey quickly lowered the volume before the senator could bark about that. Pulling into the parking lot, she took the closest spot to the entrance and parked the car. The senator grumbled as he tried to undo his seat belt, and she immediately hit the release button for him. He opened the door, slowly pulled himself out, and shuffled away. She watched his drunken gait and wondered if he was going to make it. A car blew its horn, and she realized the passenger door was still open. She unbuckled her belt and dove across the passenger seat, pulling the door shut. 

The driver pulled in and flipped her the bird.

~ ~ ~
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“What the hell?” Kevin muttered to himself. He had followed the Tesla off the highway and parked as far away as he could while still able to keep sight of the car. 

“I can see their position here,” Jesse told him, waving his iPad. “We don’t have to follow him.” 

Kevin didn’t respond. He was old school. He liked to keep eyes on the subject and not rely solely on electronic devices. His phone rang. He saw the caller ID and cursed under his breath. He pressed the speaker button to answer, so Jesse could hear. 

“What’s going on? Traffic?” Mitch asked. “They’re not moving.” 

“They stopped at a McDonald’s,” Kevin replied.

“What do you mean, a McDonald’s?” the man erupted. 

“The senator went inside. She’s still in the car,” Kevin explained. 

“That makes zero sense,” Mitch scoffed. “They just ate at one of the finest restaurants around.” 

“Senator probably needs the bathroom,” Jesse offered in a loud voice. 

“I guess that makes sense.” 

Kevin saw the entrance door open and the senator emerge. “He’s coming back.” 

“Good,” Mitch said. “Call immediately if they deviate again.”

~ ~ ~
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Stacey now knew the senator was a lot drunker than she had first thought. She had heard that he was a nasty piece of work when he was drunk, and she was getting the chance to experience it up close and personal. First, he had come around to the driver’s door. She had her window down and had politely told him he had to get in on the other side. Fortunately, he didn’t fight her on this. As he trudged around the front of the car, she reached across and opened the passenger door. He had managed to get in, but that was about it. The simple task of putting on the seat belt was giving him fits once again. She had tried to help, but he had angrily swatted her hand away. 

Equally annoying, the seat-belt warning chime continuously dinged. 

“Turn that damn thing off!” he complained. 

“Sorry, it’s a federal mandate, sir,” she replied crisply. 

“I hate listening to it!” he mumbled. 

It took her a second to realize that her foot was on the brake pedal—the equivalent of turning on the ignition in a gas car—and perhaps activating the safety warning system, although she wasn’t sure. She took her foot off the brake and at the same moment, the senator forcefully rammed the buckle into place. He sat back, seemingly exhausted from wrestling with the seat belt.

She backed the car out of the parking space and headed out. “You know what, sir? Just like you said, no one likes the seat-belt warning systems in cars. Which means you could make a ton of your constituents happy by revising the federal law that mandates seat-belt alarms.” 

He gave her a baffled look. 

“You are part of the legislature, sir,” she reminded him. “Change the law.” 

The senator frowned.  “Don’t be a smart-ass.” 

She got back on the highway.  “Actually, making it optional would go over well with the people of Maryland. Everyone hates the annoyance. You really would make people happy.” 

“Yeah?” he scoffed, tilting his head back against the headrest and closing his eyes. 

“Yes, sir.”

“Fine, write up a proposal for me.” 

Stacey looked at him. “You serious?”

His eyes remained closed. “Put it in writing, smart-ass.” 

Stacey smiled to herself.

~ ~ ~
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Harry Malone was walking the dog on the quiet country road for one simple reason. Residents around here were predominately animal people and anyone passing by would think nothing of seeing a man walking his dog. However, a solitary man walking by himself on the side of the street could raise suspicions. Or at the very least, be remembered. And he didn’t want to be remembered. So far, only a few cars had gone by, and each one had slowed when their headlights hit his reflective jogging clothes. 

He couldn’t remember the dog’s name. Clancy? Or maybe Cleo. He wondered how the people working at dog shelters came up with the names. The good news was that the large lab mix was friendly and well-behaved on the leash. Hell, it was probably just happy to not be in a cage. Too bad it would never go to a proper home. But that wasn’t his problem. The dog was a prop.

~ ~ ~
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Senator Reynolds had fallen asleep some time ago, his chin on his chest. Since he would never know, Stacey had given in to temptation and with little traffic around, she floored the Tesla. The electric vehicle had gotten up to ninety miles per hour almost instantly, equally terrifying her and giving her a great thrill. Unlike gas-engine cars, the Tesla had accelerated in complete silence. It was a strange sensation. 

Minutes later, she followed the guidance system and exited the two-lane highway. She had never been in this part of the state, so street names were meaningless. She only knew that the senator lived on Farmington Road. Glancing at the digital map, she saw they were getting closer to his street, and the GPS now indicated they would arrive at their destination in twelve minutes. She briefly wondered how long it would take to get an Uber ride back to DC.

~ ~ ~
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Harry had been going back and forth on this part of Farmington Road for close to thirty minutes now. He was getting bored with it. Although the dog seemed happy to be out and about. His phone rang, and he answered using his ear fob.

Jesse said, “Seven minutes out.”

“Got it,” he replied, disconnecting the call.

~ ~ ~
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Kevin had stopped following the Tesla and pulled into the parking lot of a Lidl Grocery Store at Livingston Road and Oxon Hill. Once they were stopped, Jesse pulled out his laptop and connected the joystick. He didn’t have to use the laptop. He could do what he had to do with the iPad, but redundancy was a nice safety net to have, and it was easier to see the live feed on his MacBook. Right now the iPad was sitting on the wide console between the front seats, indicating the senator’s location in real time with a red dot on a detailed map. The laptop was more intriguing—it displayed the Tesla’s front camera feed. In Kevin’s mind, it was almost like playing a video game. Except that, in this case, the stakes were so much higher. 

From time to time, Jesse switched over to the Tesla’s cabin camera. Located just above the rearview mirror, it gave a live feed of what was going on inside. There wasn’t much to see since it was nighttime and there were shadows, but the feed showed both the woman in the driver’s seat and the senator in the passenger seat. It appeared that the senator was asleep, his head down and occasionally bobbing as the car hit a bump in the road or made a turn. 

Jesse switched back to monitoring the Tesla with the front cameras. 

Once again, Kevin’s phone rang. And, once again, he hit the speaker button. Before he could say a word, Mitch was berating him. “You do a test? I said no tests!” 

“Wasn’t us,” Jesse calmly replied. 

“I don’t want to spook her!” the man complained. 

“It was the woman, not us. She put her foot down.”

“You better not be lying—”

“I’m not!” Jesse angrily replied. “What the hell! She’s driving a state-of-the-art machine and there was a gap in traffic, so she put her foot down.” 

“I don’t want to raise any red flags and have her stop the car.” 

Jesse glanced at Kevin and shook his head. “Guess what, asshole? She has no control whatsoever. She can’t stop the car if I don’t want her to. Do you get that? She only has the control I give her. Right now, I’m letting her drive. I’ll take over when it’s time. Don’t call again.” 

Jesse stabbed the speaker button, hanging up on the man.

~ ~ ~
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Harry heard voices behind him and quickly turned around, startled. He saw five people in the middle of the road heading toward him. Three held flashlights, and all five seemed to be talking at once. Two were preoccupied, busy staring at their phones. Not one person even knew he was there. They were about thirty yards from him when the dog barked. Just once. But it was enough to stop the group cold. 

The lights shined on him and the dog, but they weren’t too bright. Cell phone flashlights, no doubt. 

“Hi,” a voice called out. 

“Hello,” Harry replied. 

A teen girl stepped forward. “What’s his name?” The dog was now full of life, squealing and wagging its tail. The girl came closer. “Is he friendly?”

“No, Bet, he’s going to eat you,” a teenage boy said sarcastically with a laugh. “He’s wagging his tail, for heaven’s sake. You can see that, right?” 

“Be quiet,” the girl named Bet told the boy. Turning to Harry, she asked again, “What’s his name?”

“Clarence,” Harry said. He realized he had just remembered the dog’s name. 

“Hi, Clarence,” the girl said sweetly, kneeling down and giving the dog some pets. “Hi there, boy.” She was rewarded with lots of kisses. 

“Bet, c’mon!” another teen said. 

Just then, they were all bathed in powerful LED headlights. Harry took one look and cursed under his breath. It was the Tesla. Now stopped in the middle of the road.

~ ~ ~
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Stacey slowed for the commotion in front of her. The Tesla’s headlights illuminated the dark road like it was daytime, and she saw a blonde girl kneeling over a dog then suddenly pop up and come toward the car. The girl gave a hesitant wave and kept approaching the car. Stacey wasn’t quite sure what to do. Finally, she rolled down the window. Then she heard, “Senator, that you? Senator Reynolds?” 

Stacey looked at her boss. Still passed out. She knew he hated talking to people on the fly. Much better when such things were orchestrated. He wasn’t good off the cuff, and right now, he’d probably just slur his words if he did try to talk. Considering how everyone in the world had cell phones and loved to record every little thing, it would be best to keep the girl at a distance. However, now, she was right there. Great. 

The teen leaned down to see inside and was clearly surprised to see her behind the wheel. “Oh, hi.” 

“Hi,” Stacey said. 

The teen peered around Stacey. “The senator asleep?” 

Stacey gave a tight smile. “Afraid so. Been a long week.” 

“Oh,” the teen replied, clearly disappointed. “I just wanted to tell him I babysat Isabella today for a couple of hours. She is so cute! Just adorable!”

Stacey had no clue who Isabella was, and it must have shown on her face.

“Michele’s daughter?” the girl said. “She’s adorable. So sweet.” 

Stacey finally got it. She knew Michele was the senator’s youngest daughter. She managed to say, “She is cute, I agree.”

“I know! I love her to pieces!” She reached her right hand inside the car. “I’m Bet. I live two doors down from the Reynolds.” 

“Stacey,” she said, shaking the girl’s hand. Not wanting to wake the senator and hear him grumble in front of a constituent, she let the girl’s hand go. “I better go.” 

Headlights approached from the opposite direction. An older Suburban. The driver honked, and the girl turned. “My brother! Finally!” She looked back at Stacey. “See you later!” she said and ran off. 

Stacey watched as two of the teenagers scrambled for the front passenger seat of the large SUV, each calling out “Shotgun.” The others, including the girl, piled into the back seat.

~ ~ ~
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“What’s going on?” Kevin asked Harry, again on speaker. 

“Bunch of kids,” Harry told him. 

On Kevin’s phone screen, he saw another call coming in. It was Mitch. He, too, was obviously concerned, but to hell with him. He hit the ignore button. “In the middle of the road?”

“Just now leaving,” Harry said. 

Kevin and Jesse watched the action from the Tesla’s forward camera. Sure enough, the large SUV slowly pulled away. 

“They talked to the driver, right?” Kevin asked. 

“One girl did,” Harry said. “Yeah.” 

“Anything important said?” 

“Couldn’t tell. Look, they’ve gone. We’re fine,” Harry advised. 

“You need to get on the mark,” Jesse said.

“I’m practically at the corner. Can we just get on with this?” Harry asked, impatiently.

Concentrating on the laptop and moving the joystick, Jesse announced, “I’m keeping her in place for a bit. I want you at the turn so I don’t pass it, and I want those kids long gone.” 

“They are,” Harry argued. “You keep waiting, someone else will come along. Pull the trigger and we’re done.” 

“For all you know, they’re going to double back,” Jesse reasoned. “Just give it a minute.” Once more, Jesse made sure that the Tesla was in sport acceleration and sport steering. Battery charge was 71 percent and that was more than sufficient. The new car meant new tires and with the cool, dry road conditions, the tire grip would be ideal. All systems were a go—there was no reason to abort.

~ ~ ~
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The senator snorted a bit, shifted in his seat, and was quiet. With the SUV gone, Stacey took her foot off the brake and pressed on the accelerator. But the car didn’t move. She tried again. Nothing. What the hell? She double-checked that the car was in drive. It was. The emergency brake was off, not that she had put it on. There was no reason for it not to go. She kept pressing the accelerator yet nothing. Her heart started to race. Something was wrong. 

Stacey tapped the senator on the arm. “Sir? Sir, something’s wrong with the car...” 

Nothing. He was dead to the world. Damn. Then it dawned on her that she was essentially driving a computer. Computers sometimes froze and often all you needed to do was restart it. She checked the rearview. No one coming. A glance out the windshield showed the dog walker now in front of her by a good forty yards. She found the button for the emergency flashers and hit it. Nothing. She pushed the button harder. The emergency lights came on, much to her relief. Using the touchscreen, she found the controls icon and powered off the car. She waited a minute. With the key fob still in a cupholder—where she had put it when they had left the restaurant—all she had to do was put her foot on the brake and the car would turn on. She put her foot on the brake. The car came to life. Good. But before she even took her foot off the brake, it suddenly started to creep forward. While her foot was on the brake! Her heart racing, she pressed harder on the brake. The car stopped. What the hell was going on? She checked the rearview mirror again. Still no one coming. 

She carefully took her foot off the brake. It didn’t even creep forward now. She pressed the accelerator. Nothing. She pressed a little more. Still nothing. 

She nudged the senator. “Sir! Sir, you need to wake up! The car isn’t responding!” she said in a loud voice. Nothing from the senator. Damn. 

She grabbed her purse from the floor of the back seat and pulled out her phone. She found Chase under Favorites, put it on speaker, and hit the call button. It seemed to take forever, since it was an international call, but, finally, she heard his voice. Thank heavens! 

“Chase!” she hollered. “Listen! I’m in the Tesla...” She stopped talking when Chase kept speaking, and she realized it was his voicemail. Damn. At the prompt, she spoke more calmly. “Chase, the car... I’m in the Tesla... Senator Reynolds’s Tesla. It’s acting all weird. I can’t wake the senator. He’s too drunk. But I’m near his house, and it suddenly won’t go. I can’t make it go. I turned it off and on again, trying to reboot it, but it’s like the damn thing has a mind of its own...” 

Finally, she realized what was going on. With a laugh, she said, “Oh my God! The car is sensing something in the road in front of me! I should have thought of that! Don’t laugh. Let me get out...” 

A minute later, she got back inside, pulling the door closed. “Nothing there,” she reported, fastening her seat belt. “I don’t get it.” 

Suddenly the Tesla moved forward and she gave a startled cry. Without warning, the car accelerated.

~ ~ ~
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Hunched over the laptop, Jesse engaged the accelerator. 

“Harry’s at the corner, you’ve got the turn coming,” Kevin reminded him. 

“Yep,” Jesse said as he remotely made the turn. The headlights illuminated the home stretch. A good mile of open road. The target coming up. He moved the joystick forward, and the car accelerated quickly. Less than three seconds in, the small display on the lower left of his screen read the car’s speed—fifty-six mph. He ramped it even more. In less than seven seconds, the Tesla was speeding down the country lane at ninety-two mph.

~ ~ ~
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Inside the Tesla, Stacey was frantic. The car was possessed, and everything she tried to do, from braking to depressing the emergency brake and even trying to put the car in park, yielded no results. On the display screen, she found the controls icon again and hit the button to power down. Nothing. The speedometer read ninety-eight mph. Up ahead, she saw a large green pasture to the right, gently sloping up a grade. White knuckling the steering wheel, she aimed for the wood fence. Staying on the road meant certain death.

~ ~ ~
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Kevin didn’t want to see what was coming next, but he couldn’t look away from the laptop either. The camera feed showed the night’s dark landscape flying past. A house with a few lights on flashed by on the left. A barn on the other side of the lane. And there it was, their target—a magnificent green ash tree standing more than ninety feet in height and boasting a trunk circumference of nearly nine feet. 

Controlling the car’s steering and speed, Jesse aimed the Tesla dead center to the tree. It hit the target at 110 mph, and the screen instantly went black.
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Chapter 2
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Provence, France ~ Eight Weeks Later

“ETA, six minutes,” Adam Patterson heard through his earbud. 

“Copy, six minutes,” he replied. He had already set up his tripod and camera where anyone passing by would see that he had chosen that spot due to its spectacular view of the gorgeous valley below. 

In truth, he wasn’t there to photograph the scenery. He was there to eliminate a bicyclist—a man who was now six minutes out and right on schedule. The phone line was open to Holland and would remain so until the deed was done. 

Adam had arrived in France several weeks ago to set up surveillance on Dr. Andrey Goraya, a Ukrainian scientist. He’d soon learned that Goraya was an avid cyclist, and every third day, he did the loop from his home near the hilltop village of Gordes to Ménerbes. The 45-mile route covered vast mountainous terrain, and sections of it were recommended only to those expert cyclists who had “excellent fitness.” 

After surveilling the doctor, Adam had to admit the forty-two-year-old definitely qualified as an expert cyclist. Adam was only five years older than Goraya, but there was no way he could keep pace on a bike with the man. Fortunately, he wasn’t there to race him. He was there to execute a mission that would appear to be an unfortunate accident. And the scientist’s passion for cycling provided the perfect opportunity. 

Two weeks ago, Adam had patiently waited until Goraya left his rental home with his wife and young daughter to have dinner at a nearby winery. Working quickly, Adam got inside the home’s small single-car garage. The aqua-blue Trek bicycle stood on a special stand—it didn’t have a kickstand like most bicycles. Looking around, Adam saw several colored helmets hanging on a pegboard, spare wheels, tires, a completely different type of handlebar, and spare pedals. But no spare bicycle seat. So he put the tracker on the underside of the bicycle seat. 

The next morning, FROG signed off on the planned hit. 

FROG stood for the Foreign Reconnaissance Operational Group, a fancy name for a clandestine intelligence agency that was formed after WWI by a wealthy Dutchman who had seen the horrors of hand-to-hand combat and wanted to crush any future wars before they started and countless lives were lost. Obviously, FROG failed to prevent the Second World War, but they learned from their mistakes and carried on. With no ties to any one country, their mission was the same now as it was a century ago—remove any threat to the free world before that threat can wreak havoc on humanity. 

Adam had heard that the agency’s acronym was actually due to the fact that their founder’s war injuries forced him to walk like an upright frog—a bit hunched over at the shoulders, swinging his arms and sort of bunny-hopping forward with his legs. 

Of course, Adam had no clue if that was true or not. And it didn’t matter. They were a cohesive team of operatives whose success rate spoke for itself.

For this case, Adam had paired up with Two, a FROG IT specialist, to coordinate the lethal punch. During the past two weeks, they conducted several dry runs, with Adam on the ground in France and Two in her comfortable FROG office in The Hague. With the tracker indicating the bicyclist’s location in real time as a red dot on a detailed map of the area, she could compare this to Adam’s location via his iPhone. However, it had still been hit and miss on the exact time that the bicyclist would actually pass by a given point. With fine-tuning, they finally got it down to a 10-minute margin of error. 

Adam then chose the ideal location for the hit—a steep hill that ran over a mile in length. In all of the man’s previous rides, he had taken the downhill run at great speed. It didn’t seem to faze him that there was a sheer drop down the mountainside to his right. 

Today was the day of the scheduled hit. However, Goraya’s wife and daughter had unexpectedly flown to Poland the previous evening, having received information that Daryna’s grandmother, the woman who raised her, had fallen ill. This caused consternation since they had no idea if Goraya would forgo his usual routine. 

However, three hours ago, Adam was finally able to breathe a heavy sigh of relief when Two told him the bicycle was moving. The man was adhering to his regular route, and they were on schedule. Adam had spotted Goraya and mentally noted that the cyclist was wearing his bright orange Lycra shirt, a matching bright orange helmet, and black Lycra shorts.

Adam had set up his camera and tripod on the uphill side of the steep grade, just off the pavement. The road was not heavily traveled which was a blessing. And each time a vehicle did pass by, he made a point of looking through the telephoto lens. Wearing a baseball cap low to cover his face and sporting a three-day-old beard, he used the camera as cover, fairly confident no one would see his face. The last thing he wanted was for a passing car to have a dash camera that would place him at this spot on their digital recorder with a date and time stamp. 

With Two giving him the six-minute time mark, it was time to act. Adam unzipped his backpack and carefully removed and unfolded a spike strip. Two yards in length and eight inches in width, it consisted of a nearly flat, clear-plastic base with clear, sharp spikes folded flat into it. Placing it on the asphalt next to him, he took a remote the size of a standard garage door opener and hit the button. The spikes immediately sprang into place. He hit it again, and the spikes folded flat again. With no traffic, he jogged across the road and placed the strip on the pavement. It shouldn’t be too obvious to any passersby. Fortunately, even if a car ran over it, it would still work. At least, it had in FROG lab trials. Hopefully, the contraption wouldn’t be tested in that manner today. 

Back at his camera, he asked, “ETA?”

“Three twenty,” Two quickly responded. 

“Roger that,” he replied. “Three twenty.”

In just three minutes, Dr. Goraya would appear at the top of the grade and once again come flying down the hill. If things went according to plan, he would hit the spike strip and be going too fast to make any correction. With luck, he would be pitched off the side of the mountain and instantly killed. 

With luck. 

Adam would be the first to admit that any operation needed its share of luck for success. First and foremost, Adam wanted the cyclist to go over the side of the mountain and out of sight, not lie injured on the road where he would no doubt get medical attention as soon as someone came along. If that happened, they had to hope that his brains would be scrambled. Permanently. 

It was just a year ago that the Ukrainian scientist had been working at a US-funded biological warfare lab in Kyiv. Goraya, who was considered a genius, had modified the original polio viral strain to make it not only extremely contagious but also completely lethal. Animal tests of this gain-of-function virus showed that it would kill within forty-eight hours. There was speculation that in humans death would be even faster. 

Goraya had bragged to his colleagues that the details of how to alter the standard polio virus were all in his head. It was well known that the man never wrote anything down, nor did he log it into a computer. It really was in his head. 

Although the world thought Putin had invaded Ukraine in order to retake land once belonging to the old Soviet Union, and to keep it out of NATO hands, intelligence channels knew his real goal of the invasion was to wipe out the forty-six biolabs operating throughout the country. Though not publicly known, Putin had been dealing with his own serious health issues, and the COVID virus had scared him like nothing else ever had. With the biolabs so close by, he feared Russia might be the first target. And while America was usually the savior of such horrors, they were of no use this time since it was their own national health agencies that were secretly funding the biolabs in order to bypass American law that prohibited such activities on US soil. 

Of course, everyone knew Putin wasn’t against the concept of creating and someday using bioweapons. Surely, he would love to have grabbed Dr. Goraya and have his people learn everything inside the man’s head. However, the scientist had fled Kyiv weeks before the Russian invasion and had been living under an assumed name in France. Once FROG located him, they were soon able to grab all his electronic communications, including email and phone data. In short order, it was clear that the man was no patriot, to Ukraine or any country. He would sell his bioweapon recipe to the highest bidder. 

With no other possible option, FROG was tasked with the mission: Take the man out before he could sell his knowledge or be kidnapped by the likes of China, Iran, or Russia. 

“ETA one minute,” Two said. 

“Roger, ETA one minute,” Adam responded. 

He took a deep breath and let it out slowly and then flexed his right hand. A longtime habit when it came to getting ready to pull the trigger. Although in this case, he wasn’t firing a gun. He was simply pressing a button. 

“Should be right about now,” Two said. 

Sure enough, the cyclist came around the bend, his bright orange helmet gleaming in the sunlight. Adam thumbed the remote, and the spikes instantly flipped up into position. Just at that instant, a car came around the bend, heading up the hill. At first, Adam cursed his rotten luck. However, he quickly realized that the car would leave Goraya with little room to maneuver, practically forcing him to hit the spike strip. 

Because of the passing car, Adam didn’t actually see Goraya cross over the strip. Instead, seconds later, he saw the cyclist go end over end for a good thirty yards before both man and bike careened off the road and down the mountainside. Adam quickly looked up the road. The car had stopped. No doubt the driver had seen the accident. 

Damn. 

The Hague, Holland ~ Three Days Later

Keeping it easy for the American, Gretchen Black had chosen a place just blocks away from the Peace Palace. The midafternoon timing meant the usually busy eatery wouldn’t be too crowded, and she easily found an empty table in the back. She was focused on the menu when a voice said, “Nice cap.” 

Gretchen looked up to see Chase Wilmington gazing down at her. He was early. He wore a business suit and tie and held a leather messenger bag in one hand. She thought he looked quite a bit older than thirty. Certainly older than recent photos showed. She attributed it to his grief. 

She smiled, removing the bright yellow baseball cap and placing it on the table. It had served its purpose—allowing him to easily spot her in the pub since they had never met before. “A tad bright, I’ve been told.” She motioned to the chair opposite. “Hungry?”

“No, thanks,” the man said, pulling out the chair and sitting down. 

Gretchen smiled. “How are your meetings going at the Peace Palace?” 

Chase sighed. “If you remember, my boss is the US ambassador to Denmark. And right now, he is under the impression that negotiating better trade relations between Denmark and Germany is a waste of time. But the Peace Palace is a wonderful place to hold such meetings, if you’re going to waste your time. And it allows me the opportunity to talk to you, so I’m grateful for wasted projects.” 

“I read your report on the accident,” Gretchen said, changing the subject. 

“Thanks. I appreciate that.”

A waiter appeared, and Gretchen ordered two slices of the house pizza and a coffee. Chase surprised her by ordering the same thing. 

“Thought you weren’t hungry,” Gretchen said. 

The man in front of her gave a tight smile. “Crazy, but it’s like I can hear my sister, Stacey. We grew up on a cattle ranch in Montana. Meat and potatoes or maybe potatoes and meat.” He gave a small smile. “When she went off to college, she discovered pizza and thought it was the best thing ever.” He gave a sheepish grin. “When you said pizza, well, I guess it’s my way of honoring her... If that makes sense.”

“It does,” Gretchen replied with a gentle smile. After a brief silence, she said, “I understand you’re grieving over your sister’s death. In part, that is why I agreed to meet with you, but I can’t promise anything. You must know that.” 

Chase studied her. “My sister has been called a murderer. A cold-blooded murderer. She isn’t.” Realizing his error, he quickly said, “She wasn’t. She was a victim, same as Senator Reynolds. They were both killed.” 

Gretchen sighed. Their coffees arrived, and she waited until the waiter was out of earshot. “She was behind the wheel.”

“You know why?” Chase said bitterly. “Do you? Do you know why?” 

Gretchen shook her head, taking a sip of the coffee.

“Because the man was a drunk. A known drunk. My sister worked as an intern in his office. The staff took turns being his designated driver. Not during the day. He kept his drinking pretty much under control when he went out to lunch. Usually, he ate inside the Capitol. But dinners out? All bets were off. He’d drink until he could barely stand upright. You had to pour him into a car and take him home.” 

“I didn’t know that,” Gretchen admitted. 

Chase shook his head. He looked at Gretchen. “You know what my mother wants? She wants a body. She needs to bury my sister. But she can’t. You know why? The Tesla hit a tree and exploded. And burned for five hours. Five hours! The fire department got there right away. But it’s not like they could even put out the fire... It was just so incredibly hot.”

Chase suddenly had tears in his eyes. “I got her the job. Told her it would be a great résumé enhancer even though she had already been accepted into vet school. That’s all she ever wanted—to be a veterinarian. Large-animal vet. Horses, cattle. But she graduated early, and the first semester of vet school was six months out.”

He grimaced. “So go work for the senator, I told her. I thought I was giving her great advice. Working for a US senator? It can only lead to good things. It impresses people, believe me. I thought it was a win–win for her... And now she’s dead, and my mother can’t function because she has no body to bury, and my father wonders what made his daughter turn into a monster and kill another person as well as herself.” 

Gretchen didn’t know what to say, so she remained quiet. He took his cell phone from his blazer pocket and handed her his earbud so she could listen to something on his phone. She slipped in the earbud just as he found what he was looking for on his phone. “Just listen.” 

Gretchen heard a woman’s voice, loud. Frantic. “Chase! Listen! I’m in the Tesla...” 

FROG Headquarters, The Hague

Adam sat at the long conference room table looking at the large flat-screen TV on the far wall. It displayed a picture of Andrey Goraya strapped to a rescue stretcher, the bicycle helmet off and his head immobilized. His face and arms were covered in blood, and one leg was bent at a grotesque angle. Once the fire department had reached the site, they soon realized it was too steep to manage on foot. They had secured rappelling ropes to their heavy-duty truck, and four men were sent down the side of the mountain to reach the injured bicyclist a good three hundred feet below. It took some time, but finally, Goraya was brought up on the stretcher. 

Adam had been right there and taken the picture. 

“Alive... Amazing,” Hal Todd said. Close to sixty years of age, Hal was seated at the head of the table—his usual spot, which afforded him a direct view of the television. 

With her back to the floor-to-ceiling glass wall that looked out onto the FROG office space was American transplant Marsha Leenhouts, FROG’s president of Operational IT. In plain language, her title simply meant that all actual operational strategies were run past her before being implemented. As usual, for such meetings in the conference room, she had a laptop in front of her and a notepad and pen to her right. The forty-three-year-old had a habit of writing things down on paper which was sort of ironic for a computer person. 

Opposite Marsha, and seated next to Adam, was Two, Marsha’s top assistant and a VP of Operational IT. Just twenty-seven years old, she had been Marsha’s number two for so long that somewhere along the way, she had been given the nickname Two. Austrian by birth, her actual name was Nora Stern. Adam tended to think she greatly preferred Two over Nora.

“How can you tell he’s alive?” Two asked. Like Marsha, she sat with a laptop on the table in front of her.

Hal pointed to the image. “Look at his head. They don’t immobilize the head of a dead person.” 

Today was the first time everyone had been able to gather for a mission debrief. Adam had chosen to remain in Provence for another forty-eight hours after the crash in order to keep an eye on Goraya’s rental house to see if anyone showed up that might be of interest. There had been no one. Only the wife and daughter returning home the day after the accident. Adam was confident that Andrey Goraya really had been well hidden. 

Hal turned to Adam. “How long? From going over to being brought up?”

“About forty minutes,” Adam said.

“How’d you manage the spike strip?” Two asked. “Last I heard was some cuss words and that you had a witness.” 

“I had my backpack in hand and ran across the road to look. I put the backpack on top of the strip. The man that had stopped thought he could climb down the hill, and when he wasn’t looking, I put it away.” 

Hal smiled. “We do like to get our equipment back in one piece, so I thank you for that.”

“Silly me, but I was more concerned about someone spotting it than saving FROG some money,” Adam said flippantly. He and Hal stared at each other for a beat before Hal looked away. 

Although Adam got along fairly well with Hal, they had had their differences over the years. To Adam’s way of thinking, Hal often seemed to forget what it was like operating solo in the field. Instead, he was always thinking of the fiscal bottom line. Which was understandable considering FROG didn’t have an endless amount of taxpayer money like most covert agencies. 

The best thing Hal ever did was bring Marsha with him from the US when he left the Department of Defense intelligence arm to join FROG. She revamped all their IT operations and made it possible to covertly see what was going on at the big-boy agencies, such as MI5 and MI6 in Britain, the CIA and FBI in America, ASIS, Australia’s foreign intelligence agency, and of course, the Netherlands General Intelligence and Security Service, AIVD, right there in The Hague. It was a bit tougher to spy on Mossad, the Israeli spy agency, because they ran a very tight ship. But looking at what those agencies were doing, or in many cases, not doing, often gave FROG direction. 

Marsha was vital to all their operations. Fortunately for FROG, she had married a local man years ago and had two middle-school-age children, so she wasn’t going anywhere. 

Hal turned to Adam. “Well, he didn’t survive the transport to the hospital, and all we care about is that he is dead. So, job well done. My hat’s off to you.” 

Adam was surprised by Hal’s kind words. “Thank you.” He glanced at Two. “Couldn’t have done it without Two. This one was definitely a team job.” She blushed and busied herself with her laptop. He looked at Marsha. “What do we have on his laptop?”

“After we got access to his bank accounts, we hit a language barrier, to start,” she answered. “Ukrainian.” 

Since FROG employed people from different countries, English was their default language for all communications.

“They use a Cyrillic alphabet,” Two quickly explained. “And no, it’s not just a slight change from Russian. We’ve dumped it into an English translation app, but, sometimes, it comes out as total gibberish.” 

“Some terms don’t translate, but we’re piecing it together,” Marsha added. 

“Scientific stuff?” Adam asked. 

“Looks like it.” 

Once Adam had gotten confirmation that Goraya had succumbed to his injuries, he’d broken into the man’s large rental house. The secluded four-bedroom home had an open great room, large kitchen and dining area, with a paver patio and pool overlooking the valley below. It really was a nice home. Aside from the fact that it only had a small one-car garage more fitting for a MINI Cooper than Goraya’s four-door BMW. 

In the home office, Adam bagged a bunch of papers. He could read French and recognized the house rental agreement, utility bills, and bank statements from a Swiss bank. Adam had been astounded to discover the man’s net worth was in the millions, US. 

Next, Adam checked the laptop, which was fully accessible—Goraya had left it running with just a screensaver scrolling through endless pictures of his family. No login



















The Hague, Holland
























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





