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Dedication


  To those of you, young, old, and in all walks of life, created with the unquenchable passion to write. It isn’t something you can ignore, so you might as well as embrace it. However, one key question to ask yourself before embarking on such an adventure is: how are you going to use your gift? 


  The human experience is inescapably interconnected, and we constantly affect one another. As such, the individual bears an innate responsibility to use his or her gifts and abilities properly. So, how will you use yours? To build up or to tear down?


   




  Author’s Note


   


  September 2024


   


  The two brief points I wish to address are as follows:


  1) As of December 2024, the original “The Great Sacrifice” would have been fifteen years old. It was my first published book. Although I had been writing for years, I was still developing as an author and a person. Now, as the years have passed and I have continued writing, I have matured. Writing is comparable to an artist taking up a new medium. The first few pieces are rough, but as one continues to practice, the technique sharpens.


  When I began rereading this book in 2013, it quickly became apparent that a rewrite was necessary. I gave it a new title and added chapter titles. Most of the content changed dramatically. Certain key points and events remained the same, but you came to them by a different route. Relationship dynamics were different and key characters were given more depth.


  At the beginning of 2022, I restarted reading my older works and began refreshing them. By this, I mean I adjusted sentence structure to improve flow and make the books easier to read. I also corrected any noticeable plot holes. 


  “Great Sacrifice” was one of those updated works. When I started reading it earlier this year, I easily recognized the previous updates and immediately knew that they hadn’t been nearly enough. This time, I smoothed out the writing, fixed a few “almost” plot holes, and adjusted the relationship dynamic between our main character and support character.


  This marks the final writing and resting place of Great Sacrifice. There comes a time as a creative type when you must stop touching up a work and leave it be.


   


   


   


  2) On how I write Cassidy’s dreams / PTSD in dreams:


  I’ve read author tips and insights about writing dreams or how a character ought to remember traumatic events in said dreams. A common theme within this advice is that people don’t dream vividly for an extended time or don’t recall exact details about their trauma during unconscious bliss. 


  I certainly agree that some people don’t dream in this way. However, I have also read about people who lucid dream. I’ve read accounts about how people experience their PTSD. I rarely experience mine in detail. For me, it’s more about reliving the emotions during those times, which is no less horrible. There’s nothing like waking up at night and finding yourself in the middle of a full-blown panic attack.


  That said, I haven’t interviewed everyone who had, has, or will have PTSD. Therefore, I can’t argue with absolute certainty that no one ever experiences extended, detailed PTSD dreams. 


  At the end of the day, however, the detailed dreams in this book are for the sake of the plot and storytelling.


  And now, I hope you enjoy reading this book as much as I have enjoyed the long journey of creating the final production.


   




  Chapter 1


  Eventful Day


   


  “TJ! Let’s get moving!” he called as he stormed down the narrow hall, old floorboards squeaking beneath his shoes. He shoved open the partially closed door to see the witness rolling off the bed and to his feet.  


  Special Agent Jason Stayton, six-foot-four with broad shoulders that made him look like a football player, grabbed the witness by the coat collar and pulled him towards the door.


   “Come on,” he growled, expression furrowed with concentration.


  The witness, a middle-aged man, thin, and going bald, stumbled into the hallway. Using the wall, he managed to keep himself from tripping. 


  “What’s wrong?” he whispered hoarsely, his eyes shifty.


  TJ had a right to be nervous. He worked for a multi-billion-dollar corporation that had become one of the largest financing companies in the United States. All was going well. That is, until he stumbled upon some information directly linking his boss and several CEOs to weapons dealings with the mob. 


  Being the upstanding citizen he was, TJ snooped around to gather more information and then gave it to the FBI. He didn’t go to the local cops because they wouldn’t offer much protection, if any at all. At least, that’s what he had learned from watching crime dramas on television. 


  The case turned TJ into the prosecution’s key witness—especially after his coworkers began turning up dead. 


  Now, the FBI was keeping him under their watchful care and refused to entrust his wellbeing to anyone else. Thus, enter Jason Stayton, TJ, and the safe house they were presently leaving. 


  Jason pushed the man down the hall, through the pantry, and to the back door that opened into the woods.


   “Our location has been compromised,” he said, finally answering TJ’s question. 


  Jason poked his head out the door, and his keen blue eyes quickly scanned the birch and spruce trees. A cool breeze from the north brushed through the branches, shifting shadows and jostling the tall grass. The sharp air nipped rudely at his nose and brought with it the heavy smells of wet moss and leaves.


  Jason surmised that he didn’t like the situation at all. As he pulled TJ through the door, he felt his stomach tightening with each passing second. When the hair on the back of his neck rose, he was positive they were being hunted. 


  They lifted into a jog, running lightly over the last patches of snow. They found a game trail and picked up the pace, cutting through the trees. The only noise apart from their shoes and TJ’s gasping was the wind. No birds sang, and eerie quiet enveloped the forest.


  “Where…are we going?” panted TJ, who obviously didn’t frequent the gym.


  Jason, gaze continuously sweeping their surroundings, flinched as TJ blurted the question during a gasp for air.


  “To meet reinforcements,” huffed Jason quietly. 


  “When did you—”


  “I called it in before we left. Now hush.”


  Protocol dictated that two agents minimum protected a witness. However, unique circumstances, their geographic location, and a heavy caseload had stretched thin the regional unit in which Jason worked. 


  Snap! A branch behind them broke. 


  Jason instinctively grabbed TJ by the back of the neck and bent him forward. The first gunshot cracked through the trees even as Jason drew his firearm. 


  “Faster,” whispered Jason, throwing a look over his shoulder but seeing no one.


  The two men sprinted along the trail as it drifted left and near a thick stand of trees. At the next gunshot, Jason shoved TJ off the trail and crashing into the brush. 


  Two more gunshots, closer this time. A chunk of bark hit Jason in the shoulder as a bullet made its mark. Glancing back, he caught a glimpse of someone in a gray coat duck behind a large spruce. 


  “Keep running,” he said to TJ, “and stay low.” 


  “Wait, no! Don’t leav—”


  “Go!”


  “But.”


  “GO.”


  TJ scuttled through the trees, trying to keep as many as possible between himself and his assailants. He sure hoped his bodyguard agent was as good as the Bureau claimed.


  When he spotted a shadow beside a thick stand of birch, he slid to a stop and frantically searched for a hiding place. Spotting a large fallen tree, he dove behind it as another gunshot punched through the quiet air. 


  TJ panted in his panic, and his darting eyes searched for Jason. He saw nothing but the trees and felt mildly impressed that his large protector moved so silently.


  Without warning, it sounded like he was in the middle of a battlefield. Multiple gunshots came from what seemed like everywhere and from three or four different firearms. 


  Bark went flying from the tree TJ hid behind. Covering his head, he sought a different hideout. 


  “Run!” he heard Jason call. “Run now!”


  TJ hesitated. His head throbbed with his pulse, and his stomach writhed with fear. He really didn’t want to do this. Could he trust the agent to protect him? 


  After taking a breath, he forced himself up and bolted for a trail that disappeared behind another thick stand of trees twenty meters ahead.


  He heard bullets whiz by him. 


  Halfway to his refuge, TJ checked behind him. As he did, his shoulder smacked into a tree which sent him careening wildly. He hadn’t begun steadying himself before a low-lying willow bush caught his right ankle. Had the situation not been dire, the scene of him flailing dramatically and then toppling to the ground would have been comical.  


  A snarl of pain came from somewhere behind TJ as he scrambled to his feet. He hoped that hadn’t been Jason. 


  A barrage of gunfire rained down upon him. TJ was no weapons expert, but the bursts told him that at least one person had a semi-automatic rifle. 


  TJ threw himself behind a stand of spruce and crawled along behind them.  


  The gunshots abruptly stopped. Dead silence settled over the forest. TJ did his best to quiet his breathing as he peered through the branches. 


  That was when someone grabbed the back of his coat and dragged him from under the tree. He twisted about and looked at the man before him. 


  That’s not Jason, informed his brain.


  Adrenaline slammed into TJ’s veins. He drew a deep breath, and his eyes widened. This was it. He was going to die. 


  The man in a gray jacket had already leveled his gun at TJ’s head and now put his finger on the trigger.


  One more gunshot rang out. A body lay still on the moss, blood soaking into the ground from the fatal head wound. 


  Jason Stayton crept around a bushy spruce with his gun aimed at the assailant. He found a wide-eyed TJ half-sitting and looking at the man on the ground. 


  Jason holstered his firearm and hauled a very pale TJ to his feet. “Come on. We need to keep moving.”


  With a little encouragement, mainly Jason’s firm hand on his shoulder, a shocked TJ started down the trail. 


  They would rendezvous with reinforcements several miles later and take TJ to safety. Jason could only imagine the paperwork he would have to fill out after this little adventure. 


  Rubbing his face with his hands, he sighed.


  This had turned out to be quite an eventful day, indeed. 


   




  Chapter 2


  Whirlwind


   


  “Don’t touch me.”


  “Would you just—”


  Cassidy Jackson, five-foot-five and all of one hundred and twenty pounds of lean muscle, was known throughout the four divisions as being a real live-wire. Her intense, dark blue eyes snapped at everyone, and she wielded a “let’s just get to it and catch some bad guys” mentality.


  And no one intimidated her. It didn’t matter if she was dealing with a terrorist or a gangbanger with two hundred pounds and a foot of height on her. Cassidy didn’t let anyone walk over her, and she told anyone what was on her mind at the time. 


  “Listen, Cass, could you—”


  “Quit!”


  She tore her arm away from the agent trying to calm her and nearly elbowed him in the face. Her jaw was set tight, and her eyes blazed. She had a right to be upset. She had just returned from a disastrous overseas assignment.


  The main doors of the large room opened and in strode a rather large man. He was at least three days unshaven and had a marked tiredness about him. Yet, his intelligent gaze was steady and clear.


   Cassidy watched the other agents respond to his entrance, performing a quick study of how their expressions and body language changed. This man was admired and respected, perhaps, though, in the same way someone might respect a wolf.


  Of course, when you’re that tall, thought Cassidy, folding her arms as he stopped beside her and the other agent. 


  “There a problem?” he asked with a voice that commanded attention. He stood towering over her. The poor lighting of the room case various shadows, and Cassidy stepped sideways and out from his.


  The other agent was about to answer, but Cassidy beat him to it. 


  “I came to see Chief Braxton, but he isn’t here. And then Tony,” she jerked her thumb at the agent, “kept patronizing me.”


  “That’s because you came in like a madwoman!”


  Cassidy’s volume had already been elevated. Now, it kicked up another notch. 


  “I did not!” she snapped. “Why don’t you just back off!”


  The tall man looked down and studied this young woman before him. Her long, dark brown hair was haphazardly pulled back in a ponytail and away from those fiery eyes. Her fair complexion was marked with cuts and scrapes like she had been involved in some kind of recent altercation. 


  Her plain white, long-sleeved shirt was too big and flopped past her wrists even with the cuffs rolled back. The brown leather coat was faded and worn, like her jeans, and her shoes were covered with dust. 


  He noted a touch of redness in her eyes and the way her mouth was drawn into a tight line. She appeared ready to throttle someone. 


  “I’m Special Agent Jason Stayton,” he said finally, extending his hand. 


  Cassidy slapped her hand into his. She had quite the grip. “Cassidy Jackson.”


  His eyebrows rose. “So, you’re the infamous Jackson…”


  Nearly everyone had at least heard of her. CIA-trained, spoke a bunch of languages, knew the layout of Middle-Eastern countries better than she did the U.S. Her dad had been military or something-rather, and she had unofficially tagged along with him. She hadn’t even finished college before various government intelligence agencies tried to recruit her.  


  No one was sure exactly what happened next because she disappeared for a while. The rumor was she had joined up with an experimental branch of intelligence. Wherever it was, when she did show back up, Cassidy Jackson had been involved in numerous classified assignments. 


  Somehow, she ended up here. Local gossip said it was some kind of disciplinary action for going rogue one too many times and not playing well with others. 


  “She’s here about her latest assignment,” jumped in Tony, holding a printed summary of the mission. 


  Cassidy snatched them from him. 


  “Sheesh, Jackson, you’re so…”


  “I just lost half my team!” she bellowed.


  Silence filled the office. The few people in the room decided to slink away to less hostile territory. 


  Jason’s expression furrowed. “The East Africa op?”


  Cassidy let out an exasperated breath. “Yes.”  


  Her shoulders slouched, and sullenness replaced some of her fight. She rubbed the side of her face, trying to decide whether she should divulge any information at the moment. 


  The FBI had been increasing its global presence for years. Normally, the average person thought of mob bosses or fraudulent, million-dollar firms when they heard the acronym “FBI.” In this present day and age, however, things had changed, and the Bureau’s reach was expanding.


  Finally, Cassidy said, “We were supposed to meet with a special forces team, but they never showed. We’d come so far already and…”


  Cassidy gave a shake of her head and pressed a fist against her forehead. 


  “It was up to my discretion whether or not to continue,” she went on, looking at Jason as anger flashed in her eyes. “So, we did…and I got half my unit killed. We were ambushed shortly after arriving at the target location.”


  Her expression changed to a cool glare. “But that means they knew we were coming and that someone obviously gave them that information.”


  Cassidy let her sentence trail off. In the whirlwind of minutes Jason had known her, he guessed she was thinking about various things she would do to the traitor once she found him. 


  “Well,” said Tony, looking at his watch. “I need to get going. Uh...I am sorry about your team, Cassidy.”


  Jason rolled the chair from behind his desk and offered it to Cassidy. She rested her hand on top of it but didn’t make a move to sit, her mind someplace else. 


  “You’re in the west division just outside the city, right?” asked Jason, borrowing a chair from an unoccupied desk and sitting down. 


  His question brought Cassidy back to the present. Taking his lead, she sat and skimmed the papers she had taken from Tony. “Yeah, west division.”


  “Yours was the best unit of the four branches in the state.” 


  “Was being the keyword,” huffed Cassidy bitterly.


  “Does your boss agree with your theory of a mole?” asked Jason. "Someone who leaked your movements to the enemy?”


  She tossed the papers onto his desk and leaned back in the chair. “Not if they got the same summary I just read. Nothing conclusive right now. But if someone on the inside was involved and is in on the investigation—”


  “They may have access to reports and be able to alter them before they reach anyone high up the chain,” finished Jason. 


  He raised an eyebrow before asking, “And Hensley sent you all the way over here to talk to the chief…he didn’t want to lose any face over the possibility of getting into an argument?”


  A harsh, sardonic laugh edged with bitterness burst from Cassidy. “The likelihood of an argument, you mean. The rumor that Hensley and Braxton despise each other isn’t just a rumor. Hensley loathes the higher-ups who placed Braxton as chief over the four divisions instead of him.” 


  She leveled her gaze on him with eyes twinkling. “Hensley is usually an alright boss, but sometimes he acts like a real—”


  Jason’s cell phone rang. Digging it out of his pocket, he glanced at the caller ID, and then answered. “Stayton.” 


  There was a brief pause before Jason’s expression became puzzled. “That’s what they’re calling it?”  


  He shifted uncomfortably, feeling Cassidy’s eyes reading him like an open book. “Yes, sir.”


  He ended the call and sat in silence for a second to process the information he had received. “Bob Dexton was just found dead.”


  It was Cassidy’s turn to raise an eyebrow. “Bob Dexton? As in, the Dexton who was my unit’s direct contact in DC and oversaw overseas logistics?”


  “That’s the one. The chief said it looked like Dexton slipped on the stairs in his house, fell, and cracked his skull on an end table.”


  “Right,” quipped Cassidy sarcastically, “days after an overseas operation ended up killing three agents.”


  “You don’t think it’s a coincidence?” 


  Cassidy huffed through her nose. “No such thing.” 


  She felt stiff and sore from nearly being blown up in another part of the world. Yet, with great effort, she pushed herself out of the chair.


  “Well, it was nice meeting you,” she said, rummaging in her pockets for her keys. “I’m sure we’ll run into each other again.”


  “Headed home for the night?” asked Jason, who was thinking about grabbing a bite and a late movie. 


  He usually had a few days off between assignments, which allowed him to disengage and recover. He had only come in today to look over and submit reports from his previous case. During that time, he had bumped into Tony and Cassidy. 


  This is what I get for coming in on my days off, he thought to himself. 


  Meanwhile, Cassidy looked at Jason like he had just suggested she go dress shopping. “No. I’m going to the crime scene.”


  “Wait, why?” he asked. “We have people for that. What do you think you’ll find, anyway?”


  Cassidy faced him. “I’m not looking for evidence. I just want to see the scene itself. With everything that has happened in the past few days, I wouldn’t trust what I read in the final medical examiner’s report.”


  “You think someone would intentionally botch it?” asked Jason. He tried to inquire with a straight face but couldn’t entirely keep the “you might be a little paranoid” look from his expression. 


  “I don’t have to explain myself to you,” she answered coolly before turning and starting for the door. 


  “Hold on a sec,” said Jason, springing to his feet. 


  He had no idea what he was doing as he stepped beside her. The “protect” switch of his brain had been flipped, and he hadn’t realized it. This wasn’t uncommon with his assignments, but it emphasized the importance of having a few days rest between cases so he could recollect himself. In the instances when he didn’t or couldn’t reset, his brain automatically searched for another problem to direct its attention to.


   “You don’t think you’re a bit close to all this?” he asked. 


  The second the words left his mouth, Jason knew he had said the wrong thing. Cassidy’s face hardened, and a warning flickered in her eyes. He may have been a head taller than her and had a hundred pounds of muscle on her, but in that instant, he felt rather afraid of her. 


  “If you think I’m going to sit idly by and twiddle my thumbs while those responsible for killing my people and my unit’s logistics officer are still out there somewhere,” she said evenly, “then you are sorely mistaken, Special Agent Stayton.”


  She stepped closer. “And one day, when you have the deaths of your agents on your head, I’d love to see how you react.”


  Jason cleared his throat and shifted his weight back. He didn’t need to be a special agent to decipher Cassidy’s body language. She was engaged, wound tight, and telling him if he said one more wrong thing, physical violence would follow.


   Why do I care what she does, anyway, he thought to himself. He had no idea. But he did know he suddenly didn’t feel like going home right now. Besides, there was something irritatingly interesting about this woman. 


  “Okay, we’ll stop in for a quick look,” he said. 


  “We?” asked Cassidy, eyebrows lifting before she continued her thought, and I could have been halfway to the crime scene already if you hadn’t initiated this whole pointless conversation.


  “Look, Dexton was a liaison for my division, too,” began Jason, scrambling to formulate a believable explanation, “not just yours. I’d also place money on a bet we’re going to land your team’s case, especially since Hensley sent you over here. If Dexton’s death really does look like murder, I don’t want that to be overlooked, because that would give confirmation to your theory it’s related to the Africa op.”


  Cassidy gave him a look that said she didn’t believe him. Jason didn’t blame her. He’d totally b.s.’d his way through that whole speech as he had on English essays in college. Then again, he didn’t have to explain himself to her, either. 


  “You are not a member of my team,” she replied, “and you are not my partner, so don’t feel like you have to tag along...I’m sure you can read all about Dexton’s death in the final report when it comes out.” 


  Cassidy ended the conversation for them by turning and heading out the door. 


  Jason pinched the bridge of his nose, thoroughly exasperated. His options were: go home and sit in an empty house or make a trip to a crime scene with a woman who couldn’t stand him. 


  Honestly, it was a tougher call than one would think. 


  With a sigh, he pulled out his keys and followed her.


   


         ✧	✧	✧     


   


  It was dark by the time they reached the residence of Bob Dexton. There was no way Cassidy and Jason were riding in the same vehicle, so they had come separately.


  Only two sets of lights flashed outside the house. For the death of a government official, the activity outside seemed docile. They probably wanted to keep it out of the press for as long as possible. 


  Jason brought his dark green sedan to a stop behind Cassidy’s car.


  She joined Jason’s side, and they casually walked up the driveway. It inclined gently for a short distance to where the house sat atop a small rise. It was a modest two-story with a three-car garage and looked quite homey.


  The two agents approached an imposing, muscular man with short, reddish-brown hair and his hands on his hips. 


  “Chief Braxton.”


  “Hey, Jason, good to see you back in one piece,” replied the chief with a gruff voice. 


  Jason nodded to Cassidy. “And this is Special Agent—”


  “Cassidy Jackson,” said Braxton. “Yes, I was briefed on you and your unit in light of recent events. Oh! I have some documents for you, from one of your Agency friends. Something about an unfinished case.”


  Jason glanced at Cassidy, who scowled. She didn’t like people knowing her business. 


  “Hey, what are you doing here, anyway?” Braxton asked Cassidy. 


  “Since Dexton was important to the west division, we just wanted to take a look at the scene,” answered Jason. 


  Cassidy’s lips pulled into a tight line, and her eyes glinted with anger, clearly unhappy he had spoken for her. 


  “Alright, well, everything's been mostly processed already. Sign in, take a quick walk-through, then I want you to get out of here,” replied Braxton. “That goes especially for you, Jackson. You need to go home and crash.”


  Cassidy’s own leadership style may have had all the tact of a bulldozer, but she respected authority. She never argued with a superior in front of coworkers. 


  Therefore, she managed a “yes, sir” through a clenched jaw then brushed past Jason.


  Inside, the scene of Grant’s death appeared straightforward. It looked like he had slipped from the top step of the wooden stairs and then smacked his head on the end table at the bottom. 


  “Looks like an accident to me,” shrugged Jason as the ME and his assistant prepared to move the body. 


  Forensic scientists and crime scene investigators walked around the house, double-checking to make sure they hadn’t overlooked anything. Of course, there hadn't been much evidence to gather in the first place. 


  Cassidy said nothing as she inquisitively studied the living room, to the right of the stairs, and the kitchen, on the left. Her expression was one of intense concentration, and as she mulled about, Jason wondered what was going on in that spy brain of hers.


  At last, she stopped at the base of the stairs, glanced at the body, then knelt to inspect his shoes. Afterward, she stalked silently to the top of the steps where she observed the floor. 


  “Long scruff marks,” mused Cassidy, mostly to herself. “So…he just felt like dragging himself to the top of the staircase, standing up, and then throwing himself down the steps?”


  They moseyed through the upstairs and found everything in its place. It was unclear where he had been leading up to his death, and Cassidy wondered what exactly he had been doing before his untimely meeting with an end table. 


  “Do you get assigned a lot of bodyguard jobs?” asked Cassidy, poking her head into the master bedroom. 


  Well, this is a bit off-topic, thought Jason. “Uh, yeah. It’s more like bodyguard and transport.”


  “From what I’ve heard and read, you excel at it,” she remarked, turning down the hallway.


  Jason eyed her as she stopped abruptly and checked out the bathroom. “What you’ve read? You read up on all the agents?”


  Cassidy paused to look over her shoulder. After choosing her answer carefully, she responded with, “One thing I learned quickly while overseas was to know the people you work with. Some traitors are the ones you would least expect.”


  Okay, someone has trust issues, thought Jason as she continued down the hall, but then again, who doesn’t?


  After another five minutes, Cassidy had completed her expedition and satisfied her need to study the scene. Stopping in the open entryway, she skimmed over the notes she had taken on a small pad she kept in her pocket. With a sigh, she flipped the pad closed and rubbed her forehead, aching terribly. 


  “I may not be your partner,” said Jason, a bit smartly, “but I hope you’ll take care of yourself and go home and get some rest now.”


  Rest, thought Cassidy, almost laughing. Right. If you only knew.


  She opened her mouth, ready with a comeback when Chief Braxton marched through the front door. 


  “Jackson!” he exclaimed. “You’re still here?” 


  “We were just leaving, boss,” answered Jason again, earning him another icy look from Cassidy. 


  “Good.”


  Braxton looked at Cassidy. “Hensley would tell you to take the week off, talk to someone and all that. However, we know you won’t listen. But I don’t want to hear that you’ve gone into work tomorrow, or I’ll make sure Hensley puts you behind a desk for the rest of your secret-agent, terrorist-fighting days.”


  Cassidy knew it was an empty threat but understood the gist of it. Not that it would prevent her from going back to work in the morning. 


  She and Jason left the house and walked down the driveway. Cassidy ran a hand over her face and let out a long breath. 


  “You need me to drive you home?” asked Jason, all snarkiness gone from his tone. 


  “No.”


  The response came out a bit harsher than Cassidy intended, but she was feeling quite tired and exceptionally crabby. 


  They stopped between their vehicles.


  “Look, I know it doesn’t mean much, but I really am sorry about your team, Ca…uh, Agent Jackson,” offered Jason gently, which was difficult to do with that strong voice. 


  Cassidy merely nodded as she gazed into the darkness of the trees across the road. 


  “I trust we’ll be seeing each other again,” he continued, studying her intently. 


  Her mind was someplace far away again as she managed a, “Yeah.”


  In the lights along the driveway, he saw how worn she truly was. Stress lined her face as she glared into the night. Jason couldn’t help but feel a little empathetic for her, as well as a spark of admiration. She appeared small and fragile, yet she somehow stubbornly stood beneath an incredible weight.


  “You take care of yourself,” said Jason with a cautious tone. 


  The expression with which she fixed upon him would stay with him for a long time. It was a haunting gaze. Rage flared to life and finally pain. Yet, as quickly as it came, it went, hidden behind exhaustion. If Cassidy truly was as he perceived her, and if she was like him, she would never talk about her feelings. 


  Cassidy said nothing more to Jason and made for her car. He thought about helping her. She kept an arm pressed against her side, and stiffness hitched her gait. 


  Ultimately, he decided against it. He had already earned enough bad points with her. 


  After Cassidy drove off, Jason sat in his car a moment, clutching the steering wheel. He cleared his throat and reached for the key in the ignition, but stopped and closed his eyes. 


  It would be one more night of going home to an empty house. He had been debating whether to sell it, yet he couldn’t bring himself to do it. Not yet. Even if he bought another house, he knew he would still be going home to an empty place. 


  The memories, the wounds, were still felt fresh even after two years. A semi-truck driver had fallen asleep at the wheel and smashed into his wife Jenny’s car, sending it through the guardrail and into a dry riverbed. Miraculously, his wife survived with minor injuries. Their four-year-old daughter, Abby, didn’t. Dead on impact, that’s what he had been told. As if that would bring any genuine comfort. 


  Jason cleared his throat again and turned the key, bringing the car to life. 


  He had once believed in God, starting in college when he’d been “born again.” Jenny had been a believer since middle school, and their daughter loved it when they read the family Bible every night. 


  But Abby’s death had tested him. Jenny somehow pressed through it and seemed stronger. She had been a saint to help Jason continue living. Their relationship, though rough at times, had ultimately strengthened. 


  However, when a fast-moving cancer took Jenny on the anniversary of the car accident that killed Abby, it also took Jason’s faith.  


  Death had taken his family, and for the past two years, he had thrown himself in its path. It didn’t seem interested in him, though. Not yet.


  Working obsessively seemed to be the only way to numb the pain, and he wasn’t stupid enough to get into alcoholism or drugs. Instead, he vehemently ignored his Lord’s persistent and gentle asking to return to their relationship. As a result, he slowly became calloused. 


  Jason’s tactic had been working well until he met Cassidy Jackson. Sure, he had heard the stories about her as an agent, but he’d never met her. 


  Something about her had stirred or unsettled him. He was like a man who had been falling without realizing it, but now he had hit the bottom of the cliff. He had been jarred rudely to wakefulness. Put another way, the spell of indifference that he had cast over himself had been shattered. Something about Cassidy’s harsh and no-nonsense personality had blindsided and dazed him from the sleepy haze he had been living in for two years. 


  Now that the blinders had been removed and the figurative slumber interrupted, Jason again felt the fullness of his life’s pain and dissatisfaction. Reality had dragged him from under the rock he had been sheltering and then brained him with the rock. 


  Naturally, Jason didn’t think of his situation quite so philosophically, and indeed, he remained unaware of the deeper reasons for the change. All he knew in that moment was his deep-seated dissatisfaction and discomfort. 


  His shoulders hunched, and every feature on his face drew down into a deep frown. A slight ache awoke in his chest, and his stomach became unsettled. Grief’s unique and uncomfortable discontentment began escaping from the deep chamber into which he had tried locking it.


  He didn’t want to go to the house. It was no longer home. What was once a place of joy and contentment was now ugly and detestable. The thought of going there repulsed him stronger than ever.


  I don’t want to go there, he thought again. I could just get a hotel room for the night.


  He gave his head a slight shake. No, that’s going too far. Don’t be a pansy. 


  Jason set his jaw against the ache filling his chest. Normally, a good dose of anger dulled the pain, but he was just too tired. 


  This is cruel and unusual, he thought to the heavens. 


  With a sigh, he put the car in gear, and headed down the road, resigning himself to the fact it would be a long night. 


   




  Chapter 3


  Rogue Partners


   


  Wet, gray clouds draped from the weary sky as if the weather was aware of the mood. 


  When Jason walked into work, he went straight to the conference room at the back of the main room. Chief Braxton and Tony already sat at a long oak table. It really was a nice piece of craftsmanship. Too bad it was out of place with the rest of the cheap furniture in the building. 


  Jason took a chair opposite Tony as the two other agents came in and sat. They looked as tired as Jason. Everyone except Tony, of course. He was the “new kid” and hadn’t experienced burnout yet, so he was pumped and ready to go. 


  Braxton, at the head of the table, leaned back in his chair and toyed with a pen. “Okay, here’s the rundown. Since the other two divisions are swamped with current cases, my bosses have decided the killing of Jackson’s team in Africa is our top priority.”


  “I take it our friends in intelligence were kind enough to provide us with some preliminary findings?” guessed Tony. 


  “At first glance, there isn’t much to go on,” replied Braxton. “Just looks like a rebel group got the jump on them. Plenty of shell casings, damage done by RPGs…”


  As the chief continued, Jason glanced around the table. Beside Tony was Logan, mid-forties with hazel-brown eyes and gray hair beginning to show through his natural brown. He was a good agent, and his years of experience had developed his sharp mind. However, he was becoming a bit stiff-necked as he edged toward fifty. 


  Next to Logan sat Lee. Word was he was from Asia, but he looked more Native American, at least to Jason. His facial features were distinctive with high cheekbones and a long, narrow nose. His short hair was jet black and his eyes dark brown. Lee was more reserved and didn’t speak until he was good and ready.


  Finally, there was Kara, a strawberry blonde with hazel eyes. But don’t be fooled. She was as battle-hardened as any commander. With a pitiful family life growing up to tragedy that marked her young adult years, she was anything but a pushover. She had a quiet fierceness about her, a determination that Jason wished he had.  


  “So, like I said, we caught this case,” Braxton was saying. “We may be able to get a little help from the other divisions, but don’t hold your breath.”


  “Any leads?” asked Logan. 


  Braxton shook his head. “It’s a very turbulent part of Africa. None of the local terrorist or insurgent groups stand out. They certainly would have taken responsibility for killing Americans.”


  “But what about the fact the attackers knew Jackson’s team was coming?” asked Jason. “Or that they knew exactly where and when to hit them? Doesn’t that clearly point to a traitor, someone who leaked the information? Whoever did could easily have paid a rebel group to execute the attack.”


  Braxton grimaced as he reluctantly admitted, “That is a very distinct possibility. We’ll check for breaches in OPSEC, too. Either way…we’ll need to exercise the utmost caution while we investigate everything.” 


  “A mole hunt while we try to find someone off the radar,” muttered Logan. 


  “Great,” mumbled Kara before picking up her coffee cup. “There goes the next ten months of my life.”


  “Why don’t we just round our top wanted guys?” asked Logan sarcastically. “I mean, they’re upstanding citizens. I’m sure they would know something.”


  Jason’s eyes flicked from Logan to Braxton. 


  The chief raised a hand. “We might be a mobile unit, but we’re still FBI. Our cases have to hold up in court, so we have to be careful about violating Constitutional rights.”  


  He sent a sly look at Jason, “Unless, of course, our perpetrators aren’t American citizens and are hiding somewhere overseas.”


  “I know there would probably be a whole ‘conflict of interest’,” said Logan jokingly and apparently feeling his oats this morning, “but why not just put Jackson on the trail? She has plenty of skills and connections. I’m sure she would have this case wrapped up in forty-eight hours.”


  “Yeah, then she would disappear after leaving a trail of bodies for us to clean up,” added Tony. 


  That earned him a curt look from Jason.


  “Alright, alright,” said the chief, cutting in and leveling a correcting look at Tony. “She’s one of us, people.”


  The door to the conference room opened and in walked a new analyst Jason hadn't seen before. He must have been hired after his last visit a month ago. 


  He walked quickly to Braxton, whispered a flurry of words, and then departed.


  Braxton picked up the phone at the end of the table, the only thing decorating it, and punched a button. “Chief Braxton.”


   After listening for a few seconds, his jaw twitched. “When?” he asked, checking his watch. 


  Another pause. 


  “Thanks.”


  Braxton dropped the phone back into its holder. “One of Jackson’s remaining team members was found dead less than an hour ago. Looks like he was out for a jog and had a heart attack.”


  “Who was it?” asked Kara. 


  “Marty Sharp, thirty-two and in picture-perfect health.”


  Logan shrugged. “Sometimes that happens to young, healthy people.”


  Jason’s right eyebrow arched. Yeah, and you would have to drop at least thirty pounds just to be near the range of “healthy.”


  “Yeah, a young healthy guy who was also part of Cassidy’s team in Africa,” jabbed Kara. 


  She and Logan shared a hard look.


   Jason smiled inwardly at the exchange. 


  “Here’s what we’re going to do first,” said Braxton, with a clap of his hands. “We’re going to pick up the rest of Jackson’s team and keep an eye on them until we figure this out.” 


  He leaned forward. “Remember: this isn’t just any group of agents. The west division was elite trained, like, uh, special forces. They are very good but can’t be on alert twenty-four seven.”


  He looked at Jason. “You already know Jackson. Go pick her up.”


  The chief stood. “While you’re all doing that, I’ll get some leads rolling.”


  Everyone stood and went on their way. As Jason made for the stairs, he searched through his cell to find Cassidy’s number. 


  On one hand, he was glad he hadn’t seen her today. Right now, though, he wished she had ignored the boss’s orders and come to work. It would have saved him a trip through town. 


   


         ✧	✧	✧     


   


  Rapid weapons fire came from everywhere in the darkness, drowned out intermittently by an RPG. She smelled the dust, heard the distinct rap of the AK-47, and the shouts from her team as they ran for cover.


  She couldn’t clearly see what was happening because she was surrounded by semi-darkness. Then came a flash and a deafening bang that rocked the night. She felt the shockwave from the blast punch through her. 


  Shielding her eyes from the brightness of the burning debris, which had once been a villa, she saw three silhouettes standing in front of the flames. She didn’t need to step closer. Her eyes adjusted, and she saw who they were. 


  Morgan, Bryant, and Stevens, the three agents who had died in the ambush stood looking grimly at her. A deep ache grabbed her heart. Their fatal wounds were displayed in gruesome detail and would always remain engraved in her memory. 


  The last thing she saw was their expressions before everything faded. No anger appeared on their faces, only disappointment.


  “Excellent job,” said a snide voice. “Walked right into an ambush and got three team members massacred. Nicely done.”


  “Your father should have trained you a little better,” added another voice, this one closer. 


  In the semi-darkness, she spotted one of the shadows, winged and looking at her with black eyes that reflected a glint of light.


  “Ah, come on,” joined in a third, off her right shoulder. “It’s just history repeating itself. You complete your mission no matter the cost. Even in a group, you still operate by yourself, leaving the others to struggle to keep up with you.”


  She couldn’t help but wince at that jab. 


  “You can take care of yourself,” added a fourth shadow, circling from the left. “But it’s the others who pay the price.”


  Others might have been terrified about seeing demons in their dreams. But being a believer, she believed wholeheartedly in the daily activities of angels and demons. One could not be in this line of work, see some of the things she had, and not believe in Evil.


  Besides, these four had been hounding her for years. Sometimes, they were too cowardly to show themselves and only felt obliged to visit her with nightmares. Other times, when they were feeling particularly mischievous, they popped up to do some harassing face-to-face, like now.


  Anger rising, Cassidy hit the ugly imp to her right with a fierce look. He yelped and fluttered back to a safe distance.


  If it had worked, she would have smacked the brute on the left with the rifle still in her hands. But physical weapons weren’t what one used against this enemy. 


  A sharp pain stabbed through her head. Slapping a hand on her temple, she leveled a glare at the demon in front of her. With heart beginning to pound, she marched towards him. “Get out of my head,” she snarled, pointing at him.


  Her vision blurred with darkness. Seconds later, she felt something strike her in the chest once, then again, and again. 


  When her vision cleared, she found herself standing by a crumbled wall on the side of an abandoned structure. She was with the remainder of her team and on the edge of the small town. And she was taking rounds to the vest. 


  She half-collapsed behind the wall with the oxygen pushed from her lungs. Panting, she glanced twenty feet away, to the far side of the building where Stevens was laying down cover fire. 


  The rest of the unit made it across the open, and she forced herself to her knees. Rifle in hand, she peeked over the wall. She spotted a pair of muzzle flashes atop the steep rise and squeezed off a few rounds. 


  Stevens signaled to her, letting her know everyone was clear and he was ready to move. 


  That was when, in the light of a nearby fire, she saw it. 


  “Stevens!”


  Rapid-fire pinned her down. She pulled out a grenade and threw it at the foot of the hill to create a brief distraction. 


  She rose into a crouch when the rocket hit Stevens’ location. She didn’t know if it was multiple rockets or what, but there came a jarring bang followed simultaneously by a blinding flash. She slammed into a pile of debris, landing on her side on a piece of rebar…


  Cassidy awoke with a fierce snarl. It took her a full thirty seconds to realize she was in her apartment and sitting on the floor beside her bed. Her breathing calmed slightly, and she became aware of how badly her side ached. Hands shaking, she lifted the side of her shirt to check the injury. 


  It had been a miracle, and the armor, which kept her from puncturing a lung or organ. Her side was black and various shades of purple and presently throbbing. She must have elbowed herself in her sleep. 


  She rubbed her face and discovered tears on her cheeks. Easy, she told herself as she took a few more steady breaths, you’ve seen worse. 


  She pushed herself up onto the bed and noticed the lamp and alarm clock. Sometime during the night, both were sent crashing off the nightstand. Batteries for the clock were nowhere to be seen and probably hiding under the bed. 


  When her phone, the only item still on the nightstand, buzzed at her, Cassidy lurched to her feet. 


  “Pull yourself together, woman,” she muttered to herself. She snatched up the phone and punched a button. 


  “What?”


  There was a brief moment of silence before, “This is Jason. Everything…okay?”


  “Just peachy,” answered Cassidy, tossing the blankets and sheets onto the bed.


  “I was a bit surprised you didn’t come in this morning.”


  “Alarm clock malfunction,” she explained, turning for the kitchen on the other side of the hallway. “What can I do for you?”


  In passing, her foot slammed against the edge of the doorframe, making her toes crack. “Ow,” she growled, “son of—”


  Muttering, she hobbled over to the counter. 


  “Sorry, I didn’t catch that,” said Jason. 


  “Nothing. You were saying?”


  “There have been some new developments. My division landed your case, and the chief is working more leads. Were any of your Agency contacts able to provide any useful information?”


  Cassidy grabbed one of the two mugs from the cupboard. It slipped from her fingers, and, after some fumbling, she managed to drop it onto the counter. 


  “I haven’t exactly had time to ask around,” she replied, turning to the little island where the coffeemaker resided. 


  She punched the “on” button. 


  Nothing happened. She scowled. 


  “Plus, you know how government agencies are big into interoperability,” she continued sarcastically as she punched the button a second time. “Sharing critical information would just be too helpful and courteous.”


  Drawing a frustrated breath, she slammed her fist down on top of the machine. This never fixed anything, but it made her feel better. 


  “Ain’t that the truth…well, I’m on my way to pick you up.”


  “I can drive myself just fine."


  “The chief asked me to pick you up,” stated Jason, “and the rest of the team is picking up the remaining people in your unit.”


  She finally accepted the fact that she would have to walk across the road to the dump of a gas station for coffee. As she exited the kitchen, she cut around the island a little too close and slammed her hip into the corner. She had done this a number of times before, but her bruised side didn’t appreciate it. 


  Grunting, she bent over. “Gosh…dang it!”


  “Are you sure everything is okay?”


  “Yes!” she exclaimed, voice dripping with derision. “Everything’s just fine!”


  Cassidy stomped down the hall to the door. “Something happened that made the chief particularly concerned for our safety. What is it?”


  In the background of the conversation, she heard screeching tires followed by a blaring horn. 


  “Uh…I’ll explain on the way back to headquarters.”


  Cassidy slipped into her running shoes, aware she was still in her flannel pants and oversized shirt. Presently, she didn’t care. 


  “Be that way,” she said. “You need directions to get here…”


  After relaying them to Jason, she hung up and grabbed her coat from the hook. She still had ten minutes before he arrived, plenty of time to go ingest toxic amounts of caffeine, which she was going to need to function today. 


  Cassidy undid the chain, then the deadbolt, and finally the lock on the doorknob. She gave the door a yank. It didn’t budge. She tried again with the same result. The third time she threw her shoulder into it, but that didn’t work, either.


  Head back and fists clenched, she growled with frustration. After taking a breath, she kicked the stupid door, which occasionally didn’t let her out of her apartment without a fight. 


  Cassidy pulled out her phone to call the landlord and sighed. “Man, I hate Wednesdays.”


   


         ✧	✧	✧     


   


  After Cassidy gave him directions, Jason closed the phone and cut across three lanes of traffic when he saw a sign for the exit he needed. Ten minutes later, he pulled onto a gravel parking lot in front of an ancient-looking apartment building.


  Seconds after he stopped, Cassidy appeared out of the shadows and climbed into the passenger’s seat. She looked a little better than yesterday evening like she may have gotten a few hours of sleep. 


  “The building looks a little, well…it looks like you need a higher salary,” Jason commented as they pulled onto the street.


  Cassidy snorted a laugh. “Agents such as myself need to be inconspicuous, and it has all the basic necessities, so I don’t mind.”  


  She glanced at Jason as he sped through a yellow light and took the on-ramp that launched them onto the freeway. “So, what’s all this about?”


  Jason was silent for a couple of seconds and felt Cassidy’s gaze trying to read his thoughts. He cleared his throat and kept his gaze on the traffic ahead. “Another one of your teammates was found dead this morning.”


  Silence.


  Jason shot a few glances at Cassidy. She simply sat there, expression stoic as she gazed out the windshield. He knew she was processing things, fitting this new development into her musings. 


  He didn’t know exactly who she had worked for, or what the CIA, FBI, and whoever else had asked her to do. He did know that she understood loss of lives, including those on her team, came with the territory. 


  “Who?” she finally asked.


  “Marty Sharp.”


  Out the corner of Jason’s eye, he saw her wince a little like she had received a physical blow.


   “You, uh, knew him well?” he asked after a beat.


  “Not really. I’d only been this unit’s commander a few months. You know how it goes in the field. It’s all business. No personal stuff.”


  Silence.


  Jason shifted a little after a few minutes. “May I ask you something?”


  Cassidy shrugged. “Shoot.”


  “Do you prefer to work alone?” 


  Cassidy gave a nod. “I was only transferred to Hensley’s unit for a specific case they were working overseas.”


  Jason looped under the overpass, then came up and across the freeway before back down, heading the other direction. “I figured as much,” he said. “You seem to be quite the nomad.”


  A small smile tugged at Cassidy’s mouth. “I take you to be quite the rogue yourself, what with the types of tasks you’re assigned.”


  It was Jason’s turn to manage a weak smile, the first of any sort since she had met him. “I prefer solitary over group work,” he replied. 


  When he noticed Cassidy still looking at him, or more appropriately, studying him, he fidgeted a little. The expression she wore told him she knew more about him than he realized. 


  “Yeah, solitary’s for the best,” she sighed quietly, returning her attention forward as she muttered, “especially when history repeatedly shows that if you work in a group, the people around you usually wind up dead.”


  Jason shot a look at her, but before he could inquire, his phone rang. He wiggled oddly as he tried to grab it from his back pocket while staying on the road at the same time. Finally, he had it.


   “Stayton.”  When he heard the news from the person at the other end of the line, he couldn’t keep the mild surprise from his expression. 


  “When was this?” 


  Pause. 


  “Thanks, bye.”  


  “Who’s dead now?” asked Cassidy blandly. 


  “Greg Bennett.”


  Cassidy considered this. “They’re working up the chain of command…with whoever’s left, that is.”


  A breath of silence passed. 


  Without warning, Cassidy slammed the side of her fist against the door. Anger hardened her gaze as she glared out the windshield, and her jaw muscles flexed.


  She wracked her brain, trying to think who would know her real identity and the identities of her team. Who would have that kind of reach and have access to those resources? Was it someone she had personally crossed? 


  She was reluctant to admit this was about her because one, she was raised to believe the world didn’t revolve around her. Second, there wasn’t a trace of evidence that suggested this was someone with a personal vendetta. 


  After a few minutes, Cassidy drew a breath to calm herself. She glanced at the side mirror and mentioned offhandedly, “You know, that silver sedan has been following us since we left the apartment complex.”


  Jason’s eyes flicked to the rearview mirror. Sure enough, a silver car was two cars back and one lane to the right. 


  He casually changed lanes to pass a slower vehicle. 


  The other car mimicked their maneuver and settled two vehicles behind again. 


  “They sure suck at tailing,” muttered Jason.


  He glanced at Cassidy and saw her fiddling with her cell phone. 


  The traffic ahead was thinning, meaning they would soon be more vulnerable. 


  Cassidy finished doing whatever it was with the phone and shot a look in the side mirror. 


  “Down!” she yelled.


  She and Jason hunkered forward as a bullet passed through the back window and out the windshield.


   Jason swerved into another lane amid blaring car horns. They flew along the left shoulder as he pressed the accelerator to the floor. 


  Cassidy, still stooped, pulled her gun from under her jacket and checked the magazine. 


  Jason sent the car swerving in front of a huge semi, cutting to the right and out of the pursuers’ line of sight. Moments later, the silver car reappeared in the rearview mirror and two more bullets finished off the back window, shattering it. 


  “Take the next exit!” shouted Cassidy, peeking out the back window. 


  Jason did as told and sent the sedan screeching down the off-ramp, just clipping a car that was moving too slow and unable to get out of the way quickly enough. 


  The silver car didn’t do much better. It fishtailed and slammed into an SUV before correcting and rocketing forward. 


  “Take a left at the second light!” called Cassidy over the noise of the air rushing through the back window. 


  “Why?” asked Jason.


  “We’re going to get my car!”


  The only vehicle between them and their pursuers turned right down another street. As soon as the civilian car was out of the way, Cassidy opened fire. Three rounds punched through the pursuer’s windshield and forced the driver to swerve. 


  They ran a red at the second light and performed a power slide under the freeway. Sort of. The sedan whined loudly in protest to the abuse. 


  “Why are we getting your car?”


  “You honestly think we can outrun whoever it is in this thing?” answered Cassidy with a question.


  Bullets plinked into the trunk. 


  “Besides,” she added, “I don’t think yours will last all the way back to headquarters.”


  More gunshots.


  “Take a right up here.”


  Jason floored the gas and shot around the corner. “Why are we out here instead of going back to the apartment?” he asked, passing a red car as they flew down the road.


  “You think I’d leave my car out in the open? I don’t want to start my car one day and find a surprise waiting for me.”


  There came another series of shots. A loud pop! sounded before the back end of Jason’s car broke loose. 


  Lucky tire shot, thought Jason.


  “We’re almost there,” said Cassidy, crawling into the backseat. “Take the next left, but don’t do it until I say.”


  The silver car rapidly closed the distance. 


  “Uh, Cassidy?”


  “Not yet.”


  The silver car came closer. 


  “Cassidy…”


  “Wait.”


  The vehicle was within a few feet. 


  “Cassidy!”


  “Now!”


  Just as Jason began turning the wheel, Cassidy sat up and opened up rapid-fire on the silver car. Bullets made the windshield spider web and crack. 


  Their followers remained undeterred and tried to cut them off. 


  As Jason’s car swung around, Cassidy braced against the side and shot out a rear passenger window. She turned her focus on the front of the car, aiming for the radiator. Steam and smoke erupted from it seconds later, and with one last round, Cassidy nailed the driver. The silver car veered suddenly and into the ditch. 


  “Whoo!” exclaimed Cassidy, climbing back into the passenger’s seat. “Reminds me of my last trip to Algeria!”


  Jason stared at her. This was the first time he had seen her excited. Then again, it was the first time he’d seen her in action. She was in her element, and he quickly surmised she was one of those people who felt truly alive while in the midst of dangerous conflict.


  Another quarter mile later, Jason’s now rather beat-up car finally clunked to a stop in front of an abandoned house. 


  Jason killed the engine and joined Cassidy outside. He followed her as she jogged behind the house where, hiding under a large tarp, was what she called her “black beast.”


  “A Pontiac,” nodded Jason appreciatively.


  “Yeah,” said Cassidy, unlocking it and dropping behind the wheel as Jason got in on the passenger’s side. “Pity they don’t make ‘em anymore.”


  When the engine rumbled to life, he cocked an eyebrow. “I thought the GTP only had a V6?”


  Cassidy smiled. “I may have had a little work done on it.”


  She put the car in gear and sent it leaping forward. They swung wide on the gravel road and returned to the silver car in the ditch. 


  The three occupants were just coming around when Cassidy rolled down her window, drew her gun, and shot out the left front and rear tires. Satisfied, she punched the gas, and they continued on their way. 


  Feeling Jason’s stare, she said, “It’s been a bad week.”


  On the freeway, they hadn’t gotten half a mile before a blue car merged out of the light traffic and moved in behind them. 


  “Oh, come on!” exclaimed Cassidy. “Really?”


  She watched the passenger pull out a gun. Veering hard to the left, they dodged around an SUV and met the blue car on the other side. They drove beside each other briefly, and Cassidy sent the driver an “I’m not amused” look. 


  She swerved towards them with a jerk. The driver of the other vehicle had just enough time to move out of the way. After correcting, he glared at Cassidy and Jason and swerved towards them.


  Cassidy was already accelerating, and they shot ahead. The blue car missed them by inches and smashed into an Escalade. Tires screeched and smoke filled the air as cars rear-ended one another. 


  With that gesture, Cassidy hit the gas and sent her car flying down the freeway, the wreck behind them shrinking quickly. 


  Jason finally relinquished the death grip he had on the seat and armrest of the door. Letting out a breath, he glanced at the speedometer. It read 110mph. He never would have guessed by the way the engine purred along happily. 


  He looked at Cassidy. Her stoic expression was again in place as if this was merely another day in the life. In a span of twenty minutes, she had gone from quiet and pensive, to Marine on the battlefield, and then back to calm. 


  Women, he thought, are so complicated.


   


         ✧	✧	✧     


   


  It turned out that Cassidy was the only one of her team to reach division headquarters. Everyone else was missing. 


  There was minor discussion about the pileup on the freeway, but Jason and Cassidy assured Chief Braxton it could not have been avoided. 


  When Cassidy learned she was to be placed under protective custody, she nearly hit the roof. 


  “Protective custody!” she exclaimed. “You cannot be serious.”


  What a little firecracker, thought Jason, standing at a safe distance to the side. Although, honestly, he was quickly becoming used to it.


  “Not in the traditional sense,” replied Braxton calmly. “We just want to keep an eye on you and the rest of your team.”


  Cassidy took a sharp breath and restarted by reasoning, “My team and I are highly trained.”


  “And yet they’re still being picked off,” countered Braxton. “Whoever it is, is good. They know you and your team. They knew where you would be in Africa and probably know where you are now.”


  Cassidy’s mood darkened, but she managed to keep her tone civil. “Sir, I can find out who’s behind this. Just let me do my thing, work my connections, go on the hunt. I’ll take care of it. Quick and clean.” 


  “Might be a good idea, boss,” said Tony, who was one of those people who had no common sense to keep his nose out of other people’s conversations.


  Jason sensed a bad moon arising as he watched Cassidy’s cool gaze slide over to the agent. The same warning that flickered in her eyes yesterday returned, only this time it was directed at the rookie. 


  He cleared his throat, “Uh, Tony, I don’t think now—”


  “I’m just saying,” continued Tony, stacking some papers together on his desk. “Look at what happens whenever she’s assigned to a team…”


  The shadow over Cassidy’s face deepened, and she locked her gaze on Tony like she would a terrorist or someone trying to take food from her plate.


  Jason took a step forward, raising his hands a little. “Why don’t we continue this in—”


  “Sure, she can look after herself…”


  Oh, Tony, just shut up, thought Jason. 


  “…but can she protect the others? That’s all I’m…”


  Tony’s sentence was abruptly cut off when Cassidy delivered a stunning right hook. The agent dropped to his butt, dazed and completely taken aback. 


  No one needed to restrain Cassidy, though. She didn’t continue throttling him. She remained where she was, drilling him with a lethal glare. “I could give you a thrashing if I really wanted to, punk,” said her expression, “but you’re not worth the effort.”


  “Never question my loyalty to my people,” she said, clipping her words and pointing at him. 


  Braxton hooked a hand under Tony’s arm and pulled him to his feet. “Get up.” 


  Tony swayed a little unsteadily as he gingerly rubbed his jaw. “I was just saying—”


  “Well, maybe if you did a little less saying and a little more thinking,” chided Braxton, directing him towards the door, “you wouldn’t be going to see the doc right now.”


  Jason snuck a sidelong glance at Cassidy. She was glowering and looking apologetic over her actions. But only a little. She did, however, bite her lip as she wondered whether this incident would be put into her file, too.


  After Tony was gone, Braxton leveled a sharp look at Cassidy that read something like, “I’ll pretend I didn’t see that this time but get yourself together.”


  “Anyway,” he continued. “Cassidy, you and Jason are now, what you call, partners.”


  “What?” they exclaimed in unison. 


  The chief, feeling a little tired of his agents for the moment, shrugged and headed for his office. “Deal with it.”  


  Jason turned to Cassidy, now frowning. He could almost see the little black storm cloud over her head unleashing thunder and lightning. 


  “So, what do you want to do to kill time?” he asked. 


  Cassidy’s bottom jaw stuck out. 


  “Are you hungry?”


  “No.”


  When Jason gave her a look, she insisted, “I’m not! I’d rather go to the first crime scene.”


  “And what makes you think you’ll be any help there?”


  Cassidy turned and fully faced him, and her hands went to her hips. 


  Oh, boy, here it comes! Change the subject to avoid any possible bodily damage, screamed a thought through his mind. 


  “Fine,” began Jason, trying to think of a different approach that would make things easier for both of them. “If food isn’t appealing, then maybe you’d like to go unload a few hundred rounds into targets at the gun range?”


  The suggestion definitely drew response and a positive one, at that. Mild surprise formed on her face, and he watched her expression soften a few seconds later. Now, he realized, he was speaking her language.


  Jason crossed his arms and dipped his head a moment before leaning closer. 


  “And may I suggest you try not looking at your fellow colleagues as adversaries,” he said quietly. “Not everyone is against you. Believe it or not, some of us can be trusted.”


  She studied him, gauging the sincerity of his words. But his proximity and the way he was looking at her with those blue eyes made Cassidy uneasy. This time she looked away first.


  “Fine,” she said. “Quick bite to eat and then the range.”


  Might be therapeutic to shoot a few terrorists, she thought. 


  Jason nodded, and they headed for the door. 


  “Besides,” he continued, “when was the last time you ate? You disappear when you turn sideways.”


  In actuality, Cassidy couldn’t remember the last time she had eaten, which wasn’t uncommon. It came with uncertain schedules. Plus, she had more important things on her mind than the frivolous necessity of eating—not that she was going to admit that little fact. 


  “I didn’t realize you were paying close attention, pal,” she countered. “And I’ve always been lean. So, sue me.”


  Jason rolled his eyes, knowing the progress they had just made ten seconds ago had been erased. And we’re right back to where we started.


  “Hold up a sec!”


  They stopped and half turned as Braxton marched up to them with a freshly printed but folded document in hand. “This just came in,” he said, handing it to Cassidy, “from your CIA friends. It’s an assignment.”


  “How exactly is that going to work if we’re partners?” asked Jason. 


  “You aren’t going on the mission,” replied Braxton. 


  That brought visible relief to Cassidy. She then turned her attention to the document, eyeing it almost hungrily. 


  “I was assured this is the only item on her plate,” he continued. “Apparently, it’s important enough to deal with now. After this, she’s back stateside where you two get to spend time together. I reminded them it looked like someone was targeting her and her team, but, like I’m really going to tangle with the CIA?”


  Braxton settled a look on Cassidy. “Jason is the best at what he does. He’s protected hundreds of witnesses.”


  “You haven’t gotten anyone killed, though, have you?” Cassidy asked Jason under her breath.


  “Why would you be worried?” he fired back. “You’re plenty able with a gun.”


  “Alright, alright,” interjected Braxton. “Just get through today without hurting or killing each other.”


  He turned his attention back to Jason. “Take her to a secondary location until it’s time for her to leave.”


  Cassidy’s mood soured again. So much for the range.


  “I’ll have to go grab a few things from my apartment,” she mumbled, expression the epitome of distaste.


  “Of course. Just let me know when you reach the safehouse.” Braxton turned back to his office. 


  “Yes, sir,” answered Jason.


  He looked back to Cassidy who frowned at him. It was then Jason decided that this was going to be a very long assignment.


   




  Chapter 4


  Not Easy Friends


   


  They returned to the apartment complex just after noon, and the atmosphere felt heavy as the gray clouds pressed against the earth.


  “What floor do you live on?” asked Jason, glancing at the four-story building. 


  “Three.”


  They started up the grate stairs when something on the second level caught Cassidy’s attention. She glanced at the next flight, then down the tunnel-like breezeway on her left. 


  “Keep going up the next flight of stairs,” she whispered. 


  “But…”


   “What? You’re a big, strong agent. You can take ‘em,” said Cassidy, giving him an encouraging slap on the arm before turning and walking briskly down the breezeway. 


  “That’s not…” Jason pinched the bridge of his nose. 


  Two rogues working together had to be as brilliant of an idea as tossing a grenade up a steep hill.


  He took the stairs to the third level. What little light there was faded when something slammed into him. Back hitting the wall, Jason managed to wrestle the attacker off him and restore a little space with a powerful kick. That was when he saw the glint of something metallic. 


  Jason reacted swiftly. Latching onto the hand holding the gun, he brought his knee up hard and fast, slamming it into the assailant’s stomach. He was a stubborn bugger, though, and didn’t let go of the weapon. 


  Before Jason could repeat his maneuver, the man socked him smartly in the side and grunted when he landed a second blow. Jason kicked him in the knee, making something crack. 


  That did the trick. The assailant dropped to one knee where Jason introduced his fist to the man’s face. With that swing, the threat was neutralized and unconscious. 


  He took the man’s firearm, released the magazine, and ejected the round from the chamber. He was contemplating where he was going to secure this weapon when Cassidy crested the stairs. 


  Someone grabbed her from behind, but quick as a flash, Cassidy threw her elbow into his chest. The moment he began to step back, she proceeded to elbow him in the face. Going with the momentum, she turned and punched the daylights out of him. It was over, just like that.


  Jason was impressed. He had to keep reminding himself that Cassidy was trained. 


  They met in front of her apartment, and he noted the splintered doorframe.


  “Landlord had to take a sledgehammer to it,” she explained.


  With a little shoving, the door opened.  


  The apartment was clean and organized, unlike Jason’s. He wasn’t a complete slob, but neither was he this neat. Within two minutes, Cassidy had her things packed in a small duffel and a backpack.


  At the car, Jason said, “I should probably drive since I know where we’re going.”


  Cassidy gave him a “yeah, right” look as she tossed her duffel into the trunk. 


  Jason didn’t budge on the matter. 


  “Come on,” he pressed with arm extended and palm up. “Let’s have the keys.” 


  This isn’t going to become a habit, thought Cassidy as she tossed them to him. 


  Minutes later, they sped down the freeway. “Didn’t your parents ever tell you to play nice with others or at least respect your elders?”


  Cassidy snorted. “Elders?”  


  She raised her eyebrows. “You consider yourself my elder?”


  “Technically, I’m older than you.”


  “Yeah,” she laughed, “by, like, four years. Big whoop. And besides, you don’t exactly play nice, either.”


  “You didn’t answer my question.”


  “I thought it was rhetorical.”


  Jason sent her another correcting glance. 


  “You give everyone that look?” asked Cassidy. 


  “No, I think it’s one I’ll reserve just for you,” he replied. 


  She sighed and slouched in the seat. “Do we have to talk about this stuff? Because I don’t think you genuinely care.”


  “If I didn’t care, I wouldn’t have asked,” countered Jason. “Besides, wasn’t it you who said it’s wise to know the people you work with?”


  This was one of those times where a previously smart remark had come back to bite Cassidy in the butt. She absolutely hated when that happened.


  She crossed her arms. “What do you think you’re going to learn about me by asking about my parents? You a psychologist or something?”


  “Good grief,” sighed Jason. “It’s just a simple question, Cassidy. Why are you making things so difficult, anyway?”


  “Fine,” she said, snapping her head around to look at him. “My mom died young, would have been the cancer but the terrorists got her first. And my dad…just…he’s dead.”


  Jason cringed for pressing the issue. “Sorry,” he apologized quietly.


  Cassidy merely gave a light shrug, and no anger marked her expression or tone. “I make a big deal about things like that because…I just don’t like people knowing my personal business. And it’s safer for everyone.” 


  “Fair enough.”


  She visibly relaxed upon hearing him agree to drop the matter.


  Silence settled over the car for the next half hour of driving. As they approached the countryside, Jason asked, “Want to stop for some snacks or something?”


  “Sounds good.”


  They walked out of the next gas station with a small bag of junk food. 


  “Great, this is just what I need,” said Cassidy, opening a bag of Doritos, “especially when sitting in a car for who knows how many more hours.”


  “I think you can afford it,” replied Jason, sneaking a chip from the bag and popping it into his mouth. 


  Cassidy went for her Dr. Pepper and tried to open it but the cap was unreasonably stubborn.


  “Want me to, uh…”


  “Please.”


  She handed it to Jason who twisted it open with ease and handed it back to her. Cassidy took the bottle and cap and looked from one to the other. “I just loosened it for you.”


  Jason coughed out a chuckle as he put the car in gear and pulled back onto the road. He had gone through a couple more chips when an impressive belch came from the other side of the car. At least Cassidy had attempted to be polite by keeping her mouth clamped shut, but she paid a price. 


  Jason had a good laugh as Cassidy pinched her nose, and her eyes watered. “Ow,” she said, chuckling despite herself, “that’s what you get for being polite. Man, that burns.”


  Wiping the tears from her eyes, she shot a look at Jason. “I’m glad you found that entertaining.”


  “I’m surprised you didn’t just let ‘er rip,” he said. “You know, to establish your dominance.”


  Cassidy blew through her lips. “I did that back when I took out that silver car.”


  “What?” asked Jason. “If I recall, I was the one who was doing the precision driving.”


  “Have you ever accurately fired out of a vehicle moving at a high rate of speed and swerving all over the place? And that wasn’t precision driving. That was more like…convulsive jerking.”


  “Smart alec.”


  Cassidy let a breath pass between them before saying, “I still don’t like this arrangement. I’m telling you that on my own I can find whoever’s responsible a lot faster than an entire division. Besides, there’s almost always someone trying to kill me.”


  “Speaking of killing,” said Jason, “what’s your Agency assignment? I know, I know, you can’t tell me details, but is there anything I need to do?”


  “Killing?” Cassidy made a tsk sound with her tongue. “Is that all you think the CIA does? And your task is very simple: you wait here, I go, come back, and then we solve a case.”


  “You’re headed overseas, then?” inquired Jason. 


  “Since the Agency doesn’t have jurisdiction to execute operations within the United States, the answer would be ‘yes.’”


  “How long will this take?”


  “A few days. Just wrapping up my role.”


  Jason took another road that directed them deeper into the hills. 


  Cassidy crammed several chips into her mouth. “You’ve been doing government work for what? Ten years or so?”


  “Twelve,” nodded Jason. “Did an internship senior year of college and was offered a position. You?”


  “I think I’ve been at it about a decade, tack on a few more years if you want to count the unofficial work I did with my dad.”


  “Didn’t you start with the NSA or something?”


  That made Cassidy smile. “Contrary to the rumors, it wasn’t the NSA. I saddled up with an experimental sister group of the Defense Intelligence Agency.”


  She huffed through her nose. “Me and my big ideas.”


  “Didn’t go well?” 


  “Oh no,” she said, looking out her window. “It went very well, actually.”


  Apparently, Cassidy didn’t want to discuss that subject in depth, so Jason dropped the topic. Since she was feeling so talkative, though, he figured he should take advantage of the opportunity. 


  "Can I ask you another question?"


  "If you must," she said flatly, obviously wishing he would stop talking altogether.


  "Does it bother you," he asked, "you know, the violence involved in your work and…the other stuff?"


  "Like killing, you mean?" she clarified. 


  "I saw the, uh, Bible in your apartment and I assumed..."


  Cassidy gave a nod and jumped to his point for him. "You're wondering about the whole 'turning the other cheek' thing? If, as a Christian, I'm supposed to love my enemies, does it bother me that I've ended up killing some very bad men?"


  "Well…yes." 


  "I will answer that question with another question: do you think evil men should be allowed to roam around, doing whatever they want without facing the consequences?" 


  She glanced at him. "That was rhetorical, by the way. First, there is killing and then there is murder, though people throw around the two words like they're interchangeable when they aren't necessarily." 


  "Right," said Jason with a nod. “Like when people misquote the sixth Commandment: do not kill."


  "Exactly. The original text writes, 'do no murder.' Anyway, no, it doesn't bother me. Now if the situation is someone insulting you, that's entirely different. Then the whole 'turn the other cheek' thing is applicable. Now, what changes things is when my rival is coming at me with the intention of killing me. My conscience is clear because I do not kill with malicious intent. I don't like to do it, but sometimes it's the only way to protect innocent people from being massacred. Often, when you're dealing with evil men, especially those in the occult, they give you no other choice. It's either you or them." 


  Cassidy blew through her lips. "I mean, sure it would be nice if we could all get along and hold hands and sing. But in this world, there is always going to be at least one person or one group vying for power and total control, people who will destroy anyone who gets in their way. And other people create chaos just for the fun of it."


  Jason started a little when she suddenly twisted in her seat to look at him.


  "And are we just supposed to let evil men walk all over us? How about getting away with slaughtering thousands of people? Scripture itself has very harsh words about injustice, about letting evil men walk away free and oppressing the innocent."


  Cassidy spoke with her hands now, flailing them around for emphasis. "Yes! Please! Kick down my door and come on in! Massacre my family and do whatever vile things you want because we're just going to take it all lying down!"


  Then she pointed at him. "There are situations that call for 'turning the other cheek', but may God judge me ever so severely if I do whatever I have to, to keep my people safe or to stop an attack that will wipe out masses of innocent people. While God is love and merciful and compassionate, He's also a lover of justice. Sometimes He executes it Himself. Other times He uses other people.”


  Cassidy took a breath and was about to add something but stopped herself and clamped her mouth shut. 


  "What?" he asked. "I agree with everything you've said, so you're in good company."


  Instead, Cassidy shook her head and took another sip of Dr. Pepper.


  They kept up light, sporadic conversation as dusk fell over the hills before silence completely settled in again. The next time Jason glanced over at Cassidy, he saw she was asleep, slumped awkwardly against the door. 


  Returning his gaze to the road, pavement illuminated by the headlights, his thoughts kept him company as the hours stretched on. He wondered where all this was leading: the assassinations of Cassidy’s team, the murder of their liaison, and the attempted murder of Cassidy herself. 


  Jason scowled. How serious was this whole situation going to get? Of course, he realized, he probably could have avoided all of this if he hadn’t gone into work on a day off in the first place.


   


         ✧	✧	✧     


   


  The car bounced as it went over the pothole-covered gravel road. Evidently, no one had bothered to grade or smooth it in the past decade. 


  At the next hole, the car bottomed out, scraping against the ground. 


  Cassidy shot awake and ready for action. 


  “Sorry,” said Jason. “The road looks like it was caught in the middle of a mortar attack.”


  Cassidy brushed the loose strands of hair from her eyes as a small house appeared around the next bend. The lights were on inside, but no other vehicles were parked out front. 


  Something about it gave Jason pause. 


  Cassidy eyed the place suspiciously then glanced into the woods surrounding their vehicle. 


  Jason caught a glimpse of a dark figure outside Cassidy’s door a second before she threw it open and knocked someone to the ground. She was on him instantly with gun drawn. 


  “Easy!” said the man, hands raised. 


  “Who are you?” she growled. 


  “Special Agent Greene.”


  Cassidy kept the gun trained on him a second longer before holstering it. “Get up.” 


  Jason had his door open and his arm resting on the roof of the car. If Cassidy wasn’t mistaken, he was grinning. 


  “What are you smiling at?” she scowled, closing the passenger door.


  “Sorry if I startled you,” said Greene.


  Cassidy mumbled a response before he and Jason exchanged quick hellos. She surveyed the dark forest. A gust of wind rolled through the trees. It pulled at her clothes and brought a chill that had nothing to do with the cool evening. 


  Jason got back in the car and parked in front of the house. Cassidy reached him just as he was opening the trunk. He pulled out her duffel, and she snatched it from him as she continued mumbling.


  Jason tried not to smile. 


  As Cassidy tromped into the house, Greene looked at Jason. “Got a lively one, huh?”


  “Well, you know that saying,” chuckled Jason. “Dynamite comes in small packages.”


  Once everyone was inside, Greene introduced them to the second agent, Thomas Byrd. Neither Green nor Byrd had received the memo that Cassidy would, in fact, be leaving.


  Figures, thought Byrd. I could have spent the night watching the game with a few beers.


  Jason contacted Braxton and asked if they had received any new information on the murders. No, nothing useful yet. The agent on Cassidy’s team, who had suffered an apparent heart attack while running, was found to have small traces of poison in his system. The second agent was said to have accidentally fallen from the balcony of the five-story building he lived in. 


  During the conversation with Braxton, Jason frequently glanced at Cassidy. 


  She had planted herself on the old couch in the rustic living room and placed her feet on the old coffee table. The sofa practically swallowed her. The entire time he spoke with the chief, she messed with her cell phone. 


  He shrugged. Who knew what she was doing? 


  Agents Greene and Byrd sat in chairs at one end of the coffee table and played poker.


  When Jason finished talking with Braxton, he sat down on the couch with Cassidy. He quickly relayed the information from the chief to Cassidy, who continued playing with her phone. 


  Finally, Cassidy stuck it in her coat pocket. “They’re going up the chain of command, like I said earlier.”


  Jason looked at her.


  “The ambush in Africa was to take out as many agents as possible, if not the entire team. Now, whoever is behind it is going after those of us who survived. Gregg Bennett would be considered the ‘rookie’ of the remaining unit. He’s the one with the least experience. Marty Sharp was a level above him…”


  Jason nodded. “How many agents are left besides you?”


  “Two.” 


  He frowned. 


  Cassidy glanced at her watch and, after a brief struggle, managed to escape from the couch’s grasp. She then grabbed the small black backpack that she had retrieved sometime when Jason hadn’t noticed.


  “I need to head out,” she said.


  “Already?” asked Jason. “We literally just got here.”


  Cassidy shrugged as he tossed her the keys. 


  He frowned. “I’m glad we wasted an entire afternoon driving out here. We probably could have just driven in circles around the city all day instead.”


  “We’re government employees,” put in Greene. “Wasting time is what we do.”


  Cassidy huffed a laugh. “Okay. I’ll be back soon.”


  “Right,” replied Jason, expression clouding. 


  “I will.”


  “How do you know for sure?”


  Cassidy stopped with her hand on the doorknob and half-turned. She easily read the doubt on his face. 


  She sent him a “you worry too much” look and replied aloud with, “See you later.” 


  And then she was out the door and into the darkness.


   




  Chapter 5


  Revenge


   


  Gazing down disappointedly at the subject, he stripped off his bloodied latex gloves before turning and tossing them into a large open trashcan. 


  “The incubation period still isn’t long enough,” he said, tearing off the gore-covered scrubs and throwing them away, also. His face shield followed.


  “Not long enough?” came a voice through a speaker. “We’re at eight days.”


  He stepped through the automatic door into the decontamination chamber, which hissed and sealed shut. He closed his eyes as an impressive blast of air roared over him. Thirty seconds later, the air stopped, and the second door unlocked. 


  He pushed through it and joined his assistant at a long counter lined with monitors. “Yes, not long enough,” he continued, looking through the large window into the autopsy room where the subject, another human corpse, lay on a metal table. 


  “Fourteen days is the goal,” he explained, typing some notes into the computer in front of him. “The longer we have until the initial outbreak, the more people we can infect before someone catches on…I’ve told you this already.” 


  “It’s already disguised, quite well I might add, as a flu virus,” reminded the assistant. 


  “And, yet,” said the boss, saving his notes and sending the document to his phone. “I’m the one signing your checks.”


  “Understood.”


  “Get the cleanup crew in there and have them toss the body into the furnace after nightfall. I should have the necessary modifications by tomorrow, then we can arrange for more trials.”


  “See you tomorrow, then.”


  The boss turned and walked briskly out of the room. A narrow concrete tunnel led him straight fifty meters before running into a steep staircase. He climbed to the top of the dozen stairs, swiped his access card, punched in the code, and then pushed the heavy metal door open. 


  Muggy evening air greeted him, and a blustery wind danced about him during his short trek across the scrubby landscape to a small house. He went through a side door and charged up the stairs.


   The entire second level presented as a large, single room bordered by dry erase boards on the wall nearest the stairs and to the left. Computers and several large monitors took up the opposite wall. This allowed for light to stream through the large windows on the far wall. 


  He tossed his phone onto the desk in the center of the room and shrugged off his coat. After pulling up viral simulations and animated DNA projections on the monitors, he crossed to the boards covered with formulas and equations.


  He stood there for some time, letting his restless mind work over everything. Occasionally, he spun and marched to the computers, altered a code or equation, and ran a simulation. 


  The sun sank below the western horizon and twilight had fallen over the land before he realized it. He had been up for twenty straight hours and had yet to feel tired. 


  In the past week, he had attacked his work with new urgency. He only managed a few hours of sleep a night, but even then, he didn’t feel drained. In fact, with every passing day, he was becoming more energized. This allowed for great amounts of progress.


  He walked back to the table, where a crinkled photograph lie taped in the middle. And it had all been made possible because of the person in the picture. This large plan didn’t revolve exclusively around her. She had merely inspired him to develop this plan and so-happened to fit into it perfectly.


  He glared at the photo, feeling warm anger churn through him. With a growl, he ripped it off the table and stormed to the windows. His fingers dug into the paper, adding new creases. 


  Oh, did they have a history. She was the only one who had crossed him, thwarted his plans, and was still breathing. He had hunted down and destroyed everyone else. Any person who ever stood in his way met a slow, agonizing end because, well, he had always had a fascination with pain and suffering. 


  But this woman…


  He crumpled the picture in one hand. Three times they had met, and three times she frustrated his schemes. And every encounter was the equivalent of having an arrow in his side turned slowly deeper. 


  When he recalled every word she spoke during their encounters, his stomach burned with malice. When he remembered every subtle facial expression that tripped across her face, his chest tightened and filled with heat. And when he thought about her fearlessness and almost mockery as she frustrated his long-laid plans, the inextinguishable flame of hate consumed his soul.


  She hadn’t just stopped him. There was something different about this opponent; she was truly unafraid of him despite his reputation. She wasn’t scared off or deterred, no matter how bad things became. She just strove harder, relentlessly like a wolf that tasted human blood and wouldn’t stop killing until it was killed. She was driven by something deeper, something…spiritual. And he recognized her as a legitimate threat.


  Their last encounter left him plotting her slow but epic demise. Shortly after, he had been given a new idea for slaughtering millions of people, and it distracted him. 


  Until last week. He couldn’t tell if it was some kind of irritating divine intervention or the darkness aligning itself because she suddenly popped up on his radar. She and her team had nearly walked into one of his former testing facilities in Somalia. He found out a couple of days before they were supposed to move on the facility and made plans accordingly. As a result, he was all but consumed with malice for this scum of a human being.


  He allowed himself a twisted little smile. It was funny what money could buy: a rebel militia group or informants inside the FBI who had information on his target and could keep an eye on her. 


  He had already figured out how he was going to kill her. Like the climactic ending of a thriller novel, he could picture it and visualize how every detail would play out. Now it was just a matter of writing each step that would lead to her death. 


  He often let his mind wander through all the different ways he could kill her. The possibilities were endless. Capture and torture? How about a slow death via some horrific disease?


  As much as he loved that idea, he would have to keep to the original plan. 


  A thrill of anticipation ran down his spine as he looked out the windows. It was dark, so the employees would be firing up the furnace to begin burning the corpse. No one passing by would be able to see the plumes of smoke under the cover of night.


  Every last person on the staff would end up in the incinerator within the next week. Everything would be cleaned up and burned out, and he would be long gone before anyone came upon this place. 


  With cool gray eyes, he glanced down at the photo in his hand…a picture of Cassidy Jackson. 


   




  Chapter 6


  A Reminder & a Connection


   


  “India and Bravo have secured the first package! Who has eyes on the second?”


  “He’s running north. Swahili Street! Heading for the market!”


  Cassidy caught a glimpse of him as she skidded out of the alley, streets wet from the intermittent thunderstorms sightseeing over the city. Running down the road, she dodged between the other pedestrians and kept her eyes on the target. 


  The city swelled with crowds this time of day. However, it was also the best opportunity to grab the people the team had been hunting for months. 


  The man ducked left into the market. 


  Cassidy slowed as she reached the corner of the building to make sure he wasn’t lying in wait. Breathing steadily, even after her run, she peered around the corner. 


   The target slowed to a stop at the first vendor and looked around for his pursuers. When none immediately jumped out at him, he turned and began walking more calmly down the road. 


  “He’s walking through the market now,” reported Cassidy quietly. “Still heading north.” 


  She walked down another row of vendors parallel to the target, staying twenty feet behind and to his right. 


  The target stopped abruptly, his attention drawn to something off his left shoulder. 


  Cassidy heard the agent codenamed Yankee swear through her earpiece. “It’s local military. They’re headed right for the plaza.”


  The target took off again. 


  Cassidy followed. 


  “I see you, Sierra. I’ll try to flank him from the left.”


  Shouts came from behind her, and she glanced over her shoulder. The local military had stopped their truck at the edge of the market and were piling out. She looked at the target, who had also checked on their position. 


  He turned back around and collided head-on with a police officer. 


  Reacting without thinking, the target punched him, wrestled his firearm from him, and shot him. That was more than enough to draw the attention of the military personnel, and they spotted him before he disappeared down another alley. 


  “The target is now armed,” said Cassidy, giving way to the chase again. “Heading east down Pemba.”


  She passed the road he had turned down and made for the next alley on the right. She didn’t want to be directly behind him and in a line of sight or fire. The target was still in flight mode and reacting instead of thinking.


  Cassidy kicked it into high gear down the side street, mindful of the random stacks of crates. She could have done without the hot, muggy air that made her clothes cling to her. But then again, what did one expect in a city built on the edge of the Indian Ocean?


  “Where’s our ride located?” asked Yankee.


  “Lumumba Street,” came the response. 


  “Guys, can we grab him by then?”


  “No problem,” breathed Cassidy. 


  She rocketed out of the alley and across the road. The target was half a dozen strides ahead of her now. That was when he spotted Charlie, coming from his right. He skittered to a stop and wheeled around, searching for a hideout. 


  The instant he turned, Cassidy stopped and crouched behind a car in the long string of vehicles in the crowded street. It was difficult to stop on a dime because of her forward momentum. But the car was able to remedy that as she rammed into it.


  This odd behavior earned some looks from bystanders, but she didn’t care about them. She peeked over the vehicle in time to see the target run into a store. Charlie was right behind him with Yankee on his heels.


  Cassidy jogged across the road and into the alley beside the building. The next street was Lumumba, so they had to make sure they took custody of their target. 


  “Sierra, I’m on the south side of the building the package ran into,” said Echo. “What’s your twenty?”


  “Alley, north side near the pickup location,” replied Cassidy, stepping out onto the sidewalk and studying the front of the building.


  “Watch him!” shouted Charlie. 


  “Down!”


  She heard the gunshots outside the building, as could the pedestrians. 


  “He’s headed upstairs!”


  “I’ll take the other set and we’ll cut him off!”


  The people exchanged looks and slowly began moving away from the structure, especially after Cassidy grabbed one of the exterior support beams and began scaling it. 


  Ow, ow, ow, hot!


  Once atop the awning, she climbed onto the ledge that ran along the second-story windows. When she looked inside, she saw straight down the main hall which led to the stairs. The window was an old, single pane of glass, and Cassidy had no trouble kicking it out. 


  Not seconds later, their target stumbled up the stairs, and she ducked out of view. 


  Charlie came down the hall on the left, but when their man rounded the corner, he doubled back, completely oblivious to the fact he had a gun in his hand. Yankee came up the same stairs the target had, and the man backpedaled. 


  There was no time for a standoff, though. Someone grabbed the target from behind, pulled him out a broken window, and tossed him to the sidewalk where Echo waited.


  Cassidy climbed down as their ride arrived. 


  Echo shoved their target, now complete with a cloth bag over his head, into the backseat. He and Cassidy climbed in and positioned themselves on either side of him. 


  Yankee and Charlie hopped into a second car, and they disappeared into afternoon traffic.


  “Nice trick back there,” said Echo, still panting lightly from the run and excitement. He was a British native and had an Essex accent to match.


  Cassidy chuckled as she pulled the solid tan tactical scarf from her face. She rubbed her eyes and would be glad when she could finally remove the colored contacts. 


   “Thanks. Took a long time to perfect.”


  The sun found a break in the clouds and burned brightly as they turned onto the main road that hugged the coastline. The light made the thunderheads over the city of Dar es Salaam brood in even darker, more ominous contrast. 


  “Who are you people?” asked their target. 


  “Shut it,” chided Echo. “I don’t want to talk to you, yet.”


  He and Cassidy glanced at the man between them then exchanged a look. He was visibly shaking already, and they surmised their conversation would be short and fruitful.


  They stopped on the outskirts of the city as thunder rolled around in the sky. A humid breeze sprang up, bringing mixed scents of desert, rain, and saltwater. 


  They transferred their target to a small, abandoned tin-roofed house. It didn’t have air conditioning, but the ocean view was a good consolation prize.


  Echo shoved their man into a chair in the open area between the kitchen and living room. He then yanked the sack from his head. 


  “Hello, Omar,” said Cassidy, scarf back in place over her nose. The man didn’t need to see her face to know she was smiling. He heard it in her voice and saw it in her brown eyes. 


  He was the new number-two guy in an al Shabab splinter cell. He had first popped up on their radar in Syria. Shortly after moving to Lebanon, he became close to Hezbollah leadership. 


   He knew people, had access to future plans, and they wanted what was in his head. But he vanished shortly after a string of small strikes on Israel and before they could nab him. They had spent eight months tracking Omar, gathering intelligence, and working informants. And wouldn’t you know it? He popped up on the grid in Tanzania last week.


  “I swear I don’t know anything!” he exclaimed, holding his hands up with palms out.


  Echo laughed as he walked into the kitchen behind Omar. “My friend, if you knew nothing, you wouldn’t be here.” 


  He pulled open a drawer, retrieved a file, and then returned. 


  “So, how’s working for al Shabab going for you?” asked Cassidy, stepping over to the ancient wooden table. She started to lean on it but stopped when she saw the surface. 


  “Man,” she whined, wiping her hand over the top. “They forgot to clean up from the last interrogation.” 


  Omar’s eyes couldn’t have grown any wider when he saw the table stained with semi-dried blood. 


  Echo sighed. “How many times do we have to remind them?”


  Of course, it wasn’t real blood, and they didn’t truly use such gruesome interrogation tactics. Usually or officially. It was all for the psychological effect and the impact it had on their target. It worked quite well. 


  Omar looked from Cassidy to Echo. 


  “I tell you, Ali is the boss here,” he pleaded. “He’s the one who plans the attacks. It was his idea to blow the pipeline. I just moved here—”


  “Yes, from Lebanon,” nodded Echo, gesturing with the file. “Hezbollah probably kept you pretty busy, eh? Then I see you made a few stops in Iraq to attack NATO and US forces. Then you hopped down to Egypt where you began your little trip south and ended up right here. Seems you gave yourself plenty to do along the way.”


  “I did not plan anything,” implored Omar. “I had nothing to do with the two attacks in Iraq. I was already in Cairo!”


  “Come on,” said Cassidy, turning to Echo. “Let’s just get to what and who he knows. I’m hungry and want to wrap this up so I can eat lunch. Jumper cables are in the closet…”


  “No, no please!” Omar looked like he was about to wet himself. He slid to the edge of the chair and almost to his knees. “Look, yes, I can tell you some things. Yes? I know who planned the attack on NATO forces and built the bombs.”


  He scooted forward a little more. “And, and who attacked the American outpost in Somalia!”


  Now that grabbed Cassidy’s attention. She and Echo shared a look before he asked, “What do you think you know about Somalia?”


  “I have a friend close to one of the rebel groups there,” replied Omar, only so happy to answer. “They were hired to ambush the Americans. They don’t know the man, but he worked nearby or…how you say? Something like that?”


  “That’s it?” asked Echo, feigning disappointment. 


  “He said there was supposed to be a special forces, black ops team, or something to help the spies,” blurted Omar. “But said he’d take care of it.”


  Echo gave a slight nod before turning and stepping outside the house to make a call. 


  Omar shifted uncomfortably under the relentless gaze of this other agent standing there, arms crossed. He only knew she was a she because of her voice. Her clothes gave no hints, and the tactical scarf covered her entire torso. 


  The sound of the backdoor opening drew Cassidy’s attention and Omar had just flinched forward to make a move for her. But the feel of a cool blade against his throat brought him to an instant stop. 


  He had never seen the knife in her hand nor had he seen her draw it. 


  “Whoa,” she said coolly in Levantine Arabic. “Where are you going?”


  Omar slowly sat back down as Charlie and Yankee appeared from the back of the living room. They were exchanging nods when Echo returned.


   “For you,” he said, handing a satellite phone to Cassidy. 


  She took her leave and stood looking out over the ocean. “Jackson.”


  “I’m told our friend had a little information on the ambush of your FBI team in Somalia,” said a familiar voice.  


  Cassidy couldn’t keep from smiling. “That’s correct, boss.” 


  “We assumed as much. Our people on the ground there noted a connection to Omar, though he wasn’t directly involved. What he told you was confirmed. A single male paid a rebel group to plant the explosives. We don’t have a name yet, and all we know about him is he’s Caucasian, middle-aged, gray eyes, dark hair.”


  That triggered a memory in the back of her mind, but she couldn’t pin it down at the moment. Her brain was going a hundred miles an hour processing other things. “So, this assignment had two purposes. The first was to close this part of the case, apprehend the man we’ve been tracking for a year. The second…”


  “Yes, was to get you some raw intel on the ambush. There’s actually a third purpose, and it’s just a simple reminder of what you’re missing. When you’re ready to come back to the Agency and work for someone who will actually let you off your leash, just let me know.”


  That made Cassidy’s smile broaden. Undoubtedly, Agency life overseas fitted her much better than cases involving domestic affairs. Her former boss fully understood because he had been the one to pick her for the experimental DIA program.


  “Always appreciate it.”


  “Take care of yourself, kid. I hear someone’s going after the rest of your team.”


  As if in response, the sun disappeared, and thunder growled close by. Darkness settled over Cassidy’s face as a humid breeze tugged at her clothes. “Don’t worry, sir. You know I don’t go down without putting up one heck of a fight.” 


   




  Chapter 7


  Suspects


   


  “You’re a former associate, huh?”


  “Yes, Case Officer John Terret.”


  Jason and Terret shook hands, an exchange made rather coolly on Jason’s part. 


  “Cassidy and I used to work together,” continued her so-called former associate. “She asked me to hunt for some leads. I did, and I found some information relevant to your case.”


  “Oh, so you’ve been in touch with her?” asked Jason, folding his arms as his dislike for the man intensified. “I haven’t heard from her since she left. Is she okay?”


  Eager to make his status clear, he added, with perhaps a little too much eagerness, “I’m her new partner.”


  Silence fell over the conversation in the main room at division headquarters as the two men sized each other up, though for different reasons.


  Jason’s years of experience on the job had made him automatically suspicious of everyone. The recent excitement surrounding Cassidy Jackson and her team heightened this suspicion, especially of anyone showing up and claiming to be a “friend.”


  And a friend of Cassidy’s, thought Jason with some sarcasm and not too kindly. Ha! As if she has friends.


  His conscience chastised him for that second thought. He knew the mental jab at Cassidy had nothing to do with her but with this John fellow. If Jason was the deeply reflective type on a perpetual journey of personal growth, he could have reached the core of the issue. However, he wasn’t that introspective, and he refused to be pushed into it by John.


  When Jason’s full attention returned to John, he found the man studying him.


  Jason’s body immediately braced. This John person possessed the kind of gaze that looked directly into others and understood them easily. Cassidy had the same gift. 


  Must be a spy trait or something, concluded Jason.


  Finally, John Terret spoke. “She’s fine. I expect her to be in shortly.”


  “Ah! There you are,” came Chief Braxton’s voice behind Jason. “I heard you were coming in.” 


  He shook hands with Terret. “I greatly appreciate you helping us out on this. We’re not getting any assistance from our own people.” 


  “I understand,” nodded John. “Everyone has a lot on their plates, but the Agency is always keenly interested in what happens in its international backyard. The massacre of American agents and the near killing of a former fellow officer is serious business.”


   “Glad to see you playing nice with the commoners, John.”


  Jason started as Cassidy stepped beside him. Her complexion was tanner than it had been three days prior, and her eyes held a twinkle that hadn’t been there before.


  John smiled as they shook hands and gripped each other by the shoulder. He said something in a language Jason didn’t understand. Cassidy replied in the same language, and they both shared a laugh. 


  Jason’s eyes narrowed. He hadn’t liked John sixty seconds ago and that didn’t change now. Cassidy’s genuine niceness towards the agent surprised him. She had also addressed him by his first name. 


  They were friends, he realized. That bugged him, and he didn’t know why. Okay, he did, but it was nothing he presently wanted to admit or think about.


  “Conference room is back here,” said Braxton, enjoying the little exchange—and Jason’s reaction. He turned and led the way down the row of desks. 


  When Jason looked at Cassidy, she was already regarding him with that mischievous glint still in her eyes. Or, more accurately, her expression said that she knew or had read the spark of jealousy somewhere on his face. 


  Jason’s disfavor toward John had been quite plain to her. Although his features weren’t especially active by nature, Cassidy had seen enough. The slight drawing down of the eyebrows and pulling of the mouth into a line created a glower in his expression. The big agent’s entire body had also tensed, and his shoulders had moved upward toward his ears just a little.


  “Play nice,” whispered Cassidy to Jason before sending him a wink and following Braxton.


  Jason walked after her and considered her almost cheerful attitude. The only time he had seen her in a jolly mood was while in the throes of danger. Apparently, she had a good time on her most recent mission, he thought before considering a second, more distasteful idea. Or maybe this part of her personality is only showing because her CIA buddy John is here.


  Regardless of the reason, her quiet, playful comment to him made his face grow warm.


  In the conference room, Braxton remained standing at the end of the table while everyone else sat.


  “I’m glad to see Cassidy back in one piece,” he began, “and that we have at least one friend at the Agency, Case Officer Terret. He has been kind enough to take time out of his schedule to do some digging for us.”


  He pointed at the stack of papers in the middle of the table. “First order of business: Bob Dexton’s death has officially been ruled accidental. Those are copies of the ME report and crime scene photos.”


  This news drew an immediate reaction from Cassidy and Jason. 


  Braxton nodded. “I know.”


  Cassidy leaned forward and snatched several pictures. After a couple of seconds, she shook her head. “This is wrong. There were long scuff marks on the floor at the top of the stairs and marks on the toes of his shoes, clearly indicating he was dragged.”


  “How would you know?” asked Logan. 


  “Because I went to the crime scene.”


  “I was there, too,” Braxton sighed. “And that’s a whole mess in and of itself that I can’t even think about taking on right now. So that aside, I contacted the commanding officer of the special forces team who was supposed to meet up with Cassidy’s unit. They said they never received confirmation you were even in the country, so they scrapped the mission.”


  Which is what I should have done, she thought, mentally kicking herself again. “I contacted our communications officer as soon as we landed so we could set up a rendezvous. We were set to meet.”


  “I know something about that,” said Terret, on Cassidy’s right. “Someone hijacked your call. That wasn’t your comms officer you were talking to. It was an unknown and yet-to-be-identified individual.”


  The many gears in Cassidy’s brain began turning. “They knew all the lingo, exactly what to say so as not to send up any red flags...whoever knew we were coming had some serious reach and knew exactly what to do to make sure we were there by ourselves.” 


  That reminded her. “Which ties directly to what I learned on my assignment.”


  Terret looked at Cassidy. “There was actually a connection between that case and this one?”


  She nodded. “A single, unknown male paid a rebel group to carry out the ambush on my team. My source also told me this person misdirected the special forces team that was supposed to go in with us.”


  “Wow,” said Terret. 


  “Yeah, funny how things like that come together,” replied Cassidy. “I even got an extremely vague description of this person of mystery.”


  Terret pushed back from the table and walked to the large flat screen at the other end of the room. “I compiled some profiles of the particularly nasty individuals you helped take down.” 


  He turned on the screen and paused to look over his shoulder at her. “The ones still alive, that is.”


  That earned her looks from the others. 


  Cassidy shrugged. “What?”


  Terret synced his phone to the monitor and dozens of profiles popped up, appearing in two rows of five at a time. 


  “There were only three people everyone on the team crossed paths with at one time or another,” she pointed out. “And they’re either deceased or don’t match the description.”


  “Now how do you know that?” asked Logan. 


  “Because I read everyone’s file.”


  “She has also read up on everyone here,” added Jason. 


  That immediately made them shift a little in their seats. Again, Cassidy shrugged. 


  “How about a personal agenda?” asked Terret.


  Cassidy scowled. “I don’t think so.”


  “Why?” 


  “Because there’s no evidence at all that suggests it is.”


  “Well, there isn’t any that proves it’s not,” chimed in Tony, sitting opposite her. 


  Cassidy, still on unhappy terms with this particular agent, threw him a look. “Thank you for that non-statement, Tony.”


  “I’m just trying to help!”


  When she leveled a more sinister expression on him, he clammed up and sank into his chair. Subconsciously, he rubbed his jaw, now nicely bruised. 


  Terret watched the exchange, and Jason saw a corner of his mouth twitch upward. His expression said he had experienced, or at least witnessed, the physical repercussions of Cassidy’s anger issues.


   “You haven’t heard from either of your two teammates, have you?” asked Kara. “We’re still unable to locate them.”


  That gave Cassidy pause before she answered. “No, not since I got back. Knowing them, they probably dumped their phones the second they heard Bennett and Sharp were dead. I can find ‘em. It’ll just take a little time.”


  “Since we don’t have much more to go on at the moment,” put in Braxton and taking control again, “why not give Terret’s idea a go? It’ll give us some kind of direction while we wait for you to find your teammates.”


  Cassidy tilted her head in acknowledgment and swiveled around to look at the screen. 


  Terret sat back down and handed her his phone, which she used to scroll through the profile pages. When she came to one specific photo, she remarked with feigned warmth, “Aw, you put our friend Naphtali up there.”


  Terret smiled at her. “I did. He’d make a great suspect. Business has been booming in North Africa, so he was ‘in the area’ at the time of the ambush.”


  Cassidy enlarged the profile and briefed the others. “Morgan Naphtali is a big-time overseas weapons dealer. He supplies anyone, terrorists, rebels, militaries, pirates. And he’s also the go-to guy for someone looking to have a job done, as in, ambush government agents. He knows anyone and everyone equipped to carry out something like that.”


  “Like a matchmaker for mob bosses looking to put a hit on someone,” commented Logan. “Matches the boss with the right guy or group, and there you have it.”


  Cassidy smiled. “Exactly. He’s one slippery son of a snake, though. Too bad he doesn’t match the description.” 


  She continued scrolling, “The last useful piece of information my friend gave me was that our mastermind was working in the area.”


  The same thought struck her and Terret at the same time as they turned to each other. 


  “Maybe your presence startled him,” suggested Terret. “And he was forced to act to keep you from stumbling onto whatever he was doing.”


  “Exactly what was that East Africa assignment?” asked Jason as Terret stood and walked to the single desktop computer in the corner. 


  Cassidy faced the group. “A shell company here in the US was being used to provide funds for an insurgent group. However, a local militia was tapping in and skimming money off the top.”


  “How would they know how to do that?” asked Kara. 


  Cassidy smiled slyly. “Their ‘accountant’ is an American-born and raised individual. His fee is minimal. He just wants to live in the rebel’s area and not be harassed. He’s avoiding countless fraud and racketeering charges here stateside.”


  “So, he thought he would just help out a bloodthirsty militia,” said Logan. “Great retirement plan.”


  “Anyway, not only were we going to grab the accountant, but we were also going to nab some of the militia leaders and use them to get to the terrorist cell.”


  “Wow, that’s…complicated,” surmised Tony. 


  Cassidy chuckled. “That’s one of the main problems with drone strikes. Taking out leaders? Fine, because there are some people that need killing. But you can also kill off a lot of useful information. It’s the mid-level guys you want because they know things, have contact with the leaders, and handle resources.”


  “Here’s the latest satellite imagery of the area,” piped Terret, pulling it up on the monitor. “It’s a week old.”


  A smattering of shacks sat in the southwest corner of the frame. A cluster of buildings, some burned out, were positioned to the northeast. The image had been taken at night, so it wasn’t crystal clear but they could still identify basic details in the landscape.


  “What’s that thick plume of smoke to the southwest?” asked Cassidy. 


  “It’s coming from a single, medium-sized structure,” nodded Terret. “I’m not aware of any major industrial activities in the area. I’ll ask about it.”


  Meanwhile, all of this information stirred up a memory in the back of Cassidy’s mind. There was something vaguely familiar about this, about Africa, the smoke…


  “Mmm,” mused Cassidy as she pulled the profiles back up and continued scrolling, with purpose this time. When she reached the fourth page, she physically jerked as if shocked. 


  “I completely forgot about him,” she whispered to herself, pulling up the profile and slowly standing.


  As Terret looked at the photo, his eyebrows drew down, his mouth tightened, and a troubled light entered his eyes.


  Walking to the screen, Cassidy ran her hand over her mouth. All she could think was, oh man, oh man, oh man.


  “We need to get confirmation on that building.” She looked at Terret and pointed at the profile. “If he really is behind this—”


  “Sloan?” came Logan’s voice behind them. “He only has one name?”


  “Yes, that’s the only one we know of,” replied Terret. 


  He looked at Cassidy, and they started a rushed conversation in a language no one knew. The discussion quickly became exciting to the spectators. The two agents leaned toward each other and gestured with their hands. 


  At length, Cassidy returned to English and finished with a sharp, “They need to know, John.”


  John exhaled and put his hands on his hips. He held his peace, albeit, unhappily.


  Cassidy looked at the others. “If there ever was a villain to be truly afraid of, it would be this man. There are scumbags, dirtbags, and evil men. Sloan is evil. He comes from a line of Nazi commanders and is rather proud of the fact. He hates Jews and, as of late, Christians. He also has to be one of the most brilliant people I have ever met. He plays with lethal viral strains for fun and then kidnaps Jews or Christians in the immediate area to experiment on them. He also has a thing for pain and inflicting human suffering because he’s a legitimate sadist.”


  She shifted her weight. “We’ve met three different times, first in central Africa which, as we all know, is a great place to find strains of Ebola and cholera. The second time we chased him out of the tribal regions of Afghanistan where he was taking a brief break from his experiments and supplying information on NATO troop movements to insurgents. The last run-in was Egypt, where he hired local radicals to kidnap underground church members so he could torture them.”


  She blew through her lips. “Each time we managed to stop him from launching a plan that would have killed thousands of people.”


  Here, she faltered a little as she considered half to herself, “I mean, would have killed thousands at one time. He’s probably already killed thousands, perhaps tens of thousands over the years…”


  “Is he the vengeful type?” asked Kara, looking a bit pale.


  Cassidy nodded. “Very. The other agents on point with me during those encounters have all been murdered.”


  “And now you’re the only one left,” interjected Terret with unexpected sharpness.


  “If,” continued Cassidy, “if that is Sloan’s building he was using for more experiments, if he’s behind the ambush, then there are a few points I need to make.”


  “Apart from the obvious that he’s finally on your trail again?” bit Terret. “You know he’s been waiting to take revenge on you. It’s all just a sick game to him.”


  The others around the table assumed that whatever history Cassidy, Terret, and Sloan shared, it had been filled with dangers and hardships of the utmost description. Since John had seemed a generally amiable person to them, they guessed that events from this unknown history were bringing about his dark change in attitude. 


  Cassidy snapped her head around and looked at Terret. She delivered several choice words in a different language, and he remained silent but glowering. 


  “I’m not afraid of him,” she said evenly, looking at him pointedly before gazing at the others. “But I would be…concerned…for the rest of you. Understand that Sloan has a very effective way of cutting people down. He takes out people around his target to isolate them before taking the person he’s focused on. If he thinks you all are close to me…”


  Cassidy fidgeted a little and shifted her eyes to Chief Braxton, “He’ll do to you what he’s doing to my team and pick you off one by one. It’s a completely different thing when you’re being hunted as opposed to being the hunter. And he doesn’t kill quickly…he knows there are worse things than a quick death.”


  Tony blinked. “Like what?”


  Cassidy sighed. “Like torture, Tony.”


  She tossed Terret’s phone back to him. “If this is Sloan…you all should drop the case quickly. The odds are good that he already knows where I am. If he doesn’t, he’ll find me soon enough, and the longer I’m here, the longer you’re all at risk.”


  Her suggestion elicited an overwhelmingly negative response. 


  “We’re government agents,” piped Logan. “It’s our job to chase bad men. Of course, it’s dangerous. We’re fully aware of the risks.”


  “Yeah,” countered Cassidy, “that’s exactly what the others said before they wound up on meat hooks or hemorrhaged blood from every orifice in their bodies.”


  The color drained from Tony’s face, and Kara grimaced at the mental picture.


  “Can we wait for confirmation, though, before fully committing to action?” asked Braxton. 


  He looked at Terret. “How long would that take?”


  The case officer checked the time on his phone and mentally calculated the time difference. “Maybe twelve hours.”


  “Well, until then,” said Cassidy, heading for the door. “I’m going to find my two remaining teammates.”


  She was out of the conference room and heading down a row of desks by the time Jason caught up to her. “Wait a second, please.”


  Cassidy stopped and faced him only out of sheer force of courtesy—and the minor fact that she was warming up to him.


  “You think you’re going out there by yourself?” he asked. “Last time I checked, we were still partners…although we’ve spent more time apart than…together…”


  Cassidy almost smiled. “Right now, it’s better to play it safe. I’m trained to sneak around off the grid, and I can find my men faster alone.”


  “I may not be a spy,” pressed Jason, “but I can take care of myself just fine.”


  “Now isn’t the time—”


  “What?” he asked. “For looking out for my partner? For showing…”


  Jason stammered briefly as his mind rummaged for the correct word. When it found it, he continued with a gesture of his hand. “Loyalty? Are you the only one who’s allowed to show it while everyone else has to, to…reject opportunities to show it for themselves?”


  For the first time, Cassidy seemed completely caught off-guard. She blinked at him like one seeing a thing from an entirely new perspective. Then her face furrowed. 


  “No,” she answered. “It’s not—”


  “You think I would just get in your way?”


  “No!” She snapped before resting a hand on her forehead and closing her eyes a moment. “You don’t understand.”


  She took a breath and looked up at him with the smallest trace of sadness softening her expression. “Allowing you to come with me would be putting you in Sloan’s direct line of fire, and I will not do that. I’m designed to work alone. Every single time I’m put on a team, nearly everyone ends up dying. That is just how it is.” 


  “That’s a lie,” replied Jason. “You can’t believe it. You and agents like you are involved in a lot of high-risk assignments, so of course people are going to die.”


  “You don’t know the half of it." 


  She reset her jaw, her gaze stubborn. “I will not knowingly put you in harm’s way.”


  “You’re not putting me in harm’s way if I choose to work with you. And what if you’re wrong?” he asked. “What if it’s not Sloan?”


  “Then I will still be glad we had this conversation.”  


  Cassidy pressed her hands together as if to pray. “Please, Jason, wait here.”


  Jaw clenching, he looked hard at her for a long breath. Finally, he spoke, and when he did, the edge in his voice was the sharpest she would ever hear from him. “Fine,” he yielded but raised a finger. “But know that I completely disagree with this decision.”


  Cassidy’s expression was unreadable for a moment. At length, he watched it relax ever so slightly into a kind of grave appreciation. 


  “Thank you,” she said quietly before turning and walking with silent briskness out of the room.  


  “She must like you.”


  He straightened and glanced at Terret as the case officer joined his side. Jason snorted. “I seriously have no idea how you figure that.”


  Terret grinned. “Usually, she threatens bodily harm to anyone who thinks about following her.”


  Jason huffed a laugh.


  “But in all seriousness,” continued Terret, “if you’re going to partner up with Cassidy Jackson, be careful. She’s—”


  He paused and gave an awkward half-smile. “This may sound overly dramatic, but it’s just the reality of it all.”


  Terret took a breath and explained. “Cassidy is a rare type of agent who goes into the darkest places, into the most dangerous situations, and comes out with success. She has tracked and fought the most ruthless men and had victory. Everyone else who has tried to run with her…didn’t do well. It wasn’t really their…purpose to keep up with her for longer than they did, and they paid the price. They didn’t have the same kind of…how do I say this? Protection?”


  Jason blinked at him. For whatever reason, he had assumed that Terret wouldn’t know about or believe in anything remotely related to faith or religion.


  “You’re talking about faith, aren’t you?” asked Jason. “Angelic guardians, divine intervention?”


  “Exactly. Now, in spite of everything I just said, I also believe that if she keeps crossing men like Sloan by herself…she’s going to meet a lot more pain than would really be necessary.”


  Jason studied the spy and waited for his point. 


  “All that to say,” said Terret, looking at him meaningfully, “Cassidy needs someone to tell her when to stop. She’ll run herself into the ground, Jason. I’ve seen her do it before and during times when she was dealing with the loss of fellow agents.”


  “And what makes you think she’ll listen to me?” asked Jason. 


  “For one, she hasn’t punched you yet,” answered Terret. “But if she knows you’re truly concerned, that you care and aren’t saying anything because of obligation or as some means to an end, she’ll listen. She just needs to know she can trust you.”


  “I think tracking a terrorist in the Afghan mountains would be easier,” quipped Jason. 


  Terret laughed heartily. “Well, I gotta get things rolling. See you later.”


  “Yeah, see you,” called Jason as the spy disappeared into the hallway. 


  You know, thought Jason sarcastically as he stood alone in the office. This isn’t going to be difficult at all.






  Chapter 8


  Distance


   


  Tendril-like trails of smoke lifted lazily into the still dawn air. When the furnace had been started the previous evening, the columns had billowed thickly into the dark sky. Now, they were mere ghostly traces of the destruction that had taken place overnight. The stench of burning flesh hung heavy over the area, but not even buzzards approached this place. 


  Sloan climbed into the back of the jeep with only a small duffel and two medium-sized metal containers. He had long learned how to pack light. Essentials only, especially if you might have to relocate at a moment’s notice. 


  The driver and passenger in front of him, both natives, kept their gazes forward. With grinding gears, the jeep lurched and started down the game trail. Driver and passenger resumed their conversation, something about a leopard sneaking another goat from the village. 


  Sloan was studying the brightening sky when his phone rang. “Yes?”


  “You wanted to be kept updated about her movements.”


  “And?”


  “She left headquarters two days ago to find one of her team members, Steven Alcom. We’ve already located and are following him. They’ve made contact, so it’s likely they’ll meet soon.”


  Sloan was relieved to hear that the first part of his orders had been followed correctly. Nothing ruined a perfectly-timed plan more than an overeager employee.


  “Just remember what I told you,” he said, watching a herd of gazelle to the right. “Try to catch her if you want, though I doubt you can. Remember your primary objective. Botch the job and you won’t get paid.”


  “Understood.”


  Sloan ended the call and stretched his arms over his head. After having been up all night destroying the last remains of evidence, he felt completely energized.


  They were a mile away from the house he had been living in when it exploded into a ball of flames and black smoke. The driver and passenger jumped, but Sloan didn’t even flinch. 


  Instead, he merely sat there, smiling to himself. 


   


          ✧   


   


  Eight hours later, the sun peeked over the horizon of the eastern seaboard in the United States.


  Committed runners floated along the various paths cutting through the forested park and around the large lake. A chill clung to that sunny morning as a promise of Fall’s approach.


  They met back in the trees one hundred meters from the lake. They were off the path, out of the open, and with a good view from various directions. If anyone wanted to sneak up on them, they would have quite a task crashing through the underbrush. 


  Though rendezvousing in a crowded area might have seemed like a considerably better option, for the present this was best. Crowds meant more faces and potential threats to keep track of. Plus, with security precautions as they were, cities were filled with cameras. Who knew might be watching?


  Cassidy and Steven shook hands as they greeted each other. 


  “Good to see you still alive,” said Cassidy. 


  “Likewise,” nodded Steven, shoving his hands into his pockets and turning his eyes to the lake. “Soon as I heard Sharp and Bennett were dead…”


  “I know,” agreed Cassidy quietly. “They went down fast.”


  Steven shook his head. “Don’t believe for a second either were accidents. I talked to both of them the day before they died, and they said they felt like they were being followed.” 


  He glanced at her. “Even I spotted a tail the day before yesterday.”


  Steven pulled out his phone. Every cell in the modern era had a camera, even burner phones. Like seatbelts in vehicles, cameras had long become a standard feature.  


  He pulled up the photos and handed the phone to Cassidy. She scrolled through them with the screen inches from her face. “Those are government plates...looks like the same agent in each pic.”


  “He followed me everywhere for two days until I finally lost him. Never saw another suspicious car or person, only him, and he never made a move towards me. He was just watching. I called headquarters pretending to be another agent and asked if there was an official tail on Steven Alcom. There wasn’t.”


  I’da just ghosted him, zipped a thought through Cassidy’s mind. She blinked. Whoa, spy training, take it easy there.


  She apologized for wasting his phone minutes as she texted the photos to herself and then handed the phone back to Steven.


  “We’re still awaiting confirmation,” she said, eyeing a jogger on the far side of the lake, “but there’s a very good chance whoever ambushed us in Africa is also behind the deaths of Bennett and Sharp. And if it is who I think it is, Steven, you need to hide as far underground as possible.”


  “That bad?”


  Cassidy only shook her head.  


  The first breeze of the day brushed through the treetops, beginning to blush yellow and red, and flicked a few blades of grass. 


  A short stretch of silence passed between them before Cassidy took a breath. “We should get moving. I had to see you myself, to make sure…”


  “It wasn’t your fault, you know,” cut in Steven, throwing a sideways glance at her. “The ambush, the men we lost…you’re going to catch flak for it, but that’s because the others don’t get it. So don’t listen to ‘em.”


  Both instinctively flinched as what sounded like a wasp whizzed by their heads. Their brains were still processing the sound when they saw a large piece of bark fly off an oak tree a foot to their right.


  Sniper with a suppressed rifle, they assessed.


  Steven and Cassidy spun and ran east. 


  “Good thing they’re a bad aim,” commented Steven. “Unless they’re missing on purpose for some reason.”


  “Change of plans,” said Cassidy as they skittered down a short, steep rise. “You’re coming with me.”


  A second bullet hit another tree, this time a foot to their left.


  He missed his first shot at a stationary target, mused Cassidy. Maybe…maybe he isn’t the only sniper. Maybe his companion wasn’t in position yet, and he couldn’t wait for some reason. Or maybe we’ll never know.


  They heard the third shot when it passed between them. 


  Steven and Cassidy slid to the ground behind a pair of ancient oaks. Panting lightly from rising adrenaline, they cautiously peered back the way they had come.


  “Bridge!” yelped Cassidy, tackling Steven as a fourth bullet grazed the trunk where his head had been. 


  Old foliage crunched under their shoes as they scrambled to their feet and cut northeast, away from the bridge situated at the south end of the lake. Fresh adrenaline flooded them when they spotted flickers of movement behind and to their left.


  After a hundred meters, they paused to adjust their bearings. Shadows flickered ahead. Whoever was trying to cut them off had the sun behind them. 


  Steven signaled to Cassidy, who nodded. He turned left and stalked silently through the trees. 


  She watched the nearest shadow as it continued drifting toward her. Twenty seconds passed. Cassidy started forward again, half-crouched. She slid the knife from her left hip and moved it to her right hand. 


  Guns weren’t optimal for close-quarter fighting or quiet kills unless one had a suppressor. Knives, however, only proved useful for close combat if a person knew how to properly wield one. 


  The shadow stopped behind a tree on the left. Cassidy crept around it. 


  A commotion back and up the hill drew the assailant’s attention, and he turned his back to her. She seized the opportunity without hesitation. One quick movement took care of the threat, and he never sensed it coming.


  The sound of running steps through the trees and other nearby movements continued.


  Keeping her eyes up, Cassidy took a knee and cleaned the blade with a handful of grass and leaves. That was when Steven sprinted by her with one assailant on his heels and two more farther behind. 


  Cassidy sprang into action. In one smooth movement, she sheathed the knife, drew her firearm, and aimed at her target.


  The nearest man never saw her as the first audible gunshot punched through the woods. He collapsed, and his friend slid and spun with his gun raised. 


  She had positioned herself with the sun at her back and in his eyes. All he saw against the low, glaring sunlight was a mystery figure—and then nothing else.


  Cassidy raced after Steven. She spotted him when she neared the bottom of the hill. He and his assailant were engaged in a life-or-death flurry of jabs. All her money would have been on Steven except for one important factor.


  “Get out of the open,” she huffed, pushing her legs faster. She couldn’t risk shooting at his attacker because she might hit Steven. 


  No crack of a rifle sounded. There only came the aftereffect. In a split-second of confusion, Cassidy and the attacker’s mental processes stopped as Steven went limp, and his body collapsed to the ground. He didn’t even twitch.


  She had witnessed the death of friends on previous occasions. Like every other time before then, Cassidy felt herself go numb as cold, hard training took over.


  Identify the threat.


  She slowed into a crouch and snapped her gun up as she drifted sideways around a tree. The unknown attacker came into view. He was looking down at Steven’s body. 


  Neutralize. 


  Cassidy whistled. 


  The man pivoted to face her, and she double-tapped him in the chest. She took a knee behind a tree and studied Steven’s body. He made no movement, and his chest did not rise. The kill shot had been clean. 


  After taking a breath, she stood and lifted into a run. Digging her phone out, she dialed a number. “Ethan! It’s Cassidy!”


  Shouts echoed from the hilltop behind her. Shouts but no gunshots.


  “Run,” she huffed, cutting through a thicker patch of forest. “Run now. Steven’s dead. Go to the city where we first met and wait to hear from me.”


  Still, no one shot at her. As the reality of everything played through her mind, more pieces of the puzzle dropped into place. Cassidy’s gut screamed at her, telling her this was all Sloan. If it wasn’t, why not have more men to ensure both she and Steven would be killed? But as Terret had said, this was a game to Sloan. She knew his style and that he was doing exactly what he had done before: take out everyone who worked closely beside her. 


  She charged up a steep rise and sprinted down the other side. She punched another number. 


  “Now you decide to call,” said Jason on the third ring. “Terret got confirmation on that building. Said what was left behind fits Sloan’s profile to a T—”


  “I know it’s Sloan,” she panted lightly. “Shut up and listen!”


  More yelling but further behind her now.


  Cassidy powered up the next incline and came to an abrupt halt at the edge of the parking lot. “Steven, one of my men, is dead…there was a team here…they killed him.”


  She started toward one of the three cars.


  “Where are you?”


  “Spring Creek Park, two hours west of town,” she answered, trying the handles on the first car. All were locked, and she moved on to the next vehicle.


  “Don’t count on there being a body because the team will probably dump it someplace else. Steven said someone from one of the divisions followed him for several days. He got pictures of the car and the agent. I’ll send them to you as soon as I can.”


  “Let me meet you somewhere.”


  One of the back doors of the second car was unlocked, and Cassidy climbed inside. “Sloan probably has eyes on your team,” she replied, crawling into the driver’s seat and sitting down. Whoever drove this vehicle had really long legs. She couldn’t even reach the pedals. 


  “If you or anyone leaves, you’ll likely be followed.” 


  With the phone wedged between her shoulder and ear, she found the wires under the steering column. 


  “You mean Sloan would have someone that close to us within the division?”


  The engine turned and whined to life. After adjusting the seat, Cassidy put the car into Drive and laid rubber out of the parking lot. “Just stay where you are. Work with Terret and try to pick up Sloan’s trail. He experiments at several different locations when he’s planning a major attack, so he’s gearing up for something.”


  “That’s what Terret said,” replied Jason before pressing, “Cassidy, let me help.”


  “No,” she answered evenly as she blew through a stop sign. “Keep your distance. Sloan will go after Ethan Jones next, so I’m not in any immediate danger yet, but you and the others would be. If you’re with me and word gets back to him and he knows, or thinks I…you…just stay away, Jason.”


  Cassidy hung up in time to power slide onto the main road. In between swerving amongst cars, she pulled the battery from her phone. After tossing both into the cup holder, she ran a hand over her hair. 


  She didn’t allow herself to dwell on Steven, not at the moment. Right now, she had to find a place to ditch the car, get to hers, and then hit the road. 


  It was going to be a long drive.


   




  Chapter 9


  Mole Hunt


   


  “What’d she say?” Kara asked Jason.


  “Uh,” he opened his mouth to answer but stopped. He glanced around the room at the other agents. “Perhaps we should go into the conference room.” 


  The team exchanged a look but didn’t object. Once inside with the door closed, Jason explained, “Cassidy met with one of her team members, Steven. But it seems there was an enemy team in place or they were followed or something. Anyway…they killed him.”


  Glancing at the door, Jason lowered his voice. “According to Steven, someone was following him. He took some pictures with his phone. Cassidy has them, and I’m waiting for her to send them to me. She thinks there’s someone in our division keeping an eye on us. I didn’t want to take any risks, hence why I suggested we come in here.” 


  “She’s convinced it’s Sloan, then?” asked Logan. 


  Jason nodded. “She’s positive. She’s going after Ethan Jones. Hopefully, she’ll find him before Sloan does.” 


  “Yeah, because finding Steven turned out so well,” muttered Tony. 


  “Hey, we’re dealing with a man who makes it a game out of torturing people,” snapped Jason. “He has a long history of it, and he has perfected his technique. Cassidy is trying her best to stay a step ahead of him, but she can’t save everyone. So, why don’t you try doing something useful for once and get your head outta your—”


  “Obviously, she doesn’t think it’s safe to come back here,” jumped in Kara. 


  Jason kept his glare leveled at Tony, who now looked thoroughly scolded.


   “Right. If Ethan Jones is killed, Cassidy is next on the list,” he replied as he turned his gaze to her. “But that doesn’t mean—”


  “He won’t try to capture her before then,” finished Kara with a nod. “Or if she’s here, and there is a mole, then it would be easy to hand her over to Sloan.”


  “We need to find out who the mole is,” said Logan with the most determination Jason had seen out of him in years. 


  “Once Cassidy sends me the—”


  The beeping of Jason’s phone interrupted him. Upon removing it from his pocket, he saw that he had received a message and several photos. He opened the pictures then held the phone so the others could see. 


  “That guy looks familiar,” said Kara, absently rubbing her chin. 


  “I’ll run the license plate,” piped Lee, scribbling it down on a pad from his pocket, “and find out which division it calls home.” 


  He swiftly left the room and went to his desk. 


  The others glanced out of the door as it slowly shut.


  Everyone froze. On the far side of the room sat the agent in the pictures Cassidy had sent. 


  “Why don’t we all go say ‘hi,’” said Jason, walking briskly out the door. 


  Kara and Logan shared a look of mild unease over their coworker’s intensifying mood. 


  Movement approaching the unknown agent’s desk drew his attention. When he lifted his eyes, he saw Jason striding toward him with gaze locked on him like a heat-seeking missile on its target. The man straightened as his stomach tightened into a massive knot, and he broke into a cold sweat. To be fair, his anxiety didn’t mean that he was involved in any nefarious plots. Anyone being approached by a large individual wearing an expression like Jason's had a right to be nervous. 


  He slowly stood as Jason stopped and towered over him and his desk. 


  “I don’t think we’ve met,” said Jason, extending his hand. “Special Agent Jason Stayton.”


  The man hesitated a second before shaking Jason’s hand. “Special Agent Nolan White.”


  “You new?”


  “Uh, yeah, transferred in from Pennsylvania a couple months ago,” replied Nolan, growing more uncomfortable by the second under the darkness that had settled on Jason’s face. 


  Chief Braxton walked into the room. He looked twice when he saw Jason and company around the desk of another agent. He diverted his course and walked to the group. “I’m not sure now is the time to be making new friends,” he began.


  Lee appeared at Jason’s shoulder. “The vehicle belongs to the west division.”


  “Wait, what’s going on?” asked Braxton, rather out of the loop. 


  Jason stepped beside Nolan and slapped a hand on his shoulder. “Have you checked out the conference room?”


  “Uh, well…”


  Under the firm hand of Jason, they walked to the back of the room. Kara fell in beside Braxton and told him what was happening. When he heard that the car was from Hensley’s division, he definitely didn’t like the situation. 


  However, that wasn't the item that he was the most interested in at the present; it was one of his agents. Only Braxton had ever seen Jason act like he was now. There was menace in his eyes, and his muscles were wound tight.


  I knew I should have given him the week off, thought Braxton with an inward sigh. He asked the others to wait outside as he stepped into the conference room with Jason and Nolan. 


  “You have the pictures?” asked Braxton. 


  Jason opened the photos on his phone and handed it to him. The chief studied them before looking at the agent before him. “Well, I’d love to know why you were following a member of an elite team ambushed in Africa.” 


  Braxton turned the phone so Nolan could see the screen. He was really just a kid, like Tony, and couldn’t have been long out of the academy. 


  He also had more training to do before being remotely able to hide his emotions. A sheen of sweat layered his forehead, his breathing was rapid, and he wiped his palms on his pants. 


  “It was just something Hensley asked me to do, you know,” stammered the kid. “As an easy assignment. He wanted to make sure no one tried to go after him or anything.”


  “That doesn’t make much sense to me,” said Braxton, handing Jason’s phone back to him. “Does that make sense to you?”


  “No, it doesn’t, boss,” replied Jason, who hadn’t taken his eyes off Nolan. “Steven Alcom was one of the survivors of an ambush, and Hensley sends a single agent, a rookie, to keep an eye on him? You think he’d send an experienced team.”


  “That’s all he wanted me to do, seriously!” insisted Nolan, actually beginning to shake. 


  “You know what’s going to happen, Special Agent White,” said Braxton, his expression hardening. “Hensley will throw you under the bus because he doesn’t react well to pressure. I don’t know what you two are into, but he’s got twenty years of experience on you, at least. If you don’t end up getting fired, you’ll wind up at a post in the backwoods of Alabama because we will find out what this is about. You follow me, son?”


  Braxton put his hands on his hips and looked at Jason. “And I’m rather put off that Hensley would do this to an agent in my own division.” 


  A shadow fell over his gaze as it slid back to Nolan. “It’s almost like he was paid to spy on us.”


  Nolan was now quite literally terrified beyond words. 


  Braxton gave a jerk of his thumb. “Back to your desk, agent.”


  Nolan was happy to oblige, and he exited the conference room at very near a run. 


  Watching him, Braxton folded his arms, and Jason recognized the look on his boss’s face. “You’re thinking about letting him stay on, see what kind of information he can lead us to while we dig into every communication and contact he’s had?”


  “That is what I’m thinking,” replied the chief. “And boy, am I going to enjoy squeezing Hensley later.”


  Terret entered the main division then. He quickly sized up the agents standing outside the conference room, Jason and Braxton, and their body language. “I see I missed some excitement,” he surmised, stopping in front of them. 


  “Just working on fixing a leak,” replied Braxton. 


  Terret understood instantly. “That explains the rather distraught young man at the far desk.”


  “Yup. What’ve you got?”


  “After finding the burned-out building in Somalia, agents in the area were keeping an eye out for anything suspicious,” began Terret.


   He glanced behind him to make sure they were the only ones within listening and seeing distance. He opened the folder in his hands to reveal various aerial pictures and others taken from inside another structure. Some of the photos showed mostly burned corpses in a very large furnace. 


  “We found another testing facility,” he continued quietly. “By a miracle, we got to it before all the evidence was completely destroyed. For contamination reasons, we’ve been unable to test anything yet, but the pictures say enough. There were also some scraps left from a house near the building, probably where Sloan was living.”


  Jason studied the images intently. “This was pretty recent.”


  “Found six hours ago.”


  The group shared looks. 


  “We have the trail of Sloan, then,” said Logan.


  Terret smiled cautiously. “Agents are on alert, but there’s a lot of barren land and a lot of heavily populated cities on the continent. But we’re listening hard.”


  When they told him about the death of Steven Alcom, Terret let out a long breath. “Yes, Cassidy will go for Ethan, pardon the obvious. We need to try to discreetly track him down ourselves, like yesterday. Sloan will use all his resources to take him out.”


  He straightened, and his gaze widened as a realization struck him. However, he wasn’t prepared to share his newfound idea yet.


  Jason looked at Braxton. “Cassidy is still my partner, right?”


  Braxton eyed him a moment before answering with a cautious, “Yes.”


  “It’s absurd that she’s out there by herself, doing all this without backup.” Jason’s gaze went to Terret. “I’m going after her.”


  “I can’t go with you, but I can help you locate her,” said the spy. “We can track her through Ethan. Find him, and we’ll most likely find her.”


  Jason looked back at Braxton. 


  The boss-man knew his agent would go whether or not he gave his permission—evidence that Cassidy was already wearing off on him. Yet, Jason knew it was a courteous formality to ask for his boss’s blessing.


  Braxton sighed. Jason had quickly become attached to Cassidy, a major sign that the big agent was beginning a descent into burnout. When in a moderately healthy place, he more easily kept his emotions in check, and he was known for his objectivity. However, the prolonged work schedule that Jason had voluntarily thrown himself into was finally taking its toll. His temper was shorter, and he was now proving quicker to action instead of taking a step back to form a complete plan.


  Unfortunately, Braxton knew that if anyone had a shot at protecting Cassidy, it was Jason.


  At last, the chief drew a breath and nodded. “The rest of us will work the internal angle, try to figure out what Sloan’s up to besides killing our people. Keep me in the loop, Stayton.”


  “And I’ll let you know any developments as they come,” added Terret, walking backward. “We want this guy, too.” 


  He turned sharply and jogged to catch up to Jason, already at the door. 


  Chief Braxton put his hands on his hips and heaved an audible sigh. I’m getting too old for this.


   




  Chapter 10


  Strike a Deal


   


  “Everything you asked for is in those little vials in the containers.”


  "And how can I be certain you delivered? How do I know you didn’t just fill them with water and food coloring?”


  Sloan ran the edge of his knife under his fingernail. “If you recall, I invited you to the lab.” 


  He lifted his gaze to the Sudanese warlord. “But you had some other activities to attend to.”


  He pushed himself off the container he sat on. “You’ll see the symptoms in three days, and in five to six days’ time, your enemies will be quite dead. Besides, what good would it do me if I don’t deliver? Word gets around, no one wants to do business, and there goes my way of life.”


  Of course, Sloan had lied to his assistant in Somalia about wanting a longer incubation period. Deceiving people was merely one of those things he did. 


  Besides, a mastermind never revealed his real intentions to people, especially those he was going to kill after he finished using them. Who would seriously work with him if he walked up to someone and said, “I need to borrow your facility for some illegal human testing, and by the way, I’ll be killing you when I’m finished. Thanks.” 


  It was like planning to commit suicide: if you were truly serious about doing it, you didn’t tell anyone. 


  “Besides,” continued Sloan, folding the knife closed, “you know how much I love working here in Africa. I would never dream of crossing you or your group…I’d much rather like to keep my head.”


  The tall warlord finally broke into a slow grin. “I like working with you, Mr. Sloan. Your previous client said I would.”


  He threw an order over his shoulder. “Come! Bring the man’s money.”


  One of the eight or so armed men disappeared to one of the vehicles. 


  “You’ll need to get these someplace cool within the next twenty-four hours,” said Sloan, nodding to the metal containers. “And you remember how to deliver the virus without infecting yourself?”


  “Yes, yes, I remember,” waved the warlord. 


  The soldier reappeared with two medium duffels and set them in front of Sloan. He knelt, performed a quick inspection of the contents, and stood again. 


  “Pleasure doing business with you, Nijam.”


  “Pleasure is all mine,” grinned the warlord. He turned to his men and gestured for them to load up the containers. 


  Sloan casually started down the broad, shaded road and pulled out his phone. He didn’t bat an eye when a burst of rapid-fire came from behind him. Ten seconds later, silence returned, save for the warm afternoon breeze swaying the trees. 


  He turned and moseyed back to where his duffels lay beside the containers. The man he really came to meet walked down the road towards him. He was tanned, four days unshaven with a stern expression, wore aviator sunglasses to hide his brown eyes, and carried an assault rifle. 


  His three men, also armed, checked the dead warlord and his soldiers. They moved with a distinctive stealth, quick, quiet, and efficient. If anyone was to work for this man, perfection was required. 


  “Morgan Naphtali,” said Sloan. “Been a while.”


  “Indeed, it has,” replied Naphtali, slinging his rifle over his shoulder. 


  They shook hands before Naphtali stepped to the side and looked at the bodies. Pulling out a cigarette from a crumpled pack, he popped one into his mouth and lit it with a lighter from another pocket. 


  “Since when did you take up that unhealthy habit?” asked Sloan, watching the men move the bodies from the road. 


  Naphtali wheezed a laugh. “I have to do something to pass the time and deal with the stress of training new recruits.”


  He exhaled a long streak of smoke into the air where the wind immediately captured it. “So, what was it you wanted to discuss face-to-face?”


  “A mutual interest.”


  “And what would that be?”


  “Cassidy Jackson.”


  Naphtali turned his head and spit on the ground. Whenever he and she had been in the same area, she’d caused him a lot of trouble and business.


   Sloan clasped his hands behind his back. “Here’s my proposition for you. I already have a plan in motion to finally be rid of her, but I could use your expertise in a few areas.”


  Naphtali took another long pull from the cigarette and then said. “Go on.”


  “The biggest part is creating a little unrest in Europe and the Middle-East, enough to draw the attention of all the US intelligence agencies. But I’m not talking about one-sided insurgency.”


  Naphtali studied his occasional business partner for a long moment. “You’re talking about attacks and counterattacks by different parties.”


  “Hit a mosque, get the Muslims pointing a finger at Israel, then hit a Jewish community, you know. Oh, and be sure to get a Christian neighborhood in there while you’re at it. Topping it off with an attack on an American embassy and US troop or two ought to do it.”


  Naphtali flicked the cigarette into the dirt and crushed it with the toe of his boot. From the beginning, he had known Sloan was a bit…different. In the early years of knowing him, Sloan had emphasized his keen interest in the occult. For reasons he had never specified, he hated Jews and Christians. Killing them or kidnapping and torturing them had always been a top priority. As the years progressed, Sloan’s outward interest in the occult quieted, and obtaining enjoyment by inflicting physical pain on his fellow humans became the most obvious driving force within him.


  The latter didn’t bother Naphtali. It had worked to his advantage a time or two after he nabbed a rival’s employee and needed him broken and talking. So, he sent him to Sloan. 


  Naphtali also realized there was an outrageously brilliant brain in that head of Sloan's. He had the mind, and resources, to successfully execute large and otherwise impossibly complicated plans.


  “You’re talking about instigating war,” said Naphtali finally. “That is…very expensive, my friend.”


  Sloan just laughed. “Don’t worry about that.” 


  He gestured to the bodies the men had moved into the thick brush beneath the nearby trees. “Consider their weapons a down payment. I also happen to know they have a large weapons cache in an old grain shed. North edge of al Qadarif. Nijam only has one or two people guarding it at a time.”


  Naphtali broke into a sly little smile. “Working with you has always proved beneficial.”


  “Oh, one more thing. I could use your vast list of assassins to track down and kill one of Cassidy’s men. They’ll be in a city, lots of people, and with a small window of opportunity to take him.”


   “Short notice, Sloan,” replied Naphtali, after thinking a minute. “I may know of someone. If your target escapes, there are a handful of people I know who can also track. Best hunters I know. I’ll arrange things and contact you.”


  “Excellent.”


  One of the men briskly approached and handed Naphtali the keys to the two jeeps Nijam and his men had driven. He handed one set to Sloan. “So, what are you going to do?”


  “Well,” answered Sloan, lifting one of the containers and walking to a jeep. “It’s time for some human trials with a brand-new virus.”


  He returned for the second container, “And I’ll be going home for those.”


  “You never intended to give Nijam those containers, did you?” asked Naphtali. 


  Sloan came back a third time and stopped at the duffel bags of money. “Absolutely none. I just needed a little cash on hand for the trip back stateside.”


  “Give Cassidy my regards,” said Naphtali darkly. 


  “I take it we have a deal?” asked Sloan, stepping over the duffels and crossing to him. 


  Naphtali extended his hand. “We have a deal.” 


   




  Chapter 11


  Not so Different?


   


  The afternoon was pleasant, and the lunch rush in the city was finally slowing. Her gaze casually drifted over the traffic in the streets and her fellow pedestrians mulling up and down the sidewalk. 


  Despite appearing outwardly calm, Cassidy was keenly aware of her edginess. A constant underlying current of tension held her entire body, from her tongue pressed against the roof of her mouth to her toes pushed against the bottom of her shoes. An irritating, gnawing ache chewed at the base of her skull, compliments of her rigid neck muscles.


  The past several days had disallowed adequate sleep, and she had only managed a few hours in the past forty-eight. Caffeine and Excedrin Migraine had substituted slumber.


  She paused at a newspaper and magazine stand. After browsing the selection, she picked up a sports car magazine and began flipping through it.  


  “You get a look at the new Ferrari?” asked someone to her left. 


  “I’m more partial to a Lamborghini,” she replied. “Glad to see you, Ethan.”


  “Cassidy.”


  They merged with the mass of people on the sidewalk. 


  “I was sorry to hear about Steven,” he said, brown eyes casually scanning the people around them. “Whoever is behind all this must be a pro. They know how to track, and they sure move fast.”


  They turned right at the next street. The stoplight turned green. The waiting traffic began moving, though not fast enough for one or two drivers. A horn honked further back in the line of vehicles.


  “You spent some time in Africa,” said Cassidy. “Ever hear of a man named Sloan?”


  Ethan shook his head. “Doesn’t ring a bell.”


  “How about Naphtali?”


  Ethan snorted, and the lopsided smile Cassidy knew so well formed on his mouth. “Of course, I know him. Interesting guy. Has a good sense of style for a mercenary.”


  Cassidy raised an eyebrow as a smile tugged at her lips. “Do you have a guy crush?”


  Ethan rolled his eyes. “Hardly, Cass. So, Naphtali is behind this? Doesn’t really seem like his thing. I never thought he would operate in the U.S. I mean, operate in a way that was so obvious.”


  A city bus passed by, and the sharp hiss of its hydraulics made Cassidy visibly flinch. Ethan saw it, and he looked at her with a mix of interest and mild concern. 


  Cassidy gave a slight shake of her head. “We think the man named Sloan is the mastermind. Naphtali is just helping provide assets.”


  “And I take it this Sloan is a bad deal,” guessed Ethan quietly. 


  “Far worse than most know,” she answered softly before casting a glance at him. “With Steven gone…you’re the last man standing.”


  They slowed with the small crowd approaching a crosswalk. 


  When he had first heard of Sharp and Bennett’s deaths, Ethan had thought about going underground until one of the intelligence agencies caught the culprits. However, Steven Alcom’s death caused him to question his predictable plan. Upon seeing Cassidy’s apprehension, a highly unusual trait for her, he continued mentally modifying his ideas. 


  All traces of joking left Ethan as his trained mind switched into “work” mode. “Look, commander. I’ve never been a fan of running and hiding. Of course, that’s our first instinct when we know we’re being hunted. But…I’d much rather work with whatever team is trying to track this Sloan guy. And Naphtali. I don’t want to play the protected witness and hide under a rock. I want to turn the hunted back into the hunter.”


  The group finally stopped at the crosswalk and waited for the proper signal. 


  Cassidy regarded Ethan with a slight tilt of the head and the faintest of faint smiles. He had been the faithful second-in-command on her team. He had been the most willing to accept her as the leader and new team member. When the others had resisted or tested her during the “getting to know you” phase, he had been her unwavering ally. 


  It could work, considered Cassidy. Sloan will be expecting one long chase on his part. If we can turn the chase back on itself, maybe we can force him to adjust his plans. That might give us the time we need to narrow down his location.


  Another, darker thought made her smile and eased some of the tension from her body. I’ve always preferred to take the fight into the enemy’s camp. 


  However, a mental cloud passed over her mind and stole away her brief enjoyment. 


  At the light, the traffic stopped, and the pedestrian signal changed. The group surged forward in unison. 


  “The slight hitch,” spoke Cassidy at last, “is that there’s at least one mole inside the division.”


  “That explains a lot,” commented Ethan. “Well, we’ll have to operate independently, then.”


  Here, he threw her another crooked smile. “We can do it, commander. You and me on the hunt again.”


  A legitimate grin spread over Cassidy’s face but froze before fully forming. Not only did her smile freeze, but her entire body stopped moving right in the middle of the crosswalk. Ice water filled her chest and poured down her spine. An alarm blared in her mind and every muscle retightened. 


  Danger. Danger somewhere. Everywhere. But where?


  Her eyes darted over the nearest people and then to the traffic. 


  There’s danger close, but I don’t know where, thought Cassidy. That uncertainty awoke an extremely rare emotion in her: panic, and it grabbed her by the shoulders. 


  Her next thoughts raced through her head like a burst of gunfire.


  Too many people. Near future plans don’t matter. Ethan is the next target. The assassins could be anywhere, and killing him would be easy in crowded close quarters. So many options. Stabbing, injecting…I can’t see the threat! What if I fail? I think I might.


  When Ethan saw Cassidy freeze, he felt himself go completely cold. His own threat detection sounded the alarm. He stopped with her in the middle of the crosswalk and allowed his instincts to search for the nearest threat.


  The pedestrian signal began counting down. 


  A car honked somewhere across the intersection. 


  Both sensed a close threat, but it possessed exceptional skill at remaining concealed.


  Finally, Cassidy and Ethan simultaneously concluded, “Run.”


  They darted across the street as the light changed and sprinted down the next block.


  “Let’s see if we can force them to show themselves,” huffed Cassidy. 


  Typically, running through a crowd that was walking was one certain way to draw attention to oneself. However, if an enemy has already spotted you, continuing to move with the crowd did you no good. At any rate, there came times when self-preservation became irrelevant. 


  Cassidy and Ethan cut to the right and down an alley. When they approached the far end, they eased their speed. 


  Cassidy skittered sideways and checked behind them while Ethan kept his attention forward. She watched as a man stepped into the alley and fixed his gaze on them. She thought about stopping and having an aggressive chat with him when Ethan grabbed her coat sleeve and pulled her out of the alley. 


  They jogged across the street, weaving through the cars waiting for the light to turn. Cassidy and Ethan’s eyes flicked to the many cameras in the intersection and on the corners of the nearest buildings.


  Ethan’s gaze shot down the sidewalk to his right and met the gaze of another enemy thirty feet away. His jaw tightened. Before he could do anything, Cassidy pulled him behind her and pushed him with her body while keeping her eyes on the threat.


  “Behind us, too,” she said. 


  Again, Ethan tugged her down another alley. They stopped at the far end, Ethan with his back against one building and Cassidy the other so they could watch both directions.


  “We need some place to lure them in,” said Ethan. 


  “Business district,” replied Cassidy. “Subway’s near there, too. Come on.”


  They jogged out of the alley and dived into a cab as it started moving.


  The driver shot a look over his shoulder. “Uh, he already—”


  “I believe I was here first,” said an indignant man on the far side of the car. “So, I’d appreciate it if you—”


  “Drive,” growled Cassidy to the driver before she and Ethan slowly looked at him. Their mirrored expressions were like that of two stately lions turning a warning eye upon an unruly cub.


  Mr. Business Suit clamped his mouth shut and visibly shrank into his seat.


  A rather tense silence filled the cab while they traveled several blocks.


  Without any warning, Cassidy barked, “Stop here.”


  The vehicle slowed to a stop, and she and Ethan exited without another word.


  They crossed the street and entered the banking and business district, distinguished from other areas by tall, glass skyscrapers. 


  Cassidy spotted the entrance to the subway and strode toward it. “I have an idea,” she muttered to Ethan, following on her heels.


   


           ✧   


   


  The nearest assassin descended into the subway station with the smooth, silent step expected from those in his profession.


  He reached the platform and looked casually around. Several lights had burned out over the section to the far right and cast it into dingy semi-darkness. A small group of rather unscrupulous-looking individuals gathered there.


  The assassin began turning away when the group backed hastily toward him. He looked again and saw them distancing themselves from a singular figure lying on the floor. 


  He approached warily. Once close enough, he recognized the man on his side as the target. The assassin paused and surveyed his immediate surroundings for any signs of trickery. At length, he closed the remaining distance and stopped at Ethan’s feet. 


  With impossible speed, Ethan’s right shoe smashed into the assassin’s right knee. Sharp pain radiated through his leg as it buckled against his will. He dropped awkwardly to one knee where Ethan landed a second kick to the man’s stomach. He doubled over before someone else behind him punched him in the head. He collapsed to the floor without any further delay.


  Ethan sprang to his feet like a panther while Cassidy tore the assassin’s coat from his body. 


  She tossed it to Ethan. “Check it.”


  Ethan checked the coat pockets while Cassidy turned, bent down, and throttled the assassin in the face. Keeping an asset at the correct levels of consciousness was an important art. He needed enough alertness to answer questions without being so full of energy that he misbehaved.


  Next, she felt his pockets and searched for weapons. She found two knives and a cell phone.


  Ethan, meanwhile, discovered a small cylindrical container. Inside rested a needled syringe filled with a small amount of mystery fluid. 


  “Well?” asked Cassidy to the assassin.


  “Don’t bother,” said the man. “You know I won’t know what you want to ask about. Everything’s code words and disconnected information.”


  “So you say,” countered Cassidy with disdain.


  She entered the three numbers from his phone into hers. She then proceeded to repeatedly kick him in the ribs. 


  Ethan looked on disinterestedly and stood by with hands loosely clasped in front of him, much like a bouncer at a nightclub. Whenever anyone glanced his way, his gaze narrowed, he turned his body toward them, and he asked, “What?”


  Cassidy’s last kick was to the man’s face. 


  Now that he was thoroughly dazed, she crouched beside him, grabbed a handful of his hair, and pulled his head back. 


  “I cannot overstate my intense displeasure over this entire situation,” she growled savagely. “I know who hired your boss. He’s a man who likes to play games…but I don’t.”


  Simmering fury rolled through her, and she pulled his head back farther, contorting his neck. “I don’t play games. I engage in war. And I will gut and bleed every little pawn sent after my team…and I’ll enjoy doing it.”


  She then put her face near his and quietly seethed, “Tell him that for me, and tell him that we’ll be seeing each other soon.”


  Cassidy loosened her grip before thinking of one more thing. “Oh…and tell him to leave my men alone.”


  She slammed his face against the floor with such force that it knocked him out cold. She straightened, dropped the man’s cell phone beside him, and said, “Sleep it off.”


  She stepped to Ethan. “Let’s go before his playmates arrive.”


  The subway had pulled in seconds before, and the last of those departing it trickled out. Those waiting streamed into the cars, and Ethan and Cassidy joined them. 


  The people who had no choice but to stand close to them looked anywhere but at them or in their general direction. Heavy apprehension clung to the opening seconds of the journey. However, as the two menaces didn’t look like they were going to turn their violent tendencies to anyone else, the tension abated somewhat. 


  As the car swayed along, Ethan studied Cassidy out of the corner of his eye. She had many traits that immediately endeared him to her when they first met. Two of those were her decisiveness in action and her innate inclinations toward brutal violence. Such a tendency could not generally be said to be a good trait. However, the fact remained that Ethan’s nature held the same tendency. As such, the two understood each other and got along quite well in their work together.


  The dark mood was still upon her. Ethan read it on her face. When she met his gaze, he also saw the darkling gleam in her eyes, and his favor toward her increased.


  Ethan and Cassidy exited the subway at the next stop and climbed the stairs. They reached street level and abruptly leaped sideways like a pair of startled cats.


  Cassidy had never fully understood how training affected the subconscious’s ability to sense an attack before the conscious became aware of it. She never understood it, but she was grateful.


  She pivoted in the air and landed facing the assailant. He was already jabbing, and she twisted her upper body. She avoided the brunt of the strike, but the edge of the knife he held cut her across her left shoulder blade. She simultaneously managed a smart right jab of her own, hitting him squarely in the left cheekbone. 


  He staggered back and swiped blindly with the knife.


  Cassidy, uninterested in being sporting by allowing her enemy time to recover, lunged for him. The blade grazed her upper arm, but that was the worst of it. She slammed her back against the knifeman’s chest while latching onto the knife hand. With a powerful twist, she threw her opposite elbow into his head. 


  He growled with irritation and landed an awkward blind jab in her left flank. He then tried to wrap his free arm around her neck. 


  Cassidy ducked and elbowed him smartly in the stomach. 


  He grunted and bent forward. Changing tactics, he grabbed her leg near her knee and pulled. 


  A fresh wave of anger rumbled through her. She went with the motion, leveraging his own weight against him, and twisting up off the ground. 


  In Cassidy’s early years of training, one of her instructors had described her as “a rabid, feral cat at the vet’s office.” She didn’t like being touched, and the more someone tried manhandling her, the more enraged she became.


  The movement broke her free from the man’s grasp and also relieved him of his knife. She landed to his left with his blade in her right hand. He elbowed her in the chin, but she was so furious she didn’t feel it. He pivoted to deliver a sharp punch, but she stopped the movement by plunging the knife into his arm near the elbow. Then, with a decisive movement, she pulled the blade down toward his wrist and sliced his arm open. 


  He jabbed at Cassidy with his other fist, but she dodged it with an easy movement of her head. In response, she cut him deeply across both thighs before kicking him in the stomach. His legs buckled. His head struck the pavement with a sickening crack, rendering him unconscious. Blood pooled under his body and spread at an unhealthy speed.


  She spun to Ethan and his assailant. 


  The opening moves of their dance had been quick, though somewhat awkward. They stayed in close quarters and alternated between punching and wrestling. Ethan landed several good blows to the attacker’s head and back but took equally solid strikes in return. However, he had always found a good fight invigorating, and the attacker’s knife made the fight even more enlivening. 


  They became tangled, and after an awkward moment of being locked in each other’s arms, pushed away and squared themselves. 


  The attacker jabbed and sliced with impressive speed. 


  Ethan pivoted just so to avoid the blade. 


  This continued for nearly a minute. Finally, Ethan took a risk and moved at nearly the same instant the man jabbed forward. The knife lightly cut his upper arm, but his fist made solid contact with the man’s head. His next punch landed in the man’s neck.


  The attacker only took one step back, which spoke of his fortitude. He reached for Ethan with his other hand even as he gasped for air. 


  Cassidy appeared behind him then and stabbed him in the back of his thigh. His leg gave.


  Ethan tore the blade from his still-clenched hand before pummeling him. 


  Cassidy held him upright as Ethan removed the small metal container from an inner coat pocket. He took out the syringe, pulled the cap off the needle, and injected the man in the neck. 


  He gave an odd sort of gurgle and gasp before his body stiffened, and he collapsed. 


  Ethan’s gaze snapped to someone nearby, and Cassidy turned. 


  The innocent bystanders had cleared the area and approaching threats were easy to locate. Now, several men appeared at various corners and didn’t hide their interest in the pair.


  Cassidy faced the nearest enemy as the wailing of sirens reached them. Her nose wrinkled in disgust. She wanted to take them all on. She wanted to make good on her word that she would kill every assassin who came after them. However, the odds had changed. Ethan’s safety was the priority, not her bloodlust. She knew that they couldn’t risk being detained by the police. Sloan probably had inside men or could easily plant someone inside the police department. Cassidy and Ethan would be separated, and Ethan would be much easier to kill. 


  They also couldn’t risk staying in the open like this much longer. Snipers might be moving into position that very instant. 


  Bugger it all, she thought with heat.


   Ethan had similar thoughts and sentiments. 


  “Not now, commander,” he said before turning for the nearest cab. 


  When he reached the vehicle, he yanked the driver’s side door open. “Get out.”


  The driver, a native of India, demanded with both surprise and annoyance, “What it is that you are doing?!”


  “Out,” snapped Cassidy.


  Ethan helped the man from the cab by grabbing a fistful of his shirt. He climbed inside and slid to the passenger’s seat as Cassidy dropped behind the wheel. She slammed the car into gear and shot down the road. 


  Meanwhile, the assassins had casually dispersed, save for one in a lookout spot in an alleyway. He noted the cab that the target had entered and the direction they drove in. 


  Several police cars burst onto the scene and screeched to a collective stop. The officers quickly but cautiously exited and approached the two men lying near the subway entrance. 


  The watching assassin left his position, walked to the nearest police car, and helped himself. He didn’t leave the scene with a screech of tires because that would have drawn attention sooner rather than later. Instead, he calmly pulled back into the street and drove after Cassidy and Ethan.


  They made it one block before the chirp of a siren and flash of lights drew their attention behind them.


  Ethan snorted. “Yeah, right.”


  When the police cruiser came closer still, they saw the barrel of a gun appear. 


  Cassidy grabbed Ethan’s head and shoved it towards the dashboard. “You’re the target, remember? Stay down.”


  “So bossy,” remarked Ethan.


  They caught up to a denser patch of traffic. With a little maneuvering, Cassidy steered the taxi half on the sidewalk, half on the road. She hung the next right and down a less busy street. 


  The cruiser copied their every move as bullets shattered the back window. The roar of an engine much more powerful than the taxi’s echoed through the street, and the cruiser closed the distance. 


  Cassidy pulled her gun. 


  Ethan, still doubled over and practically kissing his knees, looked at her. 


  “I’m having flashbacks of Algeria!” he shouted over the wind roaring through the back window. 


  “I know, right?!” replied Cassidy. 


  There came a metallic crunch from behind and the taxi began to swing around.


  Cassidy cranked the wheel and shifted into Reverse as their vehicle slammed into the cruiser. Glass flew everywhere.


  Cassidy and the assassin were now looking at each other, and she was grateful her window was already rolled down. She stuck her arm out and opened fire. 


  The assassin mirrored her movements. 


  Cassidy leaned sideways, ramming into Ethan as bullets zipped through the car and out the passenger window. 


  She turned the wheel and broke away from the cop car. Swinging the front end around, she used the momentum to slam back into the cruiser, jarring themselves and the assassin. 


  I’m going to need a neck brace after this, she thought.


  Cassidy turned left into a wide alleyway at the last possible second. 


  The assassin just made the turn, and the side of the vehicle scraped against the side of the building. The cruiser accelerated yet again, and the assassin weaved back and forth, trying to get a clear shot.


  Cassidy crossed her arm over her shoulder and fired. The rounds pelted the cruiser’s hood.


  Traffic filled the upcoming intersection fifty meters ahead.


  Ethan, knowing exactly what Cassidy had in mind, grimaced.


  “Get ready,” she said. “This is going to hurt.”


  Cassidy cut right and slammed on the brakes.


  The cruiser blew past them. The assassin hit the brakes and stopped feet before sliding into the main road.


  Cassidy punched the gas pedal, making the tires smoke and the engine complain loudly. The car shot forward and smashed into the cruiser’s rear bumper. The force sent it into traffic, and the taxi darted to its right side so that the cruiser would take the brunt of the impact.


  Screeching tires, smoke, and metal shards filled the air as the cop car received a solid hit from the left. In turn, the cruiser crunched violently against the taxi.


  Yet another loud crash filled the street as a dark SUV barreled onto the scene. It maneuvered with surprising grace for a large hunk of metal and glided between the slowing traffic. It clipped the front of the cruiser and sent it drifting towards the alley. 


  Cassidy cautiously peeked through the window and at the SUV’s driver. She blinked. It was Special Agent Jason Stayton. Judging by his deep scowl, he was currently unhappy. She couldn’t imagine why. 


  “Friend?” asked Ethan, shoving his door open. 


  “Friend,” confirmed Cassidy, climbing a little unsteadily out of the driver’s side window.


  A gunshot echoed through the street. 


  Cassidy tackled Ethan to the unforgiving concrete. 


  She whipped her feet under her into a crouch and glanced back. She glimpsed the assassin who had driven the cruiser. She noticed the big red streak covering one side of his head and the tottering way he moved as he dropped behind the car for cover.


  Cassidy and Ethan latched onto each other’s arms, and she hauled him to his feet.


  Jerking the rear passenger door of the SUV open, she threw Ethan inside to the floor and jumped in after him. 


  Jason put the SUV into Reverse and hit the gas. Once they had backed far enough into the street, he shifted into Drive and floored the accelerator. By now, sirens sounded in the distance, but they would be long gone before any first responders arrived. 


  Glancing behind him, Jason saw Ethan lying on the floor. Cassidy sprawled across the seat, and both panted from their little adventure. 


  Finally, Cassidy sat up with a groan, grimacing at the pain across her lower stomach. Seatbelts prevented people from being launched through windshields, but they also caused bruises and other internal discomforts. 


  She nudged Ethan with her shoe. “You good?”


  He pushed himself up so he was sitting. “It’s always fun working with you, Cass.”


  She chuckled before climbing into the front passenger’s seat.


  “Fancy meeting you here,” she said to Jason as she gingerly buckled her seatbelt.


  “You’re welcome,” he replied with some tartness in his tone. 


  Jason threw a quick look back at Ethan, situating himself in the backseat. “I’m Jason.”


  “Ethan.”


  “It was John who helped you find us, wasn’t it?” asked Cassidy, carefully probing her various wounds.


  “Yes, but it was because I wanted to find you so I could help,” responded Jason curtly.


  Cassidy didn’t immediately fire back with a snarky remark. Instead, a dark cloud formed above her head, and the corners of her mouth pulled downward. 


  The full realization of how the situation had changed again dawned on her. She and Ethan hunting Sloan together had been their new plan. However, Jason entering as a third member changed those dynamics. Granted, she had to admit that he was a trained agent, so he could handle himself. However, he was a different breed of agent compared to Ethan and herself. She was uncertain about how far his conscience would let him go should they enter situations that required them to act cruelly and without mercy.


  A second, more horrible understanding dropped into her mind then. Jason had committed to helping them. 


  Jason’s persistence…Sloan will change his status from “unimportant annoyance” to “threat.” Or at least he’ll mark Jason as someone who is close to me and…he’ll target Jason directly like he has Ethan. 


  Her body slowly tensed as her anxiety awakened.


  That means one more person I have to protect. Oh no. So many angles and possibilities. I mean, possible methods of attack. There are so many. Too many.


  The uncharacteristic panic crept up her throat and tightened it.


  What if I fail at protecting them? The odds that I will fail have just increased dramatically. This is too much!


  Jason darted several glances at Cassidy. He expected her to execute rapid-fire remarks in response to him. When she didn’t, he first thought that she had finally accepted his desire to assist with a good grace. However, when she continued sitting in complete silence, he thought it odd. Now, when he saw her staring at nothing on the dashboard, uneasiness wriggled his stomach. 


  What’s that look on her face, he thought. It was an expression he had never seen on hers before. The answer came, and it rang like a deep bell in his mind. Fear. She’s afraid or something.


  Never had Jason thought that he would see Cassidy Jackson afraid of anything. 


  He felt neither smug nor filled with mockery. Whatever it was that made someone like her afraid must be a colossal monster of some kind.


  Jason’s mental processes on the matter showed that he didn’t know Cassidy enough, yet. Still, the mild sympathy he felt instead of prideful scorn also revealed that he wasn’t malicious by nature.


  Cassidy’s face set itself. Pull yourself together, woman. There’s no room or time for sniveling panic. It never serves a beneficial purpose. 


  She mustered her stubbornness and redirected her anxiety. 


  “Congratulations are in order,” she said at last, and her voice was thick with some dark emotion. “You just put yourself on Sloan’s target list. So, congrata-freakin-lations, Jason. That was the reason I specifically asked you to stay put.”


  But Jason wasn’t one to back down, and he matched her glare with one of his own. 


  “Now listen here and listen good, Cassidy. First, I’m not some rookie fresh out of the academy. I’m not a CIA-trained operative, but I’m very good at what I do. Second, protecting people is my job, and I don’t decide whether I’m going to do my job based on what someone else says. It’s my job, my life, my decision. I’m fully capable of handling the consequences of my actions. And your plans and what you want or don’t want aren’t the only ones that matter here.”


  He huffed and gripped the steering wheel. “Besides, I know where the safehouses are, and I’m connected. I can get updates from headquarters without bringing down an entire army on my head.” 


  Cassidy exhaled sharply through her nose. She pressed all of the fingers on her right hand together, pushed them firmly against her forehead, and closed her eyes. 


  He doesn’t get it, she thought. He doesn’t understand. It has nothing to do with his, his…perceived rank in the pecking order in the group or whatever. It’s about making decisions and arranging situations in a way that Ethan and I operate the most efficiently. And our efficiency results in the best outcome for everyone. Well, for our allies, anyway. Not for our enemies.


  Jason saw Cassidy’s jaw muscles flex before she opened her eyes and removed her fingers from her forehead with a dramatic gesture. She said nothing more, though she did look at him briefly. 


  Jason met her glance. 


  Her expression told him he still didn’t fully understand the magnitude of the situation. In return, his expression told her she didn’t fully understand why he was there. 


  Great, she thought, turning her gaze out the windshield. Glad we agree on something, even if it’s that we don’t understand each other.


  Silence fell over the vehicle, the occupants busy with their own thoughts. When Cassidy looked stiffly back at Ethan, she saw that his seat was reclined, and he had fallen into that sweet oblivion called sleep. 


  He’s safe another day, she realized. A weak smile pulled at her mouth. Take that as a win. It’s good to know I can do something right.


  The string of her recent losses stung her heart. Weariness followed close behind. Ethan was safe for now and that meant she could take a breath. The last of the adrenaline had worn off, and now she felt every new ache in her body. It didn’t matter to her, though, because she had helped Ethan escape. 


  Eyes growing heavy, she leaned her head against the door. She snuck a look at Jason. 


  Tiredness from prolonged mental strain sat on his face as he looked grimly out the windshield.


  You know…he did exactly what you would have done, ran a thought through her mind. If any of your team had told you to stay behind or to not help them, you wouldn’t have listened. You would have forged ahead, anyway. You and Jason aren’t all that different, you know?


  Cassidy clenched her eyes shut. Shut up.


  She repositioned herself a little and folded her arms. She wasn’t quite as cold-hearted as she seemed, though. As she drifted into an exhaustion-induced nap, she sent a prayer of protection to heaven, not for herself, but for Jason.


   




  Chapter 12


  Scheming


   


  Sloan sighed with mild exasperation. After rifling through several responses to the update he had received, he selected, “Well, she’s lost none of her spark.”


  “She also told him to tell you that she would be seeing you soon.”


  He ceased his strolling down the walkway and closed his eyes as irritation swelled inside him. That woman. Sloan could picture the expression she wore when delivering that message to the assassin. He could hear her voice and the growl in it. The threat he imagined in her tone sent a flutter of nervousness through him. 


  And Sloan hated it. He was a man who loved the feeling of certainty in his abilities and intellect. He loved feeling calm and confident. The fact that Cassidy could still elicit unease in him stirred up his hatred towards her. 


  “How do you want to proceed from here?” asked Naphtali. 


  Sloan took a long, calming breath of the cool night air before answering. “Maintain the pressure on them. Stay on their heels. Don’t allow them to rest and execute a counterattack.”


  “Understood. I can imagine that you’re disappointed. Like I said, the request was short notice. The team I originally wanted for the job will arrive later tonight. They’ll be in touch. And don’t worry. They won’t fail.”


  “I look forward to their success.”


  “Enjoy your time in the U.S.”


  Click.


  For a minute, Sloan surveyed the park lit by streetlamps. He listened to the sigh of the breeze through the trees and the song of the nearby crickets.


  Once he felt himself return to his normally composed state, he dialed another number. 


  “Hello?”


  “It’s your employer. I have another job for you.”


  Sloan heard the man excuse himself. A few seconds later, he came back on and grumbled, “What do you want?”


  “It’s time to get the chief out of the picture.”


  “What? Why?”


  “He found your little spy. Very sloppy work on your part,” replied Sloan. “It’s almost as if you didn’t care or take your job seriously.”


  The man started to bluster, but he cut him off. “He already doesn’t like you. Now, he’ll probably dig into your entire life to find out what’s really going on.”


  “Well, how exactly am I supposed to get rid of a division chief?”


  Sloan’s tone hardened. “Now I know you don’t care enough to take your role seriously. Your whining and refusal to use your brain tells me everything. I have a low tolerance for threats to my plans, and you are dangerously close to becoming one. The issue is whether you want to keep your role or if you want me to replace you. It really is your choice.”


  A long pause fell over the conversation. 


  Finally, the voice came back with a more respectful tone. “Is there a specific way you want me to deal with him?”


  “Frame him for something. Something so sticky that the higherups will want him out of the picture while they investigate. Actually…you could implicate him in Bob Dexton’s murder.”


  The man sighed. “I was the one who had to cover up that mess in the first place. I barely managed to get it ruled ‘accidental.’”


  Sloan rolled his eyes and felt like he was dealing with an incompetent child. “I can’t believe you’re a manager of an elite division. New evidence can be discovered, can’t it?”


  “Why’d you have to kill him in the first place?”


  “He was an example of what happens when you stop playing your part,” answered Sloan with an edge in his tone. “And if you make the same poor choice, I’ll give that drug cartel your address. I’ll order them to kidnap your wife first, though. Their torture techniques are quite up to par with my own, honestly. She’ll no longer be the lovely creature she presently is.”


  He heard the man pulling in deep breaths through his nose. After a spell of silence, he asked, “What about that intelligence officer? Terret?”


  “He’ll be out of the way soon enough.”


  Click.


  Sloan slid the phone into his coat pocket and resumed walking. The leaves shivered in another breeze, and one or two maple leaves fluttered to the sidewalk in front of him. He drew another deep breath and closed his eyes, savoring the air tinged with autumn. 


  If plans always went exactly as outlined, then life would be terribly boring, really, he thought. Now that he considered matters, he found this idea true. Part of the enjoyment of the chase was the occasional struggle, the forced adaptation, and the overcoming of the challenge and of his foes.


  The effort to use his abilities brought more fulfillment than the mindless ease of every puzzle piece falling into place effortlessly. It made one feel more alive because it forced one to function deeper in Life itself. When things were easy, a person operated on the outskirts of life and served as a mere observer. How dull. However, being in the middle of a challenge or a struggle—that was truly living. 


  Sloan opened his eyes and smiled. Yes, he was alive, and he looked forward to squeezing the life from everyone who stood in his way. 


   




  Chapter 13


  In the Dark


   


  Darkness had fully settled when they pulled into the gravel parking lot of a dilapidated, two-story motel. This was closer than the nearest safe house, and they needed to find someplace where they could afford to pay cash. Using a credit card would be like putting up a huge billboard with neon lights announcing their location to any assassins in the area. 


  Cassidy was in the middle of a dream involving a shootout with rebels in Kazakhstan when the SUV jerked to a stop. She sat straight up, gripping the handle on the door and the center console. 


  “Easy. You’re okay.”


  She started at Jason’s voice and jumped when she saw him, a mere shadow beside her. She then hastily twisted around to look in the backseat. Ethan sat calmly studying the parking lot and motel. 


  She still felt Jason’s eyes on her as she turned stiffly and scanned the lot and the L-shaped building. She felt something evil nearby, brewing. It wasn’t here right now, but it was closing in. She didn’t like it. Then again, she was unsure if she would feel comfortable anywhere because of the uneasiness that had settled in her soul.


  “I don’t like it,” she said, eyeing the three other parked cars. “But it has nothing to do with the place itself.”


  Jason glanced at her before opening his door. “It’s been a long day…week…let’s just get some sleep.”


  Cassidy slid out of the vehicle without another word. 


  After haggling with the manager about a cash rate, they made their way upstairs. They had requested a room that opened into the hallway instead of the parking lot. All a sniper would have to do was wait until they left the room and pick them off one by one. 


  "Like shooting fish in a fishbowl," Cassidy had said. 


  The queen bed, twin bed, TV, and small refrigerator in the room looked as worn as the paint. The place itself smelled old and musty. Stains from substances Cassidy didn’t want to think about marked the dark red carpet.


  Cassidy closed the curtains then plopped her backpack on the twin bed beside the window. They had been able to stop and retrieve her and Ethan’s packs from their hiding spots on their way out of the city. 


  “We’ll watch in two-hour shifts,” said Jason, inspecting the room. “I’ll take the first watch.”


  Normally, Cassidy would have questioned him about why he got to issue orders, but she was too tired to argue. 


  She sank onto the bed with a sigh and kicked off her shoes, feeling tension ease from her muscles. Oh yeah, she thought. It was the simple things in life one had to appreciate.


  Ethan trudged to the sink to wash his face and various scrapes. 


  Cassidy jerked her neck from side to side, making it crack. Next, she stretched her arms carefully over her head and popped her shoulders. That was when a sharp little pain shot through her left side, and she jerked her arms down. 


  Jason watched her suspiciously as she carefully pressed around the aching area.


  “You okay?”


  “Yeah, fine. Just this weird pain I get every now and then. It’s nothing.”


  Their gazes locked for an instant, and she saw he didn’t believe her. She stood and walked to the head of the bed. Not my problem, she thought. 


  “I can take the first watch,” offered Ethan, exiting the bathroom. “Since you did all the driving.”


  Jason shook his head and went for the bathroom. “It’s fine, I’ll do it. It takes time to unwind. Thanks, though.”


  Twenty minutes later, everyone was cleaned up. Ethan and Cassidy were ready for sleep, and Jason pulled up a chair near the window. Everyone was tired and in no mood to talk. 


  Cassidy practically dove under the covers and flopped onto the pillows. She was always grateful for a real bed. For about half her assignments, she'd had to settle for a concrete floor or any place out in the elements.


  Ethan slipped under the top quilt of the queen bed and turned off the light, allowing cool darkness to settle over the room. 


  After listening to the rattling of the A/C unit and the passing traffic for a while, Cassidy closed her eyes once more on the large silhouette of Jason, keeping watch.


   


         ✧	✧	✧     


   


  He walked between a row of cars in the rental lot of the airport. Another man whom he didn’t know and hadn’t said a word to walked in perfect silence beside him. 


  They preferred working alone, but the man who had hired them said this job may require two assassins. They sensed a third cutthroat somewhere close, but they never saw him. 


  They stopped at their vehicle, a nondescript dark sedan, and got in. Barely a word would pass between them during this entire operation. They were only working with each other out of necessity, as hungry, lone wolves may out of the need to survive. 


  The driver was about to pull forward when both men received a text message. They looked at their phones and saw the location of their targets.


   


         ✧	✧	✧     


   


  Cassidy nearly broke Ethan’s arm when he woke her for her shift. After she got up, he plopped down on her bed. She rubbed her eyes, glanced at the time, and read the glaring clock numbers: 4:00 AM.


  She sat in the chair at the foot of the bed and leaned forward to look through a narrow gap in the curtains. The parking lot seemed quiet, and the black of night hid the forest beyond.


  She sat back, musing. Her uneasiness had grown from a few hours ago. A sharp pain pinged through her temples. This was a type of headache that had nothing to do with stress or sleep deprivation.


  Sloan’s plan to kill Ethan wasn’t his main plan. No, she and the others were only participating in a secondary scheme, a side plot. A man such as him didn’t waste his energy and resources on a handful of annoying people. The emperor of evil plots did not stoop into the affairs of commoners. 


  No, he operated on a large scale and sought to destroy as many lives as possible. He strove to continuously feed and grow his carnal nature, and he often succeeded. He was, without a doubt, what Proverbs described as an evil man. He plotted tirelessly to shed innocent blood, caused and used division among others for his gain, lied constantly, looked only to his own interests, and loved inflicting pain and suffering. 


  What was worse was his belief in the occult. Some people dabbled in it as a joke. Others believed in it. Sloan fell in the latter group. He communed with evil, with power he foolishly believed he could control. In reality, he was the pawn, but he refused to entertain that possibility. He was too hungry for power and filled with too much self-importance.


  Cassidy’s work in the Middle-East and Africa had rushed her to the frontlines of spiritual warfare. She had witnessed many things that only those present would believe. None of these experiences made in into field agent reports. If they had, their bosses would have sent them to an insane asylum. Such was the nature of the world and most of the people living in it. 


  However, she had become aware of the tangibility of spiritual warfare early in life. A terrible incident in her hometown had awakened the believers there to its reality. She had learned then that prayer was the best weapon the believer had in their arsenal. It was that prayer, meditation on Scripture, and conversation with the living God that sustained her through many difficult battles and losses. They sharpened her skills, awareness of threats, and aided in discerning a person’s true intentions. 


  Naturally, Cassidy didn’t openly advertise any of this. She didn’t want to deal with the redundant stereotypes attached to the people of her faith. She was also keenly aware of her many character flaws and wanted to avoid the predictable and tiresome quips of “I thought you were supposed to be a Christian.”


  Cassidy rolled her eyes at the thought. People were so unoriginal. 


  Her mind then turned to Jason. He was an alleged believer, too. She knew he had been throwing himself into his work, but that didn’t mean his faith had weakened. No one person truly knew the faith of another, and it wasn’t their business. 


  That said, Cassidy’s question about him proved legitimate because one couldn’t take on an enemy like Sloan and win without being grounded at the least and spiritually prepared at the most. 


  Cassidy rubbed her forehead. I can’t do it. I can’t protect them both. I’m afraid. I’m afraid of failure…I’m afraid of what others will say if I lose them. Everyone will ridicule me, question every action I made. They’ll say I didn’t care…


  The grief she had been pushing away awoke and stretched itself. Its unsurmountable weight had loomed nearby, manifesting itself as a great shadow on the outskirts of her thoughts. It constantly hovered on the edge of her mind and stayed just present enough so she remained aware of it. Whenever she slowed down and became no longer distracted by a task, the shadow drew nearer, pushing itself toward the forefront of her mind. 


  She felt grief now slowly trying to envelop her soul with its suffocating touch. 


  No, she rebuked gently as she pushed it away yet again. Now is not the time. 


  Cassidy knew the dam would burst soon. She couldn’t take much more loss. 


  Sloan knew how to break someone, and she was very cognizant that she was slowly moving closer to the edge. The reality placed fear in her heart. She felt afraid of breaking down, of becoming entirely useless. 


  She took a steady breath. You don’t have to have it all figured out. That’s impossible. Just take it one step at a time.


  Peace came, followed by a cool resolve.


  Life and the people in it had shattered Cassidy to pieces many times. They had broken her, but she had never given up. She wasn’t about to now. She had always gotten back to her feet. Sure, she often resorted to throwing herself into dangerous situations when she was running on empty. 


  “It won’t be a terrorist that finally kills you,” her trainer had once said. “It’ll be you killing yourself by running yourself into the ground.”


  She had always shrugged it off because it wasn’t her wellbeing she was concerned about. It was always about catching the bad guy. She would rather die young doing what she had been created to do than live to become old and useless. 


  Cassidy peered through the tiny gap in the curtains again. Someone was coming, another enemy was on the hunt. She sensed it. 


  You want a fight? Then let’s fight.


   




  Chapter 14


  Noble Motives


   


  Jason started awake when Ethan tapped him on the shoulder. “It’s ten ‘til six.”


  Jason sat up. After rubbing his face, he dropped his hands onto the bed with a dramatic flop. That’s when he noticed—


  “Where’s Cassidy?”


  Ethan shrugged. “She was gone when I woke up twenty minutes ago. My guess is she took a watch post in the trees somewhere. From that vantage point, she’d have a much broader view of anyone suspicious.”


  Jason exhaled sharply through his nose. He tore the sheets back and walked to the bathroom, mumbling as he did so. If Sloan was true to form, then Cassidy wasn’t in immediate danger. 


  But still, he thought, that woman does not know how to play on a team.


   


         ✧	✧	✧   


   


  


  He had taken a position well hidden in the trees. From there, he looked straight into the hallway where their room was located. All he had to do was wait for the target to step out and plink! It was game over. 


  Approaching dawn chased away the stars and paled the eastern sky behind the silhouetted ridge. The morning was sharp and moist, the dew on the ground heightening the scent of earth. The first breeze of the day flicked a couple of leaves above him and traced a finger across his face. It was a good day to kill.


  Indeed, it was, but he had no idea he wouldn’t be the one killing. He never heard the sound of a twig break or a pant leg brush against a shrub. Without the slightest warning, a hand clamped over his mouth. A flash of searing pain filled his mind and then darkness. 


  Cassidy rolled him onto his back and checked him for additional weapons and goodies. To her mild disappointment, she only found a handgun, a knife, and a cellphone.


  Half an hour into her watch, she had decided to take up a spot in the woods on the side of the building. From that vantage point, she saw the front and rear of the motel. She had spotted movement in this area in the predawn and spent the rest of the time slowly pinpointing and sneaking up on the assassin’s location.  


  Stalking big game was a skill she had learned as a kid back home. She had spent many summers tracking and stalking wildlife. Her crowning achievement had been sneaking up on her dad in the woods and nearly scaring the life out of him.


  Cassidy cleaned her knife and sheathed it. She rummaged through the backpack beside him and found several extra magazines and boxes of ammo. No identification. 


  Boring.


  She pulled out Jason’s phone, which she had borrowed unbeknownst to him because it was more high-tech than her cheap burner and had a higher resolution camera. After taking a picture of the assassin, she grabbed his backpack, slung his rifle over her shoulder, and jogged towards the motel. 


  Cassidy suspected another assassin hid somewhere close. When she climbed the steps to the second level and her gut cinched, she was absolutely sure. 


  Her hunch was correct. The second assassin was positioned in the woods at the rear of the building and opposite his counterpart. That way, they had both exits covered. 


  When he saw her turn down the hall and spotted his comrade’s sniper rifle and pack in her possession, a hollowness settled in his stomach. His employer hadn’t exaggerated when he said the woman was skilled. She was a threat and had raised the stakes by removing one of her enemies. 


  The assassin rose into a crouch and moved swiftly through the trees. This situation required a change of plans. 


   


        ✧   


   


  Jason and Ethan had their guns aimed at the door as Cassidy entered the room. “What are you doing?” she asked as she kicked the door shut. “Put those away.”


  Ethan, a toothbrush sticking out the corner of his mouth, holstered his firearm. “You’ve been busy.”


  “Found one assassin lying in wait in the woods,” she replied, setting the rifle and the backpack on the bed. “He had a perfect line of sight into the hallway.” 


  She brushed past Jason and crossed briskly to the sink. “I think there’s another one out there, so we should move now.”


  Ethan rinsed the toothpaste from his mouth before asking, “You’re assuming he’s repositioning?”


  Cassidy nodded as she quickly washed her hands.


  Ethan threw his toothbrush into his backpack and shoved the assassin’s smaller pack into his.


  Jason quietly watched their exchange from the sidelines and didn’t disagree with their plan and reasoning. He understood that he was the odd man out in this group. Ethan and Trinity possessed similar training and lines of thought. They were the majority, and he would do his best to help them—within reason. 


  Cassidy tossed Jason’s phone back to him then turned to the door. 


  Jason blinked at the phone. A long second passed before he realized that it had been out of his possession and that he hadn’t lent it to her.


  Cassidy opened the door and poked her head out. No one else stood in the airy breezeway. She stepped through the door and turned right. 


  Ethan followed.


  He appeared then with a suppressed gun in hand.


  Cassidy was too far away to disarm him. She pulled her weapon as she reversed into Ethan, intentionally making him stumble to the ground. 


  “Stay inside, Jason!” she warned. She squeezed off a round as the assassin ducked behind the wall. It struck the edge of the corner, throwing plaster and dust into his face. 


  Cassidy walked backward, covering Ethan as he scrambled to his feet. Once up, they turned and ran along the back hallway. 


  Jason carefully peeked out the door and saw breezeway empty. Figures, he thought, gun in hand as he stepped into the hall. 


  The assailant peered into the passage again. When he saw Jason and no target, he spun and ran. 


  Jason sprinted to the end of the hall and paused long enough to make sure the assassin wasn’t waiting for him. What he saw instead was the assailant’s back as he retreated to the stairs. 


  Jason barreled after him.


   


         ✧   


   


  The third assassin, lying prone and well-hidden in a thick stand of trees, considered this turn of events. He had a clear shot of the agent chasing his comrade, but his boss hadn’t given orders to kill him.


    If things turned for the worst, however, he held no reservations about adding another body to the count. 


   


         ✧   


   


  Cassidy and Ethan reached the ground floor and moved swiftly down the passage to the front of the building. They paused at the corner, Ethan watching behind them while Cassidy checked the scene.


  The office sat ahead on the left and the parking lot stretched to the right. Their SUV was parked forty feet away by the one light post in the lot. Nothing but open space stretched between them and the vehicle.


  What if they planted a bomb in it, wondered Cassidy before dismissing the possibility. No. That would kill everyone and wouldn’t follow Sloan the Psychopath’s plan.


  The stairs were positioned at the end of the motel. As Cassidy watched, a lone male leaped down them and sprinted for the trees. 


  A gunshot punched through the stillness of the morning. The round nailed the assassin in the shoulder, and he stumbled to the ground. 


  Jason’s shoes appeared first as he jogged down the steps and marched rather threateningly toward the wounded assassin, now trying to crawl and push himself away. 


  “Jason sure is aggressive. He must not be a morning person,” mused Cassidy. 


  “Why do people hate on mornings?” asked Ethan. “I feel rather spry in the AM.” 


  “That’s cause you’re weird.”


  The injured assassin’s shoulder wound wasn’t immediately life-threatening. The second shot from a high-caliber rifle through the upper back was.


  The assassin’s body went limp, and Jason dodged behind the staircase where he took a knee to get his bearings. His eyes scanned the far trees but all he saw was brush.


  He dug the SUV keys from his pocket and rose to run to it when a round pitted the dirt inches from his shoes.


  “We need to move,” reminded Ethan.


  Cassidy pulled out her phone and called Jason. 


  “I’ve got the rifle, so I’ll go up top,” she said. “Give me thirty seconds, then act like you’re going to make a move for the car again.” 


  She didn’t wait for him to respond before flipping the phone shut. Turning, Cassidy slapped Ethan on the shoulder. He gave her an upward nod as he took point at the corner with his gun in hand.


  Cassidy sprinted down the hall, up the rear stairs, and across the breezeway. She stopped at the end and pulled a pair of earplugs from one of her backpack pockets. After sticking them in, she raised the rifle and snugged the buttstock against her shoulder. Slowly, she edged around the corner. 


  Long seconds ticked by before Jason made his move. 


  Another shot cracked through the air and another round struck the dirt inches from his shoes. 


  Cassidy, already peering through the scope, scanned the trees. There was just enough of a breeze to make the shadows shift and sway.


  Where are you?


  A round struck the wall six inches from her face. 


  Cassidy remained steady. She had seen the muzzle flash and didn’t want to lose him. It was like a hidden object in a puzzle that finally pops out at you. She had been looking almost right at him the entire time.


  She flicked off the thumb safety and squeezed the trigger.


   


         ✧   


  


  The round sent a clump of moss near his right elbow into the air. The second round brushed over his head. 


  Growling, the assassin pushed himself backward and further into the trees. As he did, he saw Jason sprint along the front of the motel. A second later, he and the target ran across the parking lot to the SUV. Jason acting as a shield denied any opportunity for a shot at Ethan.


  That woman really is the biggest nuisance, he thought.


  He pushed himself to his feet and leaned from behind a tree just long enough to line up a shot.


   


         ✧   


   


  Cassidy was unsure if the shrapnel was the bullet shattering when it hit the railing or parts of the railing itself. Regardless, metal shards threw themselves at her with enough speed to cause some damage. One piece hit her head and another, her side. 


  She ducked and turned for the hallway when a second shot sent more shrapnel ripping across her back.


  Once out of sight, Cassidy leaned against the wall and slid to a knee. Jaw clenched against the pain, she removed the earplugs and stuck them in a pocket. With a heave, she pushed herself up.


  She reached the end of the passage as the SUV slid to a stop at the bottom of the steps in a cloud of dust.


  Cassidy made it down the stairs and managed to pretend like she wasn’t injured. She opened the rear passenger door, tossed the rifle and pack to Ethan, and then jumped in the front.


  Jason hit the gas, and they whipped around the motel and onto the highway. 


  “Wait, are you hit, commander?” asked Ethan. 


  The genuine concern in his voice caused a wave of panic to wash over Jason. He darted several rapid looks at her. 


  She sat rigidly and a little awkwardly against the door. Blood marked the left side of her face. The wound was higher up on her head and hidden by her hair. Her coat was torn several places and stained with something dark.


  Jason nearly swerved off the road.


  Cassidy closed her eyes for a second and took a steady breath. “Just some shrapnel. Nothing deep.”


  She opened her eyes and threw Jason a grin. “I’m just waiting for the numbness to kick in.”


  That’s a genuine grin, he realized. When he saw the lively light in her eyes, a chill washed over him. Dear God. She really is insane.


  His countenance unexpectedly darkened. 


  “What’s wrong, special agent?” asked Ethan, digging around in a bag.


  Jason’s mouth drew into a line. His jaw moved from side to side, and he re-gripped the steering wheel. He shook his head in answer to the question. He didn’t want to admit aloud the rather dark thoughts and feelings churning in him. 


  “Ah!” exclaimed Ethan. “That is the look of vengeance! There’s no mistaking it.”


  Cassidy tilted her head in curiosity. She didn’t doubt Jason’s loyalty to the job and cause. Yet, somehow, she never imagined that he truly cared about either of them. 


  Jason refused to meet her gaze. 


  “Come on, chief,” said Ethan. “I’ll help clean you up.”


  Cassidy continued studying Jason a moment longer before crawling awkwardly into the backseat beside Ethan. 


  “You’d think I got scalped with all this blood,” remarked Cassidy. 


  “I know. That’s the annoying thing about head wounds,” agreed Ethan. “They bleed so dramatically.”


  While Ethan did his best to clean the cut on Cassidy’s head, she began cleaning her side. Inflammation already outlined the edges of the injury.


  “Glad I got my tetanus booster before leaving for Africa.”


  Once her head and side were clean, Ethan said, “Alright, lift the shirt. I’ll take care of the back.”


  Cassidy lifted her shirt out of the way so Ethan could see the final wound. It ran across the width of her back. 


  “Ooo, that’ll leave a nice scar,” he commented with genuine appreciation. “It’ll go perfectly with the others.”


  “Bragging rights, my friend,” nodded Cassidy before belting out the first hearty laugh Jason had heard from her.


  Ethan grinned, snorted, and continued in a different language. 


  From what Jason guessed, they were discussing previous missions. These were apparently hilarious stories because they chortled often and began speaking with their hands. Every so often, they spoke a sentence in English. Cassidy’s most memorable statement involved a robust proclamation of, “And then I talked to him…with my fists.” She raised her fists, bruised and scraped from yesterday’s altercations, to suit her words.


  During this time, Jason saw another side of Cassidy. It took him a minute to identify it, and when he realized what he was seeing, he was both softened and saddened.


  Her eyes danced. Her laugh was rich, and her voice, full. For some reason, her big personality and demeanor seemed more fitting of a broad-shouldered, large bellied, retired Italian mob boss. She had completely relaxed for a moment and was overflowing with life. 


  Until seeing Cassidy in her non-stressed state, Jason hadn’t understood the monumental strain she had been under. This softened him. 


  What saddened him was realizing Cassidy’s deep capacity to sincerely care. He couldn’t know exactly how close she had been to her other teammates. However, now that he knew her a little better, he guessed that she had cared deeply despite how well they got along. 


  The team had shared missions and hardship. They had camaraderie unique to them. Now, she would never share it with six of them again. Ethan was the last one of her team. If he died, Cassidy would be the only one left with those unique memories. Never again could she talk about those adventures with such regalement with anyone.


  While Jason was being unusually reflective, Ethan and Cassidy stowed the medical supplies. Leaning back comfortably, they lowered their voices and turned the conversation to other matters.


  “What is our plan now?” asked Cassidy in Russian. “Should we proceed with the original one?”


  Ethan, arm draped along the seatback, looked at Jason. “He doesn’t know our methods and would slow us down,” he replied, also in Russian. “We’d have to ditch him.”


  Cassidy’s mouth flattened into a line. “Obviously.”


  He turned his attention to her and leaned his head to the side. “You would be okay with that?”


  She huffed through her nose. “Sentiment or keeping you alive? Sentiment or stopping Sloan?”


  Ethan gave a shrug. “Our friend here is a good man. Someone like him, in the state he’s in...he wouldn’t understand. It would probably put him in a funk for a long time.”


  Now she snorted and nodded to Jason. “Him? Are we talking about the same guy?”


  Ethan sent her a mildly reproachful look. “You and I both know the look of long burnout. Live in it too long and you’ll eventually break.”


  “Since when did you care? Are you a closet romantic, my friend?”


  The deflection didn’t work. Ethan’s gaze remained steady until a trace of a smile softened his face. “I’m not at callous as you hope me to be. If I was, then ditching our friend here would be a lot easier for you.”


  Cassidy scowled. 


  “And you’re not as callous as you think you are, either.”


  She looked at him hard. “Let me understand: you don’t think we should ditch him because he’s a good guy? Since when did hurting someone’s feelings override the moral obligation of stopping an evil man and saving thousands of lives?”


  Ethan’s softness didn’t waver. “Sometimes…some relationships are more important than the mission.”


  Cassidy’s jaw dropped. “What have you done with Ethan? Who are you?”


  The crooked smile threatened to emerge. “And sometimes…a teammate’s job is to save their commander from themselves and stop them from doing something they will regret.”


  Cassidy tsked. So, that’s what he’s doing. He doesn’t necessarily believe in the sentiment of feelings over the mission. He’s just saying what he is to look out for his teammate.


  She concluded bad-temperedly, what a schmuck.


  Cassidy finally raised a hand and said in English, “Fine.”


  Ethan grinned. 


  She pointed at him and warned, “Don’t let it go to your head.”


  “Never, commander.”


  They looked in the rearview mirror in time to see Jason glance at them. 


  “I suggest we stop in Huntington,” she said. “I need to see a man there about some money.”


  “Okay,” replied Jason. “We can get an update from headquarters, too.”


  Cassidy nodded absently and turned her attention out the window. 


  In the rearview mirror, Jason read her expression. The joviality was over, and her gaze was again detached. 


  Like when we first met, he thought. He could only imagine what ideas her brain was entertaining. Actually, he was certain he didn’t want to know what was on her mind.


  Silence settled over the vehicle, and Cassidy opted to stay in the back with Ethan all the way to Huntington. 


   




  Chapter 15


  Shaking the Tree & Money


   


  When he saw Chief Braxton marching into the west division headquarters, Hensley felt instant heartburn. 


  I haven’t even finished my coffee, yet, he thought, pressing a fist against his chest.


  Through his office windows, he watched the handful of agents in his division glance up from their work and follow Braxton with their eyes. They then exchanged subtle looks that said WWIII was inbound.


  Hensley mustered every ounce of professionalism he possessed and stood as Braxton entered his office. He closed the door, walked to the desk, and extended his hand.


  “Morning, Hensley,” said Braxton gruffly.


  Hensley almost succeeded at feigning a civil tone. “Morning, chief.”


  The two men shook hands in the manner of someone forced to touch a soggy dishrag. 


  “What can I do for you?” asked Hensley as he sat. He already knew why the man was visiting. One of his many informants warned him earlier.


  The chief shrugged. “Well, I was in the area and thought I’d stop by to personally ask why you hired a rookie agent from my division to tail Steven Alcom?”


  There it was. Chief Braxton was never one to beat around the chickens hiding in the bushes or whatever that saying was. 


  “Upper management gave me a short list of rookies to put on Alcom and the rest of Cassidy’s team,” replied Hensley evenly. “They thought it would be a good exercise for the newbies. It had nothing to do with the team’s ability to look after themselves. I picked White to tail Alcom, who I didn’t know was in your division. Otherwise, I would have let you know.”


  Braxton’s unimpressed expression didn’t change, which wasn’t unusual. His face always looked like he was bored and simply waiting for something extraordinary to break the monotony of existence. A coworker once suggested that a nuclear bomb could detonate in front of him, and his face wouldn’t even twitch.


  Such a countenance worked well for intimidating suspects. It didn’t, however, impress or work on Hensley. He ran the elite squads of the four mobile divisions. He had done his years in the military and served on task forces that officially never existed. He wasn’t easily shaken or terrified by a coworker he knew couldn’t do much to him. 


  Yet, a particular gleam glinted in the chief’s eyes, a gleam that Hensley didn’t like. “I’m on to you,” it read.


  “Well, since you had people following the team,” began Braxton, “then they might have seen the hitmen who killed Sharp, Bennet, and Alcom.”


  Hensley shook his head. “White was the only one I had actually given an assignment to. I was undecided about the others. I’ve already interviewed him, and he didn’t report seeing anyone suspicious.”


  Says a rookie, thought Braxton. They either think everyone is suspicious or no one. 


  Aloud, he said, “Mmm. Have any leads on the people who ambushed Cassidy’s team? Or on those behind the murders?”


  The façade of politeness fell from Hensley’s face, and a coolness replaced it. “Your team landed that case. You know I can’t get involved. Conflict of interest and all that.” 


  Easy copout, thought Braxton. 


  “You did check the validity of your resources in Somalia before you sent Cassidy’s team over, right?” asked the chief. “Checked the latest intel reports, got an update on target locations, and nearby hostile movements? You’d know better than to rely on Dexton for that. He might have run overseas logistics, but he was still half-politician.”


  Braxton’s team had already investigated the pre-mission intelligence and found no hints of deception or danger. The data was clean. He simply wanted to press Hensley a little.


  Hensley drew a breath and replied with a sharp, “I know how to run an overseas op, chief. I don’t need a lecture on how to keep my people safe.”


  Apparently, you do, ran a quip through Braxton’s brain.


  “Is that why Cassidy Jackson and Ethan Jones are out there with only one of my agents to protect them?” asked the chief, face darkening. “I don’t see you utilizing your resources to stop the men hunting them.”


  “If you hadn’t noticed,” countered Hensley, the volume of his voice rising as he stood again, “I have other operations to run. Cassidy and her team are now your case, not mine. I don’t have time to help you do your job because I’m quite busy making sure the agents I have left don’t die.”


  “They’re still your team,” replied Braxton, own voice rising. “You don’t care to even check in to see how the case is progressing? What if the same people who attacked Cassidy’s squad target your other team?”


  One of the main reasons why he had never liked Hensley was that the man didn’t care about his people. He treated them like objects, tools to achieve a means to an end and nothing more. If someone became injured, he discarded and replaced them without blinking. His priority was to achieve status and notoriety for the sake of gaining more influence and power. If a mission went bad, he cut his losses, put as much of a positive spin on it as possible, and continued on. He never thought twice about the agents involved or how they were affected.


  Braxton crossed his arms. “You’re glad the case landed on my team, aren’t you? That way you don’t have to deal with it. Cassidy Jackson is taking heat for that ambush, but I don’t see anyone breathing down your neck. I thought you’d be interested in clearing your reputation a little on a bad op. Investigate every possible lead so that you could prove the fault wasn’t yours.”


   “I’ve been getting nothing but flak from upper management! I have no idea why the special forces team never showed up. I have no idea how hostiles knew her squad would be there. Every decision that I make now is being second-guessed. I practically have to ask permission to pour myself a cup of coffee.”


  He pointed a finger at the chief. “And I don’t need any more people questioning me or my actions. Pompous higher-ups are bad enough as it is.” 


  While they exchanged a testy look, Braxton thought, so, he doesn’t know what Terret found out about the phony communications officer who hijacked Cassidy’s call. Or that the special forces team never received confirmation that they were in country. He doesn’t know any of it.


  Relief flooded him. That means I can trust my team. They’ve kept the information to themselves. Thank God.


  “If you’ll excuse me,” said Hensley finally. “I’m prepping for another assignment.”


  “The Guatemala op,” answered Braxton. 


  Hensley eyed him. That wasn’t common knowledge. 


  The chief, rarely one to “hide his cards” and show tact in complicated situations, stepped right to the desk. An unusually wild light sprang into his eyes.


  “I’m watching you, Hensley,” he seethed quietly. “Know this: I take the safety of my people very seriously. If anything happens to Ethan or Cassidy, you’re the first one I come after.”


  Chief Braxton held Hensley’s gaze a few seconds longer before turning and leaving the office. 


  After he was gone, Hensley grabbed a bottle of antacid from a top drawer of his desk and popped a couple into his mouth. He dropped into his chair and let out a long breath to steady himself. He felt uncomfortable and had a strong sense that Braxton possessed legitimate evidence against him. He also wouldn’t have made an appearance unless he’d already cleared his unofficial interrogation with upper management. 


  Oh man, if our bosses are onboard, thought Hensley.


  Things were beginning to look a little bleak for him.


  But I haven’t been detained, yet, he mused. Or formally interviewed. Braxton can’t have enough evidence, at least, right now. Maybe he’s just shaking the tree. 


  The worst thing Hensley could do right now was panic and act drastically. He took a few deep breaths to help his blood pressure return to a safe range. 


  Chief Braxton was trying to spook him into doing something incriminating. 


  Sorry, chief, he thought, picking up his cup of now lukewarm coffee. But I’ve got bigger problems than you.


   


         ✧	✧	✧     


   


  They were glad when they arrived in Huntington because it was time for lunch, and the morning’s activities had left them ravenous. 


  “I vote we eat first,” said Ethan. 


  “I second the motion,” added Cassidy. 


  “Food it is,” agreed Jason. 


  They found a restaurant and inhaled their meal in record time. Afterward, they found a park to stop in so Jason could call into work. He had turned his phone off after Cassidy called him during the excitement at the motel. Even now, he had doubts about using it. Sloan or someone working for him probably had Jason’s number. If he used it, he might give away their location.


  “It’ll be fine,” assured Ethan with unexpected encouragement. “We’ll try to keep it short. If we can’t, then we’ll deal with whatever happens.”


  Cassidy, now in the front passenger’s seat, gazed disinterestedly out the windshield. At Ethan’s remark, she had to fight to keep from smiling. His calm surety was another trait she had always appreciated.


  After a few breaths, Jason turned on his phone, called Chief Braxton, and put it on speaker.


  “Jason! Great Scot!” exclaimed his boss. “Where have you been?”


  “Around,” replied Jason, flinching at the chief’s tone. 


  “You left quite a mess in Philadelphia, and I just heard the news about an incident at a motel this morning.”


  “Philly was mostly my fault,” admitted Cassidy. “Ethan and I had some unwelcome friends following us around the city. Then we had some more company waiting for us at the hotel this morning.”


  “So, Agent Jones is okay and with you?”


  “Right here, sir,” replied Ethan. 


  “Finally, good news. Well, okay. I’ve got some info for you. Intelligence in Sudan found the bodies of a known warlord and his men in a ditch twenty miles from al Qadarif. A man matching Morgan Naphtali’s description was seen emptying a weapons cache belonging to the dead warlord. Also, someone matching Sloan’s description was spotted leaving that area around the same time. Word in the village is that the warlord hired Sloan for something. We don’t know for what exactly, but based on the chemical tests finally arriving from those burned-out buildings, we can safely assume it was for some kind of virus. There was no evidence of anything of that nature on the warlord’s remains or in their known hangouts.” 


  “Anyone have eyes on Naphtali?” asked Cassidy. 


  “Not presently, but we know he departed for Istanbul late last night. No one has seen Sloan, either. Cassidy, do you think he’d eventually make his way back to the US?”


  “I think there’s a very high probability of that, yes,” she replied. “He wants to be directly involved once his plans have progressed far enough and are nearing the final stages.”


  Cassidy rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “It’s difficult guessing how Sloan will use his new virus. I mean, the end game was always killing Jews and Christians. But if Naphtali is involved, too…”


  Her head tilted to one side as she became semi-abstracted. “Hmm. It might not hurt to contact the CDC and ask them to watch for clusters of outbreaks resembling hemorrhagic fever. That’s his favorite.”


  Silence filled the conversation for nearly a minute before the chief asked, “You think he’ll hit the US?”


  “It’s possible,” she answered, still staring out the windshield as her brain continued running calculations and probabilities. “Killing off my team is probably a subplan of his main plot. Seeing as how we’re in the US, he might come here, if he isn’t here already. Then again, that’s assuming that his plan has finally reached the point where he is directly involved in it.”


  “You said he has a weird religious fetish thing,” put in Ethan. “Will he do a test run before the actual attack?”


  “Very likely,” replied Cassidy. “The grand finale will target a large group somewhere. Historically, though, he tests his weapons of mass destruction on a smaller group or several small groups to be certain of a successful delivery method.”


  Braxton’s next comment was unworthy of writing down. He continued with, “The annoying thing is, that if we do detect a small group with a mystery illness, we’ll have another starting point to track him. Of course, that means—”


  “Other people will be sick or dead,” finished Jason. “And that means Sloan is already here.”


  “Would he trust an employee to complete trial runs?” asked Braxton. 


  Cassidy shook her head and finally blinked out of her distant musings. “No. He’ll want to do them himself. He gets a kick out of it.”


  “Okay. Well, I’ll have the team run more leads. We’ve been on the phone too long. Don’t tell me where you’re headed. Things are very strange here at headquarters.”


  Cassidy straightened. “No one on your team has been threatened or anything, have they?”


  “No, no. Everyone’s fine. Watch yourselves out there. Even I’m impressed at Sloan’s resources and how quickly he can make a move. Oh, but…try not to make any more messes.”


  The call ended, and Jason removed the battery from the phone. “Doubt that’ll matter now. That was a long call.”


  “It’ll be fine,” said Ethan breezily. 


  Cassidy looked back at him. “Already pining for more excitement?”


  Jason broke in. “Are we going to go visit your friend?”


  The corners of her mouth twitched upward. “I’m not sure you would appreciate his company. He’s not exactly a legitimate banker.”


  Ethan grinned and draped an arm across the backseat. “Every spy needs a money launderer. I love hanging out with you.”


  “Says the adrenaline junky,” smiled Cassidy before becoming more serious. “As much as I would enjoy the company of you two, there are a lot of cameras in the area. I know we’ll need to stop at a store, which will also have cameras, but I suggest you two hole up and lay low until I’m done. That way, we can postpone the next wave of attacks as long as possible.”


  Jason studied her. For once, she hadn’t issued an order. Instead, she had worded her statement in a way that invited his input. It dawned on him then that she was being nice to him.


  His suspicion awoke. In fact, Ethan was also being nice. He wondered what they had discussed earlier during the drive. After breaking out of his own thoughts, he’d heard their murmured conversation in what sounded like Russian. He also caught them looking at him occasionally. 


  Jason’s suspicion deepened. He didn’t believe either of them would pull a gun and shoot the others. Yet, something was off, and he didn’t trust them. Well, more accurately, he didn’t trust Cassidy.


  Cassidy had been digging around in her backpack. When Jason provided no answer one way or another, she stopped and looked at him. All amiability had left her expression, and she had again shifted into “work” mode. 


  They shared a long gaze before he shifted uncomfortably. 


  “I’m agreeable to that plan,” he said.


  Cassidy nodded. “Mind if I borrow your coat, Ethan?”


  Ethan took his off and tossed it to her. 


  She slid it on and popped her door open. “You boys behave and make good choices. I’ll find you later.”


  With those parting, motherly words, she slid out of the vehicle, closed the door, and walked off.


  “Did she ever scare you when you first started working with her?” asked Jason.


  Ethan snorted a laugh. “She still scares me sometimes.”


  Jason twisted around so he could look at him directly. “What did you two discuss earlier? On the way here?”


  The jocularity melted from Ethan’s expression as he regarded Jason. After a breath, he answered, “Plans. We were deciding the best course of action.”


  Jason held Ethan’s gaze before finally nodding. “Okay. I…guess I’m still having trouble trusting Cassidy, especially with the habit she has of just disappearing without saying anything.”


  Ethan gave a slow, understanding nod of his head. “Well…after the first week of working with her, I learned that she’s always on the move. I also learned to never get in her way. But…you can always rely on her to come through for you, even if she doesn’t do it in the way you think she should. You can trust her with your life.”


  His lopsided smile made a weak appearance. “I’m not going to lie. She is brutal and merciless in some ways.”


  A glint appeared in Ethan’s eyes. “Just be grateful she’s on our side.”


   


         ✧	✧	✧     


   


  He had just finished lunch with a client when she sat down in the chair opposite him. He was swallowing a mouthful of iced tea, and it nearly came out of his nose. 


  “Sheesh, Cassidy,” he chastised after he finished coughing. “Why do you do that to me?”


  She smiled. “Hello, James. How are you?” 


  “Just fine, thank you. What can I do for my favorite cute and mysterious client?”


  “I need to make a withdrawal,” replied Cassidy, still smiling. “As in, I need cash now.”


  James glanced around and leaned forward a little. “Well, it just so happens that the bank I use when I’m here in beautiful Huntington is just up the road. Because I like you so much, I’ll transfer the necessary money to my account, and you can use funds from my private vault.”


  This was code for: there’s a place up the road where I keep large amounts of cash. When I get to a computer, I’ll transfer funds from your account to mine, and you can take the cash you need now. 


  “You know how to make my day, James,” replied Cassidy, smile growing into a grin. 


  “By the way,” he side noted as he signed the receipt for the meal. “How did you know I was here?”


  Cassidy chuckled. “If I told you that, I wouldn’t be nearly as mysterious.”


  This time, James smiled. 


  It had taken some time to find a “banker” she could stomach and was relieved to find James. He was to the point, pleasant to deal with, had a sense of hygiene and style, and never asked questions. 


  For a money launderer, he was alright. 


   




  Chapter 16


  Skilled in Some Areas, Lacking in Others


   


  The afternoon wore on, and Cassidy hadn’t contacted Jason or Ethan. 


  Jason glanced at his watch and debated whether they should run into the store. He had no idea how Cassidy was going to find them.


  A tap on the front passenger window made him lurch. He unlocked the doors, and Cassidy opened the rear passenger one. With a heave, she tossed a duffel onto the floor.


  Upon giving her a once over, Jason saw no new scratches or fresh blood on her knuckles. Therefore, he deduced that she must have managed a meeting without getting into a physical altercation. 


  “How much did you get?” asked Ethan. 


  “Fifteen,” she replied. “It’ll do for now.” 


  Ethan arranged their packs on the seat, and Cassidy began dividing the money so the weight was distributed.


  “You guys get what you need from the store, yet?” she asked.


  “No. We were waiting to see when you’d show up,” answered Ethan. 


  She glanced at Jason, who had remained silent. “Shall we run in and get what we need so we can get out of here?”


  “We?” asked Ethan with feigned surprise. “Are you actually going to let me go into the store?”


  Cassidy cocked an eyebrow. “I thought you might need to walk off some of that breakfast.”


  “How thoughtful of you, commander.”


  As they walked into the store, Cassidy said, "I'm going to head over to electronics to get some more burners." 


  She meandered a minute through the aisles before doubling back. After checking Ethan and Jason’s location, she exited the store and returned to the SUV. She had made sure to keep her door unlocked. 


  Cassidy finished distributing the cash and slid the assassin’s rifle into the soft case she had folded into the money duffel. Next, she walked around the vehicle and tried not to look too suspicious as she ran her fingers along it. Inside the rear bumper, she found what she expected to find: a small tracking device. One of the assassins must have planted it during the night.


  She didn’t remove it, yet. Instead, she taped another already-charged burner phone beside it then climbed back inside the SUV. 


  After making sure she had everything, Cassidy grabbed her backpack and the rifle in its case. She locked the door then strode across the parking lot, heading to the west side of town. 


   


         ✧	✧	✧     


   


  Twenty minutes later, Jason and Ethan returned to the SUV. They hadn’t found Cassidy again before checking out but didn’t want to stay in the open. 


  However, they didn’t have to wonder where she was for long. A gas receipt sat on the driver’s seat. On the back of the receipt was a scribbled note that read: Don’t wait up.


  Jason turned, searching the parking lot even though he knew she wouldn’t be there. His heart began pounding. His hands became slick with sweat, and he realized he was mildly panicked and incredulous. He was uncertain why he was surprised at another one of Cassidy’s disappearing tricks. Perhaps he had mistakenly thought that they had an understanding now. 


  Maybe this explains why she was being nice, he thought darkly. She knew she was going to disappear and—


  “The rifle’s gone,” reported Ethan from the backseat. “So is her pack.”


  Jason said nothing as he climbed behind the wheel and started the vehicle. He fumed as they drove west. 


  “You get used to it,” remarked Ethan apathetically. “Like I said before, though: she always comes through. This is just how she works best.”


  “I don’t know how you put up with her.”


  Ethan merely smiled. “She’s one of the best, Jason, even if you don’t agree with her methods. Besides, you don’t think much of it when you trust someone. We never once believed that she was going to hang us out to dry. She just has a way of seeing things before they happen. She knows what she has to do to get everyone into position to ensure the best outcome of the mission.”


  He stretched his arms over his head and chuckled. “But I’ll admit that it doesn’t do much for her people skills.”


  Jason managed a half-smile. He was still grasping the fact that Cassidy had up and left. The reality of the situation was also beginning to weigh on him. His backup was gone. It was just him between Ethan and an incredibly resourceful enemy. Jason’s stomach tightened.


  Thanks a lot, Cassidy, he thought, frowning out the window. The next time we see each other, I’m going to have some very choice words for you.


  With some effort, he refocused his heated resentment.


  Jason glanced in the rearview mirror. “Say, Ethan…would you mind telling me about some of your field training? The actual training and your survival skills and whatnot. I’m curious how it differs from mine.”


  Ethan’s face brightened at once. “Sure thing.”


  Jason concluded that, if perhaps he learned about some of the training Cassidy’s elite buddies had, he could better understand her line of thinking. He also thought, if I’m able to show her that I at least have the same kind of spy knowledge she does, then maybe, just maybe, she’ll see that I’m someone worthy enough to share plans with.


   


   




  Chapter 17


  Bringer of Unrest 


   


  It was another late, sunny morning in Tripoli, Lebanon and warm despite the fact it was fall. Devote local Muslims were preparing for noon prayers, and life was moving right along. 


  A deafening bang rocked the north side of the city, and the shockwave made the ground lurch. It took everyone a few seconds to understand what was happening as black smoke rolled into the hazy blue sky.


  Realization dawned on them. People began running about, some towards the scene of the incident, others away.


  Meanwhile, a mosque was attacked in Cairo, Egypt, as well as one in Isfahan, Iran.


  From a distance, Morgan Naphtali watched smoke rise over Cairo. He let out a steady breath, relieved things had gone well. As any terrorist or insurgent group knew, it took massive amounts of resources and logistics to carry out a single, successful attack. 


  Having a vast network across six continents proved exceedingly beneficial for spreading unrest. Anywhere people were killing each other, they were always happy to hear when he was passing through their area.


  Of course, Naphtali would never tell anyone he had instigated these new attacks. He may have been ruthless, but he wasn’t crazy. He didn’t have a death wish by bombing or beheading. The ideas for attacks and the resources supplied to carry them out couldn’t be directly traced back to him either by word of mouth or electronically.


  He would, however, leak false information to radical Islamist groups that it just might have been zealous Christian organizations behind the bombings. 


  Naphtali allowed himself a little smile. There was nothing like creating a little unrest, and there was much more to come. 


   




  Chapter 18


  A Friendly but Scary Shadow


   


  Five hours after the overseas attacks, the sun rose in Kentucky. 


  Jason and Ethan stopped in Georgetown, a small town with every store one needed situated right off the highway. 


  They visited the Wal-Mart Supercenter to grab a few essential items. They also wanted to stretch their legs. 


  The majority of their conversations had focused on special forces and spy talk. For someone wanting to learn out of resentment, Jason found much of Ethan’s information interesting.


  In the store, Jason bought a few hundred more rounds of ammo in the hunting and camping section, then found a book of US roadmaps. Using a GPS or any other sort of device that could be tracked was out of the question. Ethan suggested Mexico, so to Mexico they would go. 


  In the meantime, Ethan moseyed to electronics because there was no such thing as too many burner phones. 


  Neither of them noticed the three men watching them from different areas of the store and gradually edging closer.


  To his credit, Jason sensed something wrong. Ethan’s naturally relaxed personality made it difficult to gauge if he knew something was amiss.


  Also unbeknownst to them, Cassidy was nearby. She had tucked her hair under a hat and kept the collar of her vest up to hide her face. 


  She glanced behind her. One of the assassins sat unconscious and leaning against a clothes rack. She had forced another to sleep near the entrance. The current situation didn’t presently require lethal force. Besides, that made a mess, and she aimed to stay on amicable terms with Braxton.


  Jason appeared ahead and on her left. He and Ethan looked at each other, then to a man nearby pretending to read a list in his hand. 


  The man, knowing he had been spotted, walked away. 


  Casually, he and Ethan slipped toward one of the doors at the back with an “employees only” sign on it. 


   In this situation, they didn’t want to go out the front entrance. More faces meant more unknowns to watch for. Now, if they were being chased by law enforcement, a crowd was great. But this was a different type of game, and they wanted to see the enemy coming before being stabbed.


  They pushed through the large double doors and shoved each other away as a bullet plinked into the door. They heard no gunshot, meaning the gunman had a suppressor. 


  Staying crouched, they made their way to the first aisle. They paused at the end of the floor-to-ceiling metal rack that held overstocked inventory. 


  Jason kicked Ethan into the aisle and threw himself to the right as the first assassin appeared around the next rack. Upon recognizing that Jason wasn’t the target, he hastily turned down the aisle. 


  Breaking from cover, Jason closed the distance between them in mere strides. He kept his weapon holstered. His gun didn’t have a suppressor, and he didn’t want anyone calling the police.


  The assassin spun when Jason, who moved with surprising silence, was almost on top of him. Jason dodged the first jab and deflected the second but not the kick to his stomach. Swatting the next swing away, he grabbed the assassin’s arm and twisted it awkwardly. 


  The man pivoted around and elbowed Jason in the face. 


  He remained lucid enough to throw his knee into the man’s gut. He may not have had the speed of some of his counterparts at the academy, but he had sheer strength and power on his side. 


  The assassin nearly dropped to his knees before Jason slid around behind him and put him in a headlock. He was unconscious seconds later, and Jason snatched up his suppressed gun. 


  A commotion made Jason spin into a crouch with his weapon raised. A body slumped at the end of the aisle. Another assassin. 


  But wait, he thought confusedly. Ethan’s over—


  He glanced over his shoulder. He spotted Ethan in time to see him drop another assailant and shoot him with the assassin’s suppressed weapon. 


  Jason didn’t have time to consider this strange development as he turned and sprinted down the aisle. 


  As for Ethan, he was getting along quite nicely. After shooting the assassin in front of him, he secured his new firearm behind his back and wedged through his belt. Uncomfortable, but not nearly as uncomfortable, or hazardous, as stuffing it into the front of his waistband.


  Ethan stalked down the aisle. After having been banned from dangerous activities and stuck in a vehicle for two days, he was more than ready for a fight. 


  He spotted one shadow ahead and another on the other side of the rack, near the end. With total silence, he climbed onto the first tall shelf and disappeared behind a row of large boxes. 


  A noise, like a faint grunt, came from somewhere ahead on the right. It drew the attention of the two assassins who appeared at the end of the row. A large, heavy box from the shelf struck him and sent him staggering.


  Ethan tackled the second man and enjoyed slamming him to the floor. He then kicked the first man away before pinning the man under him and throat-punching him so hard his trachea seized and began suffocating him.


  The other assailant had holstered his weapon as Ethan advanced toward him. They exchanged a quick series of decisive jabs and almost danced down the aisle.


  The singular fact the assassins knew about Ethan was that he had been part of an elite squad. Well, anyone could say they had “special training,” but it was entirely different to use it and test one’s skills against it.


  The target’s eyes were focused and bright, and he didn’t notice the blows the assassin landed. He barely flinched, which meant he’d had some form of desensitization. A punch still hurt, but it was familiar pain and a discomfort he knew.


  In the final moves, Ethan latched onto the assassin’s right wrist, and then his left before landing a powerful kick in his sternum. He fell to the floor with the wind knocked out of him. 


  Ethan kicked him in the side to give him something to think about as Jason appeared at the far end of the aisle. 


  “Quit playing around,” he scowled.


  With distaste on his face, Ethan pulled the gun from behind his back and pistol-whipped the assassin into unconsciousness. 


  Another assailant appeared at the end of the rack. No one heard the shot before he collapsed to the floor. 


  Ethan and Jason glanced at each other before jogging to the body. They looked around the corner to the left and spotted one of the back doors cracked open. They crossed to it, and Jason cautiously opened it wider.


  Slumped and unconscious against the wall sat three more assailants, all bound with duct tape. 


  “Ah, the handiwork of Cassidy Jackson,” said Ethan as they ran along the rear of the building and made for their vehicle. 


  “I never even saw her,” added Jason, eyes sweeping the parking lot. 


  “And you won’t until she wants you to.”


  Jason was finally beginning to grasp the scope of Cassidy’s skills. He also realized she hadn’t abandoned them; she was shadowing them. From a distance, she could better spot the threats and react accordingly. 


  He reluctantly admitted his new respect for her and her abilities. Ethan and Cassidy herself had been right when they said she was designed to work alone. 


  Jason wondered what an entire team of Cassidy’s could do. 


  Whoa, he shook his head when they stopped at the SUV, now there’s a terrifying thought.


   


         ✧	✧	✧     


   


  From inside her vehicle, she watched Ethan and Jason enter the SUV and return to the highway.


  Well, that was a fun little exercise, thought Cassidy, pulling out her phone and scrolling through the contacts list.  


  The numbers were compliments of Jason, whose phone she had again lifted from his coat pocket before leaving. She knew some shady people in the area and received an exceptional deal on the latest Smartphone. She had swapped out the SIM cards, saved the numbers, switched them back, and then promptly broke Jason’s phone. 


   She found the number she wanted and hit “send.” 


  After several rings, a rather excitable voice answered. “Special Agent Stayton, how are you, sir? Out saving the day?”


  “Hey, Robbie, this is Cassidy Jackson.”


  A bout of silence before, “Oh, what can I do for you, uh, ma’am? Where’s Jason?”


  “He’s busy,” she replied, watching two police cruisers with lights flashing pull in front of the store. “I need you to check out a cell number for me. The owner received a text from a blocked number.”


  “Annnd you want me to identify it?”


  Cassidy gave him the number from the motel assassin’s cell.


  “Okay, well, I have the sender’s number, but it’s no longer active.”


  That was unsurprising. 


  “Can you check and see if that number sent texts to any other phones?”


  “Just a sec…yeah, to three other phones. Two are out of service, but the third is still active.”


  That piqued her interest. “What’s the location?”


  There came a hesitant pause. “Is this legal?”


  “It’s one of those life-or-death situations, Robbie,” answered Cassidy as a pair of ambulances arrived. “And I have reasonable suspicion that the owners of these phones aren’t American citizens and are in this country illegally…and not for the purpose of sampling our fast-food venues. Anyone giving you aggravation will answer to me. Now: the location?”


  “North of Georgetown, Kentucky, heading south,” blurted Robbie.


  “Does that phone have a GPS that allows for minute-by-minute tracking?” asked Cassidy, starting her decade-old, nondescript sedan. 


  “Yes, it gives general location of the user.”


  “Oh good,” she chimed. “I have an app for that.”


  A minute later, she watched an icon on the screen of her phone moving south on I-75. 


  “Thank you, Robbie,” said Cassidy, pulling around to the rear of the parking lot. “And if you know what’s good for you, you’ll wipe the searches you did for the phones and the record of this call from the system. You follow?”


  “Uh, yes…ma’am. Soon as we hang up.”


  Cassidy ended the call and tossed the phone into the cup holder with a sigh. Technology these days…


   




  Chapter 19


  A Touch of Flu


   


  They thought it was a touch of flu since it was the season. But by the third day, they were so sick all they could do was lie barely conscious on the floor. Fever raged through their bodies, and their muscles ached fiercely. 


  And then the bleeding came. 


  Dave, on the floor of the living room, couldn’t remember how or when he had gotten there. The fever made his mind too groggy. He knew he needed to get to a phone, but it was in the kitchen and so far away. 


  He managed to crawl a foot before terrible pain seized his stomach, and he wretched up blackish crimson. With tremendous effort, he lifted his head and looked down the hall. His wife, Becky, lie unmoving against the wall and halfway to their son’s room.


  Henry, he thought. Oh God in heaven, what’s happening?


  “You don’t look like you’re feeling too well, Dave.”


  Dave looked up to see a man wearing a face shield and leaning against the edge of the kitchen counter. He already wore one pair of latex gloves, but he snapped on another pair before casually approaching. 


  Dave, taking short, careful breaths because deeper ones hurt his stomach, groaned as he slumped onto his side. “Help,” he said hoarsely. “Mm…my wife.”


  The unknown man squatted beside Dave and pressed his fingers against the side of his neck to check his pulse. 


  “About that,” said the man, “there’s nothing anyone can do for her, or you, for that matter. As for your son, well…he’s already dead.” 


  Sloan watched with great interest at the deep pain that twisted onto Dave’s face, a pain not from his physical condition.


   “Yes. I’m afraid this virus is particularly hard on children.” 


  Dave hitched a breath and choked out a cough before vomiting more blood. 


  Sloan stood and glanced down the hall. “I’m afraid none of your other church friends will be coming to your aid, either. Seems they all caught the same bug you did. You didn’t happen to drink any water or coffee at church this past Sunday, did you?” 


  Confusion mixed with agony fell over Dave’s face as his foggy mind attempted to comprehend. A wave of immeasurable pain gripped his stomach, compliments of his hemorrhaging organs. “Oh, God,” he groaned.


  “Yes, where is your God?” asked Sloan coolly before walking over to check Becky. “Although, you really should feel flattered that you’re suffering this fate.”


  The woman was barely breathing and would likely be dead by nightfall. 


  As Sloan returned to Dave, he continued, “Unless you’re just one of those Sunday Christians. You know, get all dressed up, be on your best behavior as you walk inside that cute little building, and smile and pretend like everything is just perfect?”


  He stopped in front of him and tilted his head to one side. “You don’t do that, do you? Put your time in on Sunday, then go through your week like everyone else without even trying to live your faith?”


  Sloan huffed a laugh. “I mean, if you’re just pretending and aren’t going to live it…why believe in anything, anyway?”


  He pulled off the top pair of gloves. “And if that’s the case, then I do apologize for this excruciating death because I don’t want to waste my efforts on fake Christians.” 


  Sloan crouched beside Dave. “You know why? Because they’re not a real threat to me. The ones who do truly believe, though…”


  His face darkened and abstracted. “They’re the ones I want. There’s just something…indescribably euphoric about killing those who pose a threat to you.”


  He shrugged from his thoughts and stood. 


  “I do hope you’re right with God, Dave,” he said, looking at his watch, “because in another few hours you’ll be standing face-to-face with Him.”


   




  Chapter 20


  Run & Becoming a Threat


   


  Jason left the main highway and jumped onto a side road winding through the hills. He knew of a safe house two hours from this area. Maybe they could crash early because he really needed more than a couple hours of fitful sleep. 


  They pulled into a small gas station/restaurant mid-afternoon to take a break. They were just taking in the “closed” sign in the window when a black truck roared around the turn ahead. An SUV came from behind. Both slid sideways and effectively blocked the two-lane road. 


  Jason’s eyes darted to the trees. No. Too thick to drive around.


  By the time the two vehicles stopped, Jason and Ethan had grabbed their gear and leaped from their SUV. 


  The two targets were halfway across the gravel parking lot when the first man exited the truck. He took two steps and collapsed. 


  Another team member in the backseat lined up a shot through the rolled-down window. A sniper round hit him in the chest before he could fire his first shot.


  This kept the unfriendlies busy long enough for Jason and Ethan to make it to the edge of the lot and disappear into the trees. 


   


  


   


  Cassidy had been watching both Jason’s and the unknown assassin’s progress on her phone. When she saw Jason exit the main highway, and the second vehicle ahead of them turn back, she knew another assassination attempt was in motion. 


  The situation was all a matter of weighing risks. Staying on the highway meant a higher chance of them being picked off because the enemy could better predict their exact location. However, side roads meant they were more isolated, which might embolden their adversaries. 


  Jason’s choice was not an error. Another assault had been inevitable.


  As such, Cassidy had followed Jason for a time, estimating how long they had been driving and when they would need fuel. Not thirty minutes earlier, she had blown past Jason on the road. After spotting the gas station, she ditched her car further up the way and doubled back to the area. 


  Now here everyone was. The larger assault team wasn’t surprising. The failure of solo and paired assassins had required a change of tactic. 


  If the good guys survived this attempt, they would probably have a small breather while Sloan and Naphtali gathered more troops. 


  After Jason and Ethan ran into the woods, Cassidy stood and began moving to different vantage points. 


  The teams had obviously figured out there was a sniper on the hillside. They did their best to move quickly and use the gas station as cover. 


  Cassidy picked off two enemy operators before seven others made it to the trees and gave chase to their target.


   


         ✧    


   


  Jason and Ethan slid down a steep rise as a spray of bullets pelted the trees. 


  “I’d say they have the advantage of firepower this round,” whispered Ethan, eyeing the forest. “We should split up.”


  “Divide and conquer,” replied Jason quietly. 


  He didn’t like it for obvious reasons, but it was the best move for them. Plus, he had witnessed Ethan’s skills. They also knew Cassidy was somewhere nearby.


  Jason nodded and broke left as Ethan went right. They each intentionally made noise to draw the attention of the teams as they appeared through the trees. 


  As planned, the teams split, four heading to the right and three to the left. 


  Ethan stopped nearby and stood watching in the semi-darkness created by the forest and thick cloud cover.


  The four walked past his position in the thicket, and he stalked after them with weapon ready. The enemy to the farthest left turned to scan behind them, and Ethan dropped him with a single shot. 


  The sound of a body falling onto the leaves drew the attention of his comrades. The second man fell as the group spotted their attacker. 


  Ethan didn’t retreat and did the opposite instead. He advanced toward them, darting between trees as several gunshots missed him by inches. His current strategy was to prevent his enemy from splitting and flanking him.


  He kept a line of trees between him and the two assailants and ran hard the final dozen feet. He ducked behind the last tree between them, grabbed it, and swung around, landing a mighty kick to the assassin’s stomach. The man was still stumbling when Ethan swiped away the gun and shoved him into his companion.


  Both staggered as Ethan drew his gun again. The man he kicked dropped into a crouch as he pulled the trigger, and Ethan shot his companion. The body was still falling when the remaining assassin tackled Ethan. 


  They wrestled awkwardly as they tumbled down a short rise. With a growl, Ethan planted his boots into the gut of his opponent and restored a little distance. 


  He lost his first firearm along the way but didn’t have time to pull the second one from its holster. He ducked the knife, then deflected a quick jab before skittering back on his toes to miss a swipe meant for his stomach. 


  The assailant pushed him up the hill they had tumbled down. The man struck and jabbed so quickly that it was difficult to keep track of the knife.


  At the next swing, Ethan managed to grab one of his wrists. But it was the wrong one. He avoided the brunt of the stab, but the blade still caught him across the chest. 


  He latched onto the wrist holding the knife and deflected a punch from the other fist. He had to knee the man several times before he relinquished his hold on the blade.


  Ethan elbowed him in the face, snapping the assailant’s head to the side before turning and finishing the fight with one more swipe. 


  He didn’t have time to appreciate his victory. Someone clamped a hand over his mouth and locked his head in place with the other arm. 


  “Easy, Ethan. It’s me.”


  It took a second for his brain to identify the voice. Only after his muscles relaxed did the unknown person release him. 


  “Look at you,” said Cassidy, gazing down at the body. "Taking care of business."


  “Yeah, I learned a thing or two from my commanding officer,” replied Ethan with a wink.


  “Let’s move. Jason’s just over the next hill.”


  Ethan tossed the knife into the brush and picked up the gun he had dropped near the top of the rise. “You know, he is a good guy and pretty handy in a fight, too.”


  Cassidy smiled faintly as she checked the magazine in her gun. “You’re right. He is.”


  Together, they lifted into a jog and made for the next hill.


   


           ✧    


   


  Jason grabbed the assailant by the straps of his body armor and threw him into his teammate. They stumbled, pushed away from each other, and flanked the agent. 


  Jason gripped the handle of the knife, which he had taken from the first assassin. 


  The pair in front of him both wielded knives. 


  He flinched towards the man on the right, making him swing. Jason immediately brought his knife around and stabbed him deeply in the lower arm. Using reverse momentum, he simultaneously kicked the second assassin. His knife clipped Jason’s side, but it could have been a lot worse. 


  He ducked the counter swing from the assassin on his right and pivoted back. This put him into his enemy’s space, and he slammed his elbow into the side of his head. The move left Jason open and earned him a nasty gash across the chest. But the maneuver dazed the assailant behind him, and he pulled him around, using him as a shield. 


  His comrade was already advancing as Jason stabbed him in the neck and shoved the body at him. 


  The remaining assassin dodged around it as he lobbed his knife. 


  Jason pitched sideways, and the blade just missed him. He sensed he would be behind on the draw, but he still pulled his sidearm as he rolled to his knees.


  He was right. He found himself staring down the barrel of a gun as the assassin squeezed the trigger—and collapsed to the ground. 


  Twisting around, Jason saw Cassidy and Ethan moving swiftly down the hillside. They mirrored each other perfectly with weapons raised as they stalked quietly forward with strides in sync. Even their expressions were identical. 


  They pulled up on either side of him as Jason stood. 


  “Nice to see you again,” said Jason with a less-than-pleasant tone as he holstered his weapon. 


  “You’re welcome, by the way,” replied Cassidy curtly, expression growing sullen as she eyed the long wound across his chest. 


  She didn’t meet his eyes as she turned for the road. “We should move along.”


  Ethan fell into stride with her, and Jason followed a few steps behind. Ethan looked at the gash along his arm. “Looks like you won’t be the only one who gets a battle scar out of this.” 


  They stopped at the crest of the steep hill overlooking the gas station and parking lot. The two enemy vehicles were still parked in the road and bodies lay on the ground. Law enforcement hadn’t arrived, yet.


  When they reached the parking lot and started for the SUV, Jason cleared his throat and drifted away. 


  Cassidy glanced at Ethan before following. 


  Taking the hint, Ethan continued to the SUV and climbed in.


  Cassidy slung the rifle off her shoulder, along with her pack, and set them on the ground. Jason dropped his backpack as she resolutely crossed her arms. 


  “First, how did you know where we were and that there would be another assassination attempt?” asked Jason, folding his arms, too. 


  “Process of elimination,” answered Cassidy. “And the fact I taped a burner phone inside the rear fender so I could track you…right next to the tracker the assailants had planted.” 


  Incredulity seized Jason’s face before he pulled in a sharp breath and shoved his hands onto his hips. He took another breath, looked away, and shook his head.


  “What do I have to do before you’ll let me in on your personal plans?” he asked finally. “You didn’t feel the need to let me know we were being tracked? Or how about just letting me in on your plan so I could at least have some warning?”


  Cassidy, unsure why he was distraught, answered. “A lot of times I’m piecing together a plan as I go and either don’t know for sure what I’m going to do, or I don’t have the time to explain. Second, if you knew what I was going to do, then it would change how you naturally react to situations. I rely on the way I’m reasonably sure you’ll respond to events as they come. Does that make…some sort of sense?”


  “I guess,” replied Jason, glancing across the road. “But I still don’t like being left in the dark.”


  “I never said you had to like it,” countered Cassidy, turning her head slightly as she eyed him. “I just expect you to trust me a little.”


  That made Jason’s eyebrows go up.


   “Oh? And how can I do that when you keep disappearing and leaving me to fly blindly into situations like this one?” he asked, voice rising. “Combat skills are great. You’ve got us all beat, but that’s not all that matters, Cassidy. You’ve got a thing or two to learn about teamwork. It requires regular communication and working with, you know, your partner!”


  His innate misunderstanding of Cassidy and her motives touched a deep nerve. She remained determined not to show it, though, and consciously activated her defense mode. Her gaze visibly darkened, and her jaw muscles flexed.


  “I will do whatever I have to, to protect a member of my team,” she said with venom. “Because right now, the only thing that’s keeping me from going to pieces is making sure Ethan stays alive. So, forgive me if I don’t care about working on my people skills right now. I’m focused on other things. I’ll come and go as I need to because that’s the best way I know how to keep him safe.”


  She took a step towards him. “And I still don’t have to answer to you.”


  “I see,” said Jason, lowering his voice and leaning closer still. “I’m just another asset, then? I’m just some guy who drives people around, maybe gets shot at every now and then, and if I die in the process, it’s not a big deal? I’m expendable, and you won’t have a problem finding a replacement?”


  “I did save your life,” answered Cassidy, a warning flickering in her eyes. 


  Jason laid on the tone. “Yeah, out of pure necessity.” 


  His words had continued hitting that nerve and sending deep pings through her. His final, spiteful jab sent a rush of tingly pain across her chest, and she saw red.


  Cassidy throttled him. It sent him reeling, and he stumbled into a sitting position.


  “What do you want me to say, Jason?” she shouted. “Your job is to protect people. So yeah, I would kind of expect you to keep Ethan safe whether that means driving across the country or climbing Mount Everest. It’s your job, and you do it. And if you meant nothing to me, and I seriously saw you as just another asset…I’da let that assassin shoot you back there in the woods.”


  After shaking the rest of the fog away, Jason stood a little unsteadily. When he met Cassidy’s gaze, he saw moisture glistening in her eyes. But it wasn’t from sadness or frustration. It was from pure rage. 


  “And I am sick and I am tired of you, and everyone like you, who questions every one of my moves,” she continued voice thickening with emotion. “And you still don’t understand the measures necessary to survive when you’re dealing with someone like Sloan.”


  Cassidy nodded at the SUV. “Ethan, he gets it. Other spies, black ops, special forces, people who have seen the darkest side of human nature—and have to do terrible things so everyone back home can continue living in their safe little bubbles…they get it.”


  She looked him over with great indignation on her face. “Then I come here, and every other person assumes and judges me and my methods when they have no idea— ”


  BANG!


  They dove to the ground. Jason instinctively wrapped an arm across Cassidy’s shoulders and pulled her to him, shielding her. 


  Shards of metal, ash, and other bits of debris rained down on them. Dust hung thickly in the air as Cassidy pushed Jason off her and sat up. There was very little left of the SUV, now engulfed in flames. 


  Ears ringing, her eyes searched the parking lot, thinking maybe, somehow, Ethan had gotten out. But as seconds ticked past, the realization set in that he was gone, and Cassidy went numb. 


  She tried getting to her feet, but her legs wouldn’t hold her, and she sank to her knees. That was it, then. Ethan had ended up like Bennett and Sharp and Alcom. All her efforts had proved pointless. 


  I failed, breathed the thought through her mind. God in heaven, I failed.


  Jason could only sit there wondering about a great many things. How did they…how could…how could we have anticipated that? 


  Meanwhile, Cassidy was thinking, they must have planted the bomb when everyone ran into the woods.


  She smacked her fists against her head. I should have known! I should have checked!


  Jason looked at Cassidy. Anger etched itself into every line of her face. Silent tears slid down her face as she met his gaze. The pain in those eyes ran deep, very deep, and this time, she didn’t bother trying to hide it. 


  I failed. Ethan’s faith in me was faulty. I let him down. He always looked out for me. He…really was my friend. He was my friend, and I let him die.


  The pain she felt swelled beyond her capacity to feel, and she went cold.


  Jason watched as the color drained from her face and grey exhaustion took hold. She stared into the flaming wreckage and look very much like a ghost.


  Jason turned his attention to the gray sky when the faint sound of a helicopter reached their ears. 


  The phone in Cassidy’s coat pocket rang. Moving like someone caught in a dream, she pulled it out, pressed a button, and put the call on speaker.


  “Hello, Cassidy. It’s been a while.”


  Jason saw her visibly shudder at the sound of the voice.


  “I’d run if I were you,” continued the male voice. “Unless you want to give up right now. That would be the best for everyone. Just let me know when you want all of this to stop.”


  Click. The call ended, and she let the phone slip from her fingers.


  The helicopter came nearer.


  Ethan’s dead and that means Cassidy’s at the top of Sloan’s list, crashed the thought through Jason’s mind. 


  Before he knew what he was doing or why, he scrambled to his feet and grabbed his backpack. 


  “Come on,” he said. “That’s probably an extraction team.”


  “If we run, then you’re dead, too,” she said, tone flat.


  He slid to a stop and looked back at Cassidy. “You don’t need to protect me, Jackson. Besides, I’m not the one who needs protecting right now.” 


  She gave no further response and remained where she sat. Her head lowered, and her shoulders slumped in defeat. 


  She was going to let herself be taken, Jason realized. She’ll run herself into the ground, he heard Terret say. I’ve seen it before, usually when dealing with loss. 


  He believed that’s what she had been doing the past two days, running on afterburners. Now, her mission to protect Ethan had ended. She was the only one left, and she didn’t have the energy to fight for herself. 


  Perhaps she thinks her dying will be a kind of penance for her perceived failure, thought Jason. Even though this isn’t her fault.


  He crossed to her. 


  “You’re not giving up, not now,” he ordered sternly. 


  Jason sank to a knee in front of her. He leaned forward until her eyes flicked to his. “I will not let you hand yourself over to them, and if I have to carry you out of here, I will.”


  A painful second ticked by before she stiffly slid a leg under her. Jason hooked a hand under her arm and gently helped her up. 


  Cassidy said nothing as she grabbed her backpack. 


  This time, Jason took the rifle and slung it over his shoulder. She didn’t protest. 


  Then, together, they turned west and ran. 


   




  Chapter 21


  Counterattack & Better Uses


   


  London, England


  The neighborhood stood in silence as the pleasant evening hours lengthened. 


  The only movement came from people exiting one specific residence. Out of habit, they studied the street lined with terraced houses. Nothing seemed out of place, and they went on their way. 


  An explosion and the resulting shockwave demolished the house and shattered the peaceful night. A nearby car erupted into flames and smoke a second later.


  The explosions triggered the alarms of vehicles down the entire block. Lights in other residences began turning on in rapid succession. The police arrived shortly after to find burning debris and bodies strewn everywhere. All victims were members of a local church.


  Another unusual late-night attack also struck Christian believers in Paris, France, whose population had rapidly become a Muslim majority. 


  It hadn’t taken much for Naphtali to excite the Islamist radicals into action. They were already swearing revenge after their mosques were bombed. All he had to do was give them a little more inspiration to act. Hence, why he hired a team to plant bombs outside the London terrace and in Paris. His hope was that someone making the first move would motivate bloodthirsty men to take over with future attacks.


  He was in Turkey now. He had to wait another few hours before initiating the second part of the plan. He didn’t have to wait that long before hearing that terrorist cells, far-right and religious extremists, across Europe were already buzzing about the London and Paris attacks.


  Naphtali looked at his watch then stretched his arms over his head and placed his feet on the coffee table of the penthouse suite. 


  If his plans held, three more attacks would commence shortly. After that, what any radical group, religious, environmental or otherwise wasn’t his concern. 


  He smiled to himself. In just a short time, Europe and the Middle-East would be bathing in blood and at each other’s throats.


  It really is too easy, he thought as his smile broadened into a grin.


   


         ✧	✧	✧     


   


  Across the Atlantic, Sloan was quite pleased. Naphtali had been right in that his team wouldn’t fail in the next assassination attempt. 


  The team leader watched the ambush at the gas station unfold. Once the pursuit moved into the trees, he crossed the road and planted the bomb under the SUV. It had been a failsafe maneuver. Sloan was tired of wasting resources on Ethan.


  Everything turned out perfectly. Jason, Cassidy, and Ethan survived the initial ambush. Instead of all three piling into the SUV, Jason and Cassidy stepped aside. Their discussion proved entertaining for the team leader, especially when Cassidy decked Jason.


  But time was wasting, and the extraction team was holding their position a few miles away. Cassidy and Jason were far enough not to be incinerated by the explosion or killed by the shockwave, so the team leader pressed the magic button. 


  He and Sloan were glad to be finished with that part of the plan. At first, he thought he might have to follow them around and wait until Cassidy was a safe distance away before detonating the bomb.


  Presently, Sloan watched the footage he had asked the lead assassin to record. He became keenly interested in what happened immediately after the explosion. 


  A sick sort of smile twisted onto his face. Cassidy looked completely defeated and probably would have given up right there if it hadn’t been for Jason. 


  He thoughtfully ran a finger over his mouth as he observed Jason. He knelt in front of her and said something that motivated her to her feet. Although his job was to protect people, the role of “protector” was engraved in his nature. 


  A good, upright man.


  Sloan’s head tilted to one side. Yet, there was something more behind his body language. 


  A grin spread over his face before he wheezed a laugh. “Dear me, Special Agent Stayton, getting a little attached, are we? My friend, nothing good will come of that.”


  The last of the footage showed Jason and Cassidy disappearing into the woods.


  Sloan stood and walked to the window of the hotel suite. 


  On one hand, he mused, Jason interfered with the plan by convincing Cassidy to flee.


  One side of his mouth twisted upward in a kind of silent snarl as a wave of anger rolled through his stomach. How dare a stupid little pawn disrupt my plans.


  The anger passed as Sloan continued considering Jason. Naturally, he had ordered a thorough background investigation on him. The man had always had that protective streak, and it became amplified after he married and had a daughter. Allegedly, he professed to be a Christian believer. 


  And now he has committed to interfering, concluded Sloan. He has become…rather a threat.


  He snorted as disgust wrinkled his expression. That was the annoying thing about true believers: they couldn’t just give up. Cassidy would have because she had been running herself into the ground for months. She had also lost her entire team in a very short amount of time. 


  And, of course, Jason couldn’t just leave her there. Then again…Cassidy didn’t simply let Jason get shot. She and Ethan also could have ditched him and gone off grid. There’s mutual loyalty there and maybe…something more?


  Such a suggestion wasn’t farfetched. Why? Because Cassidy had taken great preventative lengths to protect Ethan and Jason. She could have stayed with them and taken the attacks as they came. However, the fact she spent so much energy and effort to plan proactively revealed that Jason meant something to her. 


  An uncanny light flickered in Sloan’s eyes, and a smile tugged at his lips. I’ve just thought of a better use for you, Jason. 


   




  Chapter 22


  Loop


   


  Julie Kabel’s office at the CDC was much nicer and bigger than those of the three men waiting for her. 


  She entered her office briskly and walked behind her desk. Her assistant, burdened with an armload of files, practically jogged to keep up. 


  “Sit, sit,” said Julie. “I’m not the president. No need for formalities.”


  Chief Braxton was present, as was Assistant Director Gray, his boss. Case Officer Terret was there, though, he was introduced as a special agent. No need to broadcast to the entire world he worked in intelligence.


  Gray had been watching Chief Braxton’s unit intently since the East Africa ambush. He was aware of the situation regarding the men Sloan and Naphtali and that they were hunting Cassidy’s team. However, news had not yet reached them about Ethan’s death. 


  Braxton hadn’t informed his boss about the little internal affairs issue. There was a snake in the grass in the divisions. He was positive its name was Hensley, though he currently had no solid proof. That’ll change, he promised himself before returning his attention to the current situation. 


  The assistant dropped her stack of files onto the desk.


   “I take it a simple phone call wouldn’t have sufficed,” continued Julie, scribbling a note onto a file in front of her before sticking it in an empty folder and handing it to the assistant. 


  Only after the assistant left the room and closed the door behind her did Assistant Director Gray answer. “We didn’t want to discuss this matter on an open line.”


  Julie’s hazel eyes narrowed slightly as she studied each of the men and waited for more. 


  “Have there been any reports of people going to the hospital with Ebola-like symptoms?” asked Gray. 


  Julie blinked at them. 


  “Ebola?” she asked, taking a moment to get her brain in gear. “This is related to a case you’re working?”


  “Correct.”


  “I can check. Give me a minute.”


  She logged into her computer and began typing. 


  “We’re particularly interested in clusters of cases,” added Terret. 


  “I haven’t heard anything,” replied Julie, still typing. “But I think I would have, especially with something as deadly as Ebola.”


  Another few seconds later, Julie completed her search. “Plenty of cases of the flu, since it is fall, after all. Oh. Wait a minute.”


  She moved the mouse and clicked on something. “Looks like we have a red flag in Ohio.”


  They watched her straighten a little in her chair and her eyes widen. The agents exchanged a glance. 


  “Oh my. Sixty-two people were found early this morning in a small town. All of them dead in their houses with classic symptoms of hemorrhagic fever. The area has been quarantined.”


  “Funny we haven’t heard about it, yet,” muttered Braxton offhandedly.


  “Unless the news is still working its way through the Bureau and other agencies,” replied Gray.


  “Looks like authorities are telling the public it’s just a severe case of influenza,” informed Julie. “Smart on their part. No need to cause a panic until we know more about how the victims contracted it.”


  She looked at them. “How do you want to handle this?”


  “For the time being, we need you to keep us in the loop on more cases as they’re reported,” replied Gray. 


  “More cas…you’re expecting more victims?” asked Julie, forehead wrinkling.


   “With the people we’re dealing with, yes,” answered Terret. “Fortunately, we know they have a ‘type’, a specific pr0file they’re targeting.” 


  She shook her head as another realization struck her. “Wait, this is an attack. Someone is intentionally infecting people? Are you going to warn those who fit the target profile?”


  That made Terret smile. His hazel eyes studied her with great intelligence as he quietly replied, “You really think anyone would take us seriously if we said a sadist mastermind was targeting Christians and Jews? It wouldn’t make the ten o’clock news, Miss Kabel. It would be written off as a conspiracy theory. Besides, people killing one another because of their faith only happens in the Middle-East, not here in America, the land of so-called tolerance, right? It’s not something people here want to think about. They would much rather stick their heads in the sand and live in ignorance than deal with the reality of the situation.”


  Silence settled over the office as Julie Kabel mused over this. It was Chief Braxton who broke the silence. “How long does this strain take to kill its victim?”


  Julie broke from her thoughts and cleared her throat. “Going by the reports from when the victims were last seen, and from my knowledge about Ebola strains, three to four days. It’ll take some time to analyze this specific strain to determine the incubation period.”


  Braxton caught on. “The longer the incubation, the more people can become infected before anyone realizes anything is wrong.”


  Julie tilted her head slightly. “Typically, you’re contagious a few days before you show symptoms and up to a week after you’ve been sick. But…if this is a bioweapon, the strain may have been engineered to be contagious a week or two before the carrier shows symptoms.”


  A look of sad warning crossed her face. “But this is a virus, Chief Braxton. That means there’s no cure, whether it’s the flu or something more nefarious. We can treat symptoms or secondary bacterial infections, but the virus has to run its course.”


  “The mortality rate is extremely high, right?” asked Terret. “Upwards around ninety percent?”


  Julie nodded gravely. “And from what we’ve seen so far with this specific strain, we’re at one hundred percent. Like I said, once we analyze the virus, we’ll know more, including how it spreads.”


  “We appreciate your time,” said Gray, getting to his feet.


  Julie stood and shook hands with the agents before they exited the office.


  “Well, it looks like Sloan has come home,” surmised Terret quietly. 


  “Good call on Cassidy’s part,” added Braxton. “And now we have another starting point for finding him.”


  Assistant Director Gray rubbed his aching forehead when they stopped at the elevator. His boss was applying pressure about the destructive swath that Cassidy Jackson and company left in their wake. Of course, evidence confirmed they were being tracked by an enemy with abundant resources. Naturally, they should do whatever it took to stay alive. That said, cleaning up a string of messes created headaches for a lot of people. 


   “I’ve got a bad feeling about all this,” sighed Gray. “For all we know, Sloan’s already infected another group of people. We need an update from Jason and Cassidy.”


  Braxton nodded. “I’ll see what I can do when we get back to headquarters.”


  He glanced at Terret who was reading something on his phone. Finally, the spy said, “I’ve got to run. More intel came in on those mosque bombings.”


  “Mmm. Any news on your friend Naphtali?” asked Braxton. 


  Terret shook his head. “It’s only a matter of time before he pops up again. There’s something funny about these bombings, though…”


  He didn’t finish his thought and decided to keep his theories to himself. 


  Terret’s phone beeped at him, letting him know he had received an email. “And so it continues. Two predominantly Christian neighborhoods in France and Great Britain were just bombed.”


  Braxton shared a look with his boss. Yeah, he thought, I’ve got a bad feeling about this, too.


  




  Chapter 23


  A Little Sleep


   


  They ran through the hills and did not stop until it was nearly dark. 


  The chopper had only tracked them a short distance before doubling back. Jason guessed the team was part of a cleanup crew who would handle the mess at the gas station. 


  Jason and Cassidy finally stopped atop a ridge to catch their breath and listen. They were tired, sweaty and hungry, and their bodies ached. Yet, those were trivial things when you were surviving minute to minute. 


  Cassidy hadn’t spoken a single word the entire trek. Inky darkness fell around them, and an evening wind blustered through the trees. 


  Jason had not let Cassidy out of his sight for one second. Even now, he put his hand on her shoulder to make sure she didn’t slip away into the darkness. He wouldn’t put the idea of doubling back and turning herself over to the enemy past her. 


  They listened to the sound of the wind moving through the trees for another minute. 


  That’s when Jason felt Cassidy’s hand lightly touch his and slide it from her shoulder. It wasn’t an aggressive action, but a gentle gesture that politely said, “Please refrain from touching me.” 


  “There should be a deserted road close by,” said Jason quietly. “It’ll lead to a safe house. Only another mile or two. We can crash there.”


  It was difficult going in the dark, and they weren’t helped by the moon or stars because clouds shut them out. Ten minutes later, though, Jason found the road, which was more like a large game trail. 


  Twenty minutes later, they came upon a small cabin hugged tightly by the trees. It didn’t look like anyone had been here for quite some time judging by the lack of vehicle and foot tracks. 


  Jason went through the front, Cassidy the rear, and they cleared the place. Heavy curtains allowed them to turn on the two lamps in the living room without anyone outside seeing the light. The kitchen sat directly to the left of the front door. The bathroom was on the back wall and the bedroom down a short hall on the right. 


  “I’ll take the couch,” said Jason, tossing his backpack onto the floor and setting the rifle on the chair behind him.


  Cassidy dropped her pack. She spoke for the first time, and her tone was completely flat. “I’ve gotten more sleep in the past two days. You take the bed.”


  They shared a brief look, and a weight settled in Jason’s stomach. Cassidy wasn’t detached. She was deeply withdrawn; it was evident in her face and posture. An odd light had returned to her eyes but it wasn’t the good kind. It was dark and simmering like she was about to lay suicidal siege to a village. He had never guessed the anger stage of grief could be quite so sinister. 


  He took a breath and tried to speak gently in his firmness. “I’ll be honest and admit that I don’t trust you to stay put. So, I’ll sleep out here. I don’t think your head is where it needs to be right now.”


  He didn’t doubt that she could slip out without waking him, but he prayed she would work with him. 


  She appreciated his honesty, and she almost looked at him before nodding assent. Stiffly, she leaned over, grabbed her backpack, and trudged toward the hall.


  “You should get that chest wound cleaned up before it gets infected,” she said.


  “Likewise,” he replied upon seeing the dried blood that had soaked through the back of her coat.


  She stepped into the bedroom, tossed her pack onto the floor, and then shut the door. Cassidy needed to shower and to eat, but she wanted sleep more. 


  She crawled onto the bed and flopped down. The firearm on her hip was uncomfortable, and with great effort, she removed the holster and gun and clunked them down on the nightstand. Sleep came seconds after that. 


   


          ✧    


   


  Jason was beyond exhausted, but he managed to jump in and out of the shower. The wound across his chest looked worse than it was, and the cut on his side wasn’t anything serious. He winced as he cleaned both injuries with disinfectant before bandaging them up, grabbing his one clean shirt, and pulling it over his head. 


  Wearily, he trudged to the couch and sat down. He dug around his backpack and found the new burner phone. The thought of using it made him hesitate, but they really needed an update. Maybe he would wait until after he got a few hours of sleep. That way, he would be ready for more running once the enemy managed to pinpoint their location after he made the call. 


  Yeah, he thought as he turned off the lamps and sprawled across the couch, that sounds like a good idea. 


   




  Chapter 24


  Shift


   


  It was morning in Cairo, Egypt when they made their move. Some of their targets were leaving their houses for work and were the first to see them. Car bombs punched through the street as gunmen opened fire. Some of the victims were random civilians and apathetically labeled “collateral damage.”


  They kicked in the doors of the residences belonging to members of the underground church. Everyone inside was gunned down as they swept through the villas and exited out the back. 


  Half an hour later, a US airbase in southern Turkey was attacked. Rockets pummeled planes parked outside the hangars and a few hit the buildings themselves. 


  In Afghanistan, American troops suddenly found themselves in an ambush. Insurgents, dressed as local military, turned on the soldiers as they passed through the village.


  All in all, it would be a bloody day across the Middle-East.


   


         ✧	✧	✧     


   


  Intelligence agencies scrambled to gather intel about the attacks. No chatter beforehand had alerted authorities about such imminent activities. 


  “All hands on deck, Terret,” called Williams, John Terret’s boss, a former special forces man.


  Terret fell into stride beside him as they walked briskly down the hall. 


  “You and some of the others are headed to Turkey. Our agents there could use a little backup right now. The attacks there and in Afghanistan look like they were coordinated and executed together.”


  “How about Cairo?” asked Terret as they rounded a corner.


  “Nothing confirmed, but we suspect that one is connected, too,” answered Williams, “Going by the fact that all these attacks happened the same day and close to the same time.” 


  He sent Terret a look. “Someone gave insurgents the addresses of underground church members. Entire families were gunned down in a Christian community, as well as one small Jewish one. I don’t think their names and religious affiliations were listed in the phone book.”


  “And where did they get all those weapons?” asked Terret. “No large shipments were hijacked. We weren’t aware of any significant purchases…” 


  He stopped as his boss turned to face him. “You think our old friend Naphtali is behind this.”


   “It would explain a lot.”


  “Naphtali himself rarely gets directly involved in conflict, though,” mused Terret. “He just supplies. So why would he use so many of his resources to stir up the Middle-East and Europe? How does he profit?”


  “Unless he was hired or is working with a friend.”


  Williams smiled wryly. His eyes always twinkled, like he was up to something, and they twinkled now. 


  Terret blinked at him. “Sloan?”


  Williams shrugged. “We’ve seen this type of behavior before when they partnered up.”


  Terret grimaced. “A lot of people died gruesomely.”


  “Mmm,” replied Williams. “That’s why there are people like us to hunt them down.”


  “Sir!”


  They turned to see a female operative jogging towards them. “Hezbollah has begun launching rockets into Israel.” 


  Williams’ expression hardened. He turned to follow her but looked at Terret one more time. “You’re on point, John. You and your team leave for Adana in two hours.”


         ✧	✧	✧     


   


  Chief Braxton had just received news about the many overseas attacks. A US airbase had been attacked, as had American troops in Afghanistan. A new report had just come in regarding a joint FBI/DIA post that had also been hit. 


  What the heck is going on out there, he thought, standing behind his desk with hands-on-hips as he glared at the report. 


  The phone on his desk rang, and he snatched it up. “Braxton.”


  “It’s John.”


  “You’re all probably pretty busy.”


  “I’ve just received an overseas assignment.”


  That gave Braxton pause. “I’m not surprised, but I’m not sure what I’m going to do. You’ve provided invaluable help in the whole Cassidy Jackson case.” 


  “You know this situation trumps individual cases,” replied Terret. 


  “But I think this is somehow related to Cassidy,” countered Braxton. “I don’t know how, but after what I’ve seen and heard about Sloan and Naphtali, these guys are up to something. This is just part of their plan.”


  “I agree,” answered Terret quietly. “I’ve contacted a couple friends who might be able to lend a hand.”


  “Okay. Well, keep your head down over there, Terret.”


  “You too, Chief.”


  Braxton hung up and lowered his head with a sigh. He couldn’t prove it, but he felt certain that Sloan and Naphtali had instigated everything. He had no idea what the purpose was, but it was becoming evident they were shifting into another part of their plan. 


   




  Chapter 25


  Good & Bad Ideas


   


  She raced down the alley, made dusty from the explosion that had reduced a section of the market to rubble. She slid to a stop and looked in both directions to make sure it was clear before stepping onto the sidewalk. Even at a young age, she had seen dead bodies, seen the carnage a bomb could do, and seen blood literally running down the streets. 


  But she was only interested in finding one person. Her eyes frantically searched until they fell upon a familiar object half-hidden beneath large chunks of concrete. 


  With shaking hands, Cassidy walked to the purse and picked it up. It belonged to her mom. 


  She felt someone beside her and looked over as he knelt beside her.


  She forgot to breathe. It was her dad. 


  “I want you to go to the consulate, Cassidy,” he said quietly before holding his hand out for the purse. “I have to know that you’re safe. Two agents will take you. Understand?”


  Cassidy looked at him for a long moment, and her heart ached. She had almost forgotten what he looked like. 


  “I wish you were here, dad,” she thought, lowering her head. 


  She became vaguely aware that her side was hurting again. Everything went black, and she temporarily forgot about it. She blinked and lurched back. 


  Feet away and looking at her with those unnerving gray eyes stood Sloan himself. 


  Her initial thought, however, was, "Is this just my imagination or some kind of mental assault?" 


  She had learned while being in Africa, and even in her hometown, that people who practiced occult rituals would pronounce curses on people. The demons with which they contacted were always waiting for an invitation and were only so happy to oblige and harass a victim. They loved causing a little mayhem and torment, especially in dreams when the victim was defenseless.


  Sometimes, these types of dreams were merely her imagination and her brain working something out. This time, though, Cassidy knew this was something darker. "It's probably like that one movie," she thought, “and I've been mind-heisted or something." 


  “Been having a rough time, have we?” he asked, breaking into a smile. 


  Cassidy glared at him but couldn’t hide the shiver that ran down her back.


  “You can run and keep fighting if you like,” he continued, offering a little shrug. “But it will be for nothing. You’re tired, Cassidy. Why waste what little energy you still have?”


  That was true. Cassidy felt like she had nothing left. Yet, something inside, something against her will, pushed her persistently forward.


  Stubborn defiance hardened her face. “You want me to hand myself over just so you can kill me. Then I’ll be out of the way, and you’ll be free to slaughter tens of thousands of people.”


  Anger flicked across Sloan’s expression before disappearing. “If that’s how you want to play it, Cassidy. It’s your choice. But aren’t you tired of losing people you care about?”


  A horrid scream of agony jolted her. 


  Beyond Sloan stood a door, which he turned and walked toward. “What was that you said?” 


  He stopped and placed his hand on the door handle. “There are things far worse than a quick death?”


  He swung the door open.


   There he was, sitting on his knees on the floor with his hands bound in front of him. Ugly wounds and bruises marked Jason’s arms, chest, and back. Sweat and blood drenched him, and red dripped from his face. 


  A sharp, tingly pain from shock surged through Cassidy’s body. She pulled in a breath and looked away.


  “I was going to kill him outright, but I like this better. He’s going to be a lot of fun. He’s a big guy, so he can probably handle a lot of abuse. Or, how about this proposition…”


  She returned her pale gaze to Sloan. 


  “You can give yourself up or you give me Jason and you’re free to go,” he offered, walking casually toward her. “You or him, Cassidy. I mean, I admit you’re pretty much useless now that I’ve broken you.”


  “All you have to do is leave,” whispered a snide voice behind her. 


  “It would be perfectly understandable. You’re just saving your own skin,” added another. “It’s what you do best.”


  “Don’t listen to them,” she told herself, but it was difficult to ignore the stinging of their words.


  “Yeah, you don’t care about anyone, anyway, only the mission,” said a third. “But it’s not your fault the others can’t keep up. You take care of yourself.”


  “Nothing but lies,” she thought. Anger tore through her veins, and her heart began hammering against her chest. She then realized she held a knife tightly in her right fist.


  Without any warning, Sloan stabbed her, and fiery pain tore through her side.


  Cassidy dropped to a knee with a grunt and grabbed onto his arm. 


  “Give it a rest, Cassidy,” he murmured. “You know how far my reach is. Just like the rest of your team, just like Ethan, I will take Jason.”


  “Like hell, you will,” she growled and lunged at him with her knife. 


  Cassidy awoke with a snarl, sitting bolt upright in bed. She felt something in her hand. In the faint light around the edges of the curtains, she saw she held a knife. She had forgotten to unstrap it from the side of her thigh. 


  Ooo, she thought. That was dangerous.


  Three things became immediately clear to Cassidy as she flung her legs over the edge of the bed and stood. 


  First, she felt rested despite the haunting dream, and her mind was focused.


  Second, the high-energy warp drive that powered her very being was back online. She knew she had to be careful, though, because she wasn’t fully charged. This was merely a store of short-term energy, and she needed to ration it.


  Thirdly, no one was going to lay a hand on Jason Stayton. The “protect your comrade at all costs” switch had again flipped in her brain.


  Without her realizing it, Jason had become her motivation to keep going. Her mind had grappled for something to focus on, a mission plan of some kind. For better or worse, it had found him and placed him at its center.


  Cassidy took a careful deep breath and closed her eyes. Why can’t You just let me give up, she asked in a prayer. 


  Silence answered. 


  She had often asked that near the end of a hard battle. There were times when she wanted to quit but literally couldn’t. Something deeper continued driving her.


  Like others in law enforcement, she had been created with a big streak for the love of justice. When she was in pursuit of evil men, she could not stop the hunt until they were caught or killed. It was not something she could easily describe. However, she did know and believe the true God was a lover of justice and a defender of innocents. As such, it made sense He created people with traits that mirrored His own.


  As Cassidy stood there, she debated whether to raid the kitchen or take a shower first. Then she sniffed her shirt and that ended the debate. 


  On the way to the bathroom, she stopped behind the couch as fear shocked her.


  What if someone came in during the night and killed him?


  She peeked over the couch and stared at him. After a couple of seconds, she heard him breathe and saw his ribcage rise and fall. Satisfied, she continued to the bathroom. 


  The hot water eased the tension from her muscles but stung her back something fierce. Two minutes later, she hopped out of the shower and inspected the main wound in the mirror. The edges were still inflamed and any scabs had been ripped off during yesterday’s exciting activities. Ethan had been right, though, it would go nicely with the other scars. 


  Cassidy bandaged it the best she could. Next, she jumped into the only other clean pair of clothes she had and silently exited the bathroom. She returned to the bedroom, gathered her stuff, and set it near the front door.


  She rummaged through cupboards as quietly as she could and found a box of cereal and a plastic bowl. She wasn’t surprised there wasn’t any milk in the mini-fridge. 


  She sat on the stool at the tiny kitchen island. She watched to see if Jason would wake up when she poured the cereal. Nope.


  Cassidy dumped a handful into her mouth. She could really go for a steak and a big serving of mashed potatoes. She would need real sustenance sooner or later because her pants were feeling loose—and that was with the belt on the last hole.


  Her eyes flitted back to Jason. The couch was barely long enough for him. From a strictly observational viewpoint, he wasn’t half-bad to look at. His jaw was sharp, and his nasal bone had the faintest ridge halfway down it. The shadow on his face confirmed that he hadn’t shaved since the three of them had overnighted at that motel. And he looked serious even in his sleep.


  “You know, he’s a good guy,” Ethan had said. 


  Yeah, I know, thought Cassidy, chomping on another mouthful of cereal. We just have a way of bringing the worst out in each other.


  As she dumped more food into her mouth, her brain engaged in a phenomenon that had started during her initial training: she mentally zoned out and went someplace unimportant as she continued inhaling calories. 


  Seven minutes later, Cassidy zoned back into the present. She blinked at the cereal box and looked inside it. It was nearly empty. She looked at the counter and saw the evidence of her monster-like eating behavior. 


  She closed the cereal box and turned to the cupboard. She heard Jason moving while her back was turned.


  “Hope you didn’t want cereal,” she said, turning around. “Someone ate most of it.”


  Jason sat up with a grunt and rubbed his lower back. It had not agreed with the ancient springs of the couch, and he got to his feet with the stiffness of an eighty-year-old farmer.


  “I’m ready to go when you are,” she informed evenly and crossed to the chair where the rifle sat. “How many miles is it to town? We’ll also need an update from the chief.”


  Jason blinked at her a few times as additional brain systems came online. Gray still tinged her face, and her cheeks were slightly sunken from prolonged exhaustion and not enough food.


  He watched her open the rifle case with a sharp yank and remove the rifle. She ejected the magazine and cleared the chamber with decisive movements. Every action was precise. She wasn’t outwardly bursting with energy. Instead, it was as if she measured the energy required for every movement before carrying out the act. Precise for the purpose of preserving precious energy.


  The truly unusual trait was her eyes. Though her outward actions were reserved, vitality burned in them. It created an eerie contrast to her outward paleness, and, to put it plainly, it creeped him out a little.


  She’s okay but not okay, he understood. Wow, nice way of describing it by using your words.


  Cassidy felt Jason’s gaze on her, so she stopped what she was doing and looked at him. Her expression read something like, “Why are you just standing around? Do something, soldier!”


  “I’m…glad to see you’re still here,” he said. “And that you didn’t sneak off during the night.”


  Cassidy answered with a sardonically raised eyebrow and an airy, “Well, you’ve proved that you just can’t be left unsupervised.”


  Jason’s jaw dropped, or it would have if he hadn’t stopped himself in time. As it was, his mouth only parted slightly. 


  Wait…did she…is she making a joke, he wondered.


  Her sarcasm had been so on point that he couldn’t tell if she was joking or not.


  So, he continued staring at her until the corners of her mouth tugged upward, and her eyes twinkled.


  Jason snorted and rolled his eyes, though he secretly felt a mild, fuzzy warmth in his chest. She had made a joke at him which, for her, meant she was more accepting of him.


  Took her long enough.


  “We’re out of here in five,” she continued. “Unless you need more time to style your hair.”


  “And how long has it been since your hair has even seen a brush?” he fired back as he walked to the bathroom.


  “Hey,” she countered. “It takes up unnecessary space. I’d rather have an extra mag than a brush in my pack.”


  “If you say so, King Itchy.”


  The second miracle that morning happened when Cassidy actually laughed. It was a weak sort of wheeze, but it had been genuine. 


  I’m on a roll, thought Jason.


  They were ready five minutes later. 


  “You going to eat anything?” she asked. 


  He pulled a granola bar from his pack. “I’ll eat on the move.”


  They began climbing the nearest ridge for a better vantage point and to see if they could get a cell phone signal. They discovered a small clearing near the top and stopped there. From this vantage point, they saw a valley stretching before them in three directions. The wind was crisp and unsettled. If Jason wasn’t mistaken, a hint of snow hung in the air. They would have to think about investing in some warmer clothes in the near future.


  “Do we have a signal?” asked Cassidy, scrunching her shoulders to keep the wind from slithering down her neck. 


  “Barely,” replied Jason. “Let’s hope it’s enough.”


  He dialed Chief Braxton’s number. The answer came on the fourth ring. 


  “Braxton.”


  “It’s Jason.”


  He heard Braxton heave a huge sigh of relief. “You’re not doing anything to lower my blood pressure.”


  “Sorry, boss.”


  Jason supplied him with the quickest summary of what had happened yesterday. 


  “I’m sorry, Cassidy,” said the chief gently. “I guess that means it’s your turn to hide, then?”


  “Maybe,” replied Cassidy, shooting a look at Jason before continuing, “What’s the latest?”


  Chief Braxton gave them the brief on the CDC visit and the victims of what appeared to be some strain of Ebola. 


  “Let me guess: they were all members of the same church?” asked Cassidy.


  “Yes, we got confirmation on that. It’s the only thing they have in common.”


  Cassidy shrugged with upturned palms up as if to say “Big surprise there!” 


  “But Sloan’s close,” she continued. “And we have a good starting point for tracking him. If we can find him, we can end this before it has a chance to get any worse.”


  “No way, kid. Let us do the hunting.”


  “I agree with the chief,” nodded Jason.


  “But it’s the best option,” pressed Cassidy, wondering why they wouldn’t see her point of view.


  “Yeah. Best option to get yourself killed,” chided Braxton. 


   “That is irrelevant when it comes to saving thousands of lives,” she countered with a slight edge.


  “Look, give me some time to get things sorted out here.”


  He proceeded to tell them about the many overseas attacks. Officer John Terret had been sent on assignment overseas and was out of contact. 


  Cassidy blew a raspberry, tilted her head back, and closed her eyes. Fantastic.


  “This all seems a little too convenient,” mused Jason. “It’s probably Naphtali behind all that. He stirs up violence and unrest on the other side of the world and draws everyone’s attention away from Sloan. While everyone is distracted, he can move a little easier here in the country.”


  Cassidy looked at Jason, impressed at his powers of deduction. Finally, we’re on the same page about something.


   He gave a tilt of his head as if to say, “See, I possess certain powers of my own.”


  “It’s about isolation,” added Cassidy. “With my resources going elsewhere, I’m at a greater disadvantage at finding him.”


  “Exactly. But right now, all we know is that Sloan is in the U.S. Even that’s an unsupported theory, though. I mean, we don’t have direct evidence.”


  An “mmm” came from Jason before he expounded. “I just had the thought of using local resources in Ohio and other nearby areas to track Sloan. You know, nonchalantly mention him to them. But…I’m afraid that might lead to dead cops.”


  “Agreed,” answered Braxton. “For now, the fewer people involved in this, the safer everyone will be. We have his history of torture and human experimentation, and that he likes to play with viruses. Intelligence has plenty on Naphtali, and they’re tracking him now. There’s record of them working together previously and to a horrific end.”


  “So…are you saying that upper management is only interested in Sloan because he’s murdering Americans?” asked Jason. “They’re backing away from the fact he’s specifically targeting a team, or…now a single person?”


  “It would seem so, Jason.”


  “That’s ridiculous!” 


  Cassidy jumped, surprised by his outburst. 


  “We have the systematic murder of Cassidy’s men, by seniority,” frowned Jason. “They were specifically targeted. We have plenty of evidence supporting that theory!”


  “I know, Jason, but things are just so weird right now. Everything’s chaotic with these attacks.”


  “I’m not Sloan’s endgame,” put in Cassidy. “He has a much larger plan in mind. He always does.”


  He just wants me out of the way so I won’t interfere, she thought. She wasn’t going to say it, though, because it sounded conceited. She also didn’t want to admit that Tony’s suggestion of the personal element had proven correct.


  Jason saw her brief frown before she hid it. He wasn’t going to let her get away with it. She had been right every step so far. Besides, they had more of an understanding now, and he wanted to know what was happening in that brain of hers. 


  “Out with it, Cassidy,” he ordered.


  She shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t mean this like, you know, but…” 


  Cassidy sighed and tried again. “Look, I’m the only one who has survived encounters with Sloan. The others who ran point with me ended up dead. After the third confrontation, everyone was scared off by how personal he makes everything. Plus, the crime scene photos didn’t help. Presently, I’m the only one not afraid to keep after him. Now that he’s popped up again, he knows I won’t stop until I end whatever plan he has set in motion. I’m a threat, and he wants me out of the way.”


  Although, I would have given up yesterday if it hadn’t been for Jason. Not that she would willingly admit that to him. 


  Cassidy folded her arms tightly. “There. I said it, and it sounds totally conceited.” 


  “No, it makes perfect sense. He knows you can stop him, or at least cause a lot of trouble for him, and it makes sense he would want to remove the threat.”


  Cassidy pulled in a sharp breath as another idea struck. She looked at Jason. “Hey. If we can’t hunt Sloan, then we could use me as bait. Lure him out and then take him down. That’s a great idea because it would probably work.”


  Jason ran a hand down his face. “We don’t have the resources for that. Besides, that’s a terrible idea.”


  “Jason’s right there, Cassidy. We don’t have the agents with the skills we need for something like that. Everyone’s being reassigned as we speak.”


  “Doesn’t the fact that I am completely willing to be bait matter at all?” she asked, a trace of a dark tone edging into her voice.


  Jason opened his mouth to counter but stopped when a disturbing possibility shocked his brain. What if the willingness isn’t as much about stopping Sloan as it is about just giving herself up? What if it’s…some weird form of suicide?


  He pointed at her and said with an edge in his own voice, “Don’t even think about it, Cassidy.”


  The look she gave him was that of an elderly, distinguished English statesman interacting with a young jackanapes who has said something entirely lacking in class. In short, her face said, “Excuse you, sir.”


  “I have nothing else. You kids should probably get off the phone and toss it. Mine’s likely being monitored, and they’ll track your number.”


  “We’ll be in touch, chief,” assured Jason.


  “Will do. And Cassidy?”


  “Sir?”


  “Please keep your head down.”


  “Wouldn’t dream of doing otherwise,” said Cassidy with a dark look at Jason.


  Jason ended the call. As he removed the battery and broke the SIM card, he sent her one more curt look. “Anything on your mind that you want to discuss?”


  She regarded him apathetically and replied with a breezy, “No, father.”


  He rolled his eyes before smashing the phone with a rock. “Do you think they found where you hid your car?”


  “They may have found it, but I doubt they’ll realize it’s mine,” she replied, gaze sweeping the valley. “According to the records, it still belongs to the previous owner. Funny how money can make people forget to do certain things like fill out paperwork.”


  “It’ll be easier going now that we have daylight,” said Jason, joining her side. “I think the car is worth a shot. We’re a long way from the nearest town.”


   


   




  Chapter 26


  More like a Friend


   


  Hensley’s thoughts darted about this mind to different items on his to-do list with the energy of a tracking dog hot on a scent.


  His division was relocating to a new facility, an activity that happened every eight to twelve months. Such was the reality of being a mobile unit. Moving took place in mere days, which meant everyone scrambled to pack.


  At least the Guatemala op had been a success, so upper management had eased off him a little.


  He wasn’t aware of his surroundings upon exiting the grocery store. When he tuned back into the physical realm in the parking lot, he slowed. A stranger with his back to him leaned against the driver’s side door of his car. He stopped a few feet from this unknown person, and the man faced him.


  “Our mutual friend told me to remind you it’s time to remove the chief,” said the man as he surveyed the parking lot. If Hensley wasn’t mistaken, he had a touch of a British accent.


  “Our mutual friend?”


  The man’s eyes snapped to him. “No games.”


  Correction. It was a South African accent. 


  The man bore into him with his blue eyes before casually glancing around again. “Our employer says he doesn’t care how you do it. Just get it done. Now.”


  “What if—”


  Hensley received an even more vicious look. The man had several inches of height on him, and he stepped into his space. “We’ve got eyes on your wife until he’s gone.”


  Enough said. 


  “I'll put things in motion this afternoon,” said Hensley. 


  The man smiled and gave him a slap on the shoulder. “See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?”


  Without another word, he turned and walked toward the store. 


  Hensley let out a breath as he unlocked the car and set the bag filled with ammo boxes onto the passenger’s seat. Opening the glove compartment, he fished around for the antacid bottle. He found it, but it was empty. 


  Swearing under his breath, he tossed it into the backseat and started the car. This kind of meeting wasn’t good for him. Perhaps it was time to start thinking about retiring to a shack on a remote island somewhere.


   


         ✧	✧	✧     


   


  They flew along the highway, heading west through Missouri. 


  Cassidy’s car was where she had left it. They had a brief discussion about the possibility that the enemy team had hidden a tracker in it and someplace she would never find it. It could be the size of a grain of rice, and she didn’t have the proper equipment to scan for it.


  The situation came down to either taking the car or walking miles to the next town. They agreed that putting distance between them and their current location as fast as possible was vital.


   “Fine,” Cassidy had conceded. She secretly thought Jason didn’t want to walk to the nearest town because that would have meant roughing it in the woods for a few days.


  They had to waste time driving back north before jumping onto I-64. However, that was the most direct route to their new destination: the Rocky Mountains.


  “Make it to those mountains and you can hide for a long time,” Cassidy had said. “And I may know of a few outposts we can stop at.”


  Long bouts of silence filled the opening hours of the drive. The stressful events of the past few days required a lot of processing. 


  An additional factor for Cassidy’s disinclination to initiate conversation was her underlying exhaustion. The effort to speak was extremely taxing on her limited energy reserves. As such, she couldn’t engage in too much frivolous talking—unless it was with the right person for a brief period of time. In that case, a short interaction could potentially recharge her.


  The silence was broken by Jason when he began reflecting on their latest call with Braxton, and he remembered something he had meant to ask Cassidy. He resisted asking at first because he observed her tired, withdrawn expression. At last, his curiosity overpowered his hesitation.


  “When we talked to the chief,” he ventured, “and he said he guessed it was your turn to hide?”


  Cassidy, feet on the dash and arms folded, acknowledged his words with an, “Mmm?”


  “You said ‘maybe’ instead of answering with an outright ‘yes.’ But we’ve been operating on the assumption you would be next if Ethan was killed. I’m also curious about why you looked at me the way you did when you said it.”


  “Oh. I just think Sloan may be interested in you first, that’s all,” she replied.


  Jason glanced at her. “And how did you come to that conclusion?”


  When Cassidy looked at him, he was slightly taken aback at her level of exhaustion. 


  “It’s an obvious line of thought,” she answered with the air of an utterly fatigued nanny. “At first, Sloan saw you as a bodyguard. However, your persistence to be involved has made you a threat. You also have training and skills which you used to help Ethan escape multiple assassination attempts.”


  She returned her gaze out the windshield. “You also interfered in a significant way yesterday.”


  She didn’t expound, and Jason shot her a look. “How do you mean? After Ethan’s…”


  He let the sentence trail off, and he started again gently. “You would have let yourself be taken.”


  “I can neither confirm nor deny such an action.”


  “But how would Sloan have actually known about that? He wasn’t there.”


  “How do you think the bomb was planted under the SUV?” asked Cassidy, absently rubbing her side, which had begun aching again. “I checked that vehicle during your last stop, and it was clean. I also counted seven combatants going into the woods after you two, and we eliminated all seven.”


  “You think someone else was watching,” nodded Jason. “Someone who came out of hiding and planted the bomb…the smoke from the explosion might have been a signal to the team in the chopper.”


  Then he shook his head. “But you’re still operating on the basis Sloan knew I was there.”


  Cassidy drew a deep sigh. “Sloan would want someone to directly witness the moment of death. He has hired skilled and experienced people. Any assassin worth his salt is going to provide a thorough report to his employer. Do you think he’ll forget to mention if anyone was with me? Especially someone who refused to give Sloan what he wanted? That being, me giving up? There might have been video footage of it all, too.”


  Jason scrutinized her expression for a long breath before returning his eyes to the road. “I…never thought I would see you afraid of anything.”


  He then recalled seeing her fear several days ago after the three of them escaped an assassination attempt.


  “It’s not me I’m worried about,” she answered, taking a careful breath and pressing her hand against her side. “I just had a really convincing dream last night.”


  The fact that Jason was her motivating force right now was something she vowed never to tell a living soul.


  She expected a sarcastic remark from him. When she didn’t receive it, she snuck a sidelong look at him.


  “Are these dreams accurate?” he asked quietly. 


  Again, his unexpected softness intrigued her.


  “When I have ones like I did last night, very,” she answered, still watching him out of the corner of her eye. 


  Jason cleared a knot in his throat and shifted in his seat. “My wife used to dream like that. I used to believe in all that stuff, back…back when…”


  “Life made sense,” whispered Cassidy. 


  He read the understanding on her face.


  “I believe things happen for a reason,” he continued, voice becoming strained. “Or, at least, I used to. But when…when Jenny…why? I don’t get why she had to suffer. Why Abby…”


  His throat tightened, and he exhaled sharply, unable to say anything more.


  After a spell, Cassidy spoke and still in a soft tone. “Well…perhaps the real question is, ‘Why don’t bad things happen more often?’”


  That earned her a hard look from Jason, yet, she only searched his face with unexpected empathy. “We live in a fallen world where Evil runs rampant. Children starve and die of cancer…and evil men strap bombs to themselves and walk into crowded markets. It wasn’t originally intended to be like this.”


  “My wife had the same kind of, I dunno…faith, I guess. It wasn’t like, the put-on kind, you know? Like, giving superficial religious responses to people who tell them their problems because it’s what they’re ‘supposed’ to say. I don’t know how to put it.”


  Cassidy understood. “You mean like, Person A is struggling with something or going through a lot of pain, and Person B says something like, ‘Well, dear, just pray about it,’ or ‘this too will serve a purpose.’”


  “Yeah.”


  Here, Cassidy became quite serious, and her entire expression drew down as she looked hard at the dashboard. “Such simplistic phrases and airy remarks insult people’s suffering and pain because they belittle it. It’s better to be honest and admit that you don’t know the answer to a complex problem than to wave it away with placating words because one is too afraid to say…they don’t know.”


  Jason slowly nodded. “Exactly.”


  Silence filled the car for a minute. Cassidy opened her mouth to speak again then didn’t. 


  “What’s on your mind?” asked Jason. 


  She fidgeted a little as she mustered courage. Finally, she forced herself to speak. “The main thing I’m concerned about with this whole situation with Sloan is…well…the spiritual side. It’s important to keep in mind in every fight, of course. But when you’re dealing with someone like Sloan, who believes in the occult and practices who knows what kind of demonic rituals…it adds another dynamic to things. If we ignore it, we’ll be unprepared and easier to mislead or kill.”


  She closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead vigorously. “Sorry. I don’t quite know what my actual point is.”


  “There are aspects of the fight that can’t be fought with guns,” said Jason. “And denying the reality of the spiritual aspect of things, especially in a case like this, almost guarantees failure.”


  “Something like that.”


  A rare flash of inspiration struck Jason then. He darted another look at her. “Is this a roundabout way of asking about my faith? I mean, about what I currently believe or don’t believe? Like…a kind of spiritual checkup before we make any more plans?”


  His abruptness on the subject caught Cassidy off guard. She stared wide-eyed at him, and in that brief second, she forgot to keep her defenses up. For one breath, she was completely open and vulnerable.


  Following this wide-eyed surprise was, what he thought, an uncharacteristic display of emotion. Cassidy clasped her hands and shoved them into her lap. “I’m sorry. I know I have the emotional tact of a runaway freight train, and I was trying to have…to be…”


  That’s the second time in as many minutes that she has actually apologized, informed Jason’s brain. She really must be exhausted if her defenses are that low. 


  “Now, I’m caught off guard,” commented Jason with a touch of a smile in his voice. For her benefit, he then continued jokingly, “I think we’ve had a real breakthrough this session.”


  Cassidy snorted. Her smile was weak, but her eyes danced with laughter. 


  She unholstered her sidearm, released the magazine, and ejected the round from the chamber. She was about to perform a quick fieldstrip of the gun, but a fresh wave of pain shot through her side. It was in the exact spot Sloan had stabbed her in her dream, and the place she occasionally felt that mysterious ache.


  In Jason’s peripheral, he saw her wince and press her arm against her side. “What’s wrong?” he asked with alarm. 


  “No, it’s okay,” she assured. She would have laughed except another stab of pain ran through her side. “Just give me a sec.”


  The sharpness faded a few minutes later, leaving only a dull ache. Cassidy let out a long breath and commenced disassembling the gun. 


  Jason, quite worried now, continually glanced at her. “It has gotten worse the past few days, hasn’t it?”


  Cassidy shrugged, held up the barrel of the gun, and inspected it. “Been getting worse the past year. Nothing I can do about it. No one knows what’s wrong, so I just suck it up…oh dear! This weapon could really use a cleaning.”


  “Subtle change of subject,” replied Jason, feeling his mood lift. 


  “Thank you."


  “We have got to be the weirdest partners I have ever seen,” he commented. 


  Cassidy grinned as she reassembled the firearm. “And I don’t believe I will argue with you on that one.”


  “So, miracles do still happen,” he mumbled, though the corners of his mouth pulled upward. 


  Jason glanced at the gun. “You put the spring in backward.”


  “I did not because you cannot.”


  “Sure you can. I was watching, and you did.”


  “Jason, I’m a spy. I think I would know how to reassemble a Springfield 9mm.”


  And thus, the banter went on as they continued to speed westward. 


   




  Chapter 27


  Pawns & Relocating Resources


   


  It had been a very long day of dealing with the investigation surrounding Ethan Jones’ death. The seven dead enemy combatants in the nearby woods added a layer of complexity to the case.


  According to their likely fictitious documents in the Customs and Immigration databases, three had entered the U.S. in the past week. Four showed no record of entrance anywhere. 


  Robbie, the division’s best and brightest tech, managed to establish a connection between the seven burner phones and a satellite phone in Egypt. This main phone had been used during the time and in the area where contacts reported seeing Naphtali. Thus, a single strand of evidence linked him to every assassin associated with the case involving Cassidy Jackson and company.


  At least we finally have some kind of connection, thought Braxton, rubbing his aching forehead.


  Adding to his headache was the outbreak of another Ebola cluster. This episode occurred in Illinois with 83 dead and 25 more in the hospital. All but 11 were members of the same church. The others were collateral. 


  Local CDC agents identified the church’s water supply, a relatively small, contained system as the source of infection. 


  Although the “poison in the water supply” ploy was common in movies and fiction books, the reality remained that executing such a scheme successfully was extremely unlikely. Water acted as a natural diluting agent and various filter systems further broke down potentially lethal microbes. 


  The CDC’s working theory behind this specific attack’s success included two points. First, the church’s water supply was small and self-contained. Second, whoever created this Ebola strain had manipulated it so that water molecules served as a stabilizing agent at the least and a catalyst at the most.


  That’s mildly terrifying, concluded Braxton.


  As of now, all that the CDC knew was this strain hit hard and fast. How the virus spread from person to person, the exact incubation period, and the span of time between someone being contagious and showing symptoms remained unknown.


  He heaved a large sigh and decided to call it a day. That is, until Assistant Director Gray and Director Wilde entered the main room of headquarters. 


  Braxton’s stomach tightened, and his head began to pound.


  Great.


  With a tremendous effort, he hauled himself from his chair as the men entered his office and closed the door. There was a third man with them whom he had never seen.


  “Evening,” sighed Braxton. “What can I do for you, gentlemen?”


  “Some new evidence in the Bob Dexton case has been brought to our attention,” replied Gray, opening a thin file in his hands. 


  Braxton’s eyebrows rose, and he was unable to keep all of the sarcasm from his tone. “New evidence, huh? I thought that case was over and done with since it was ruled accidental.”


  That earned him a testy look from Director Wilde. Gray handed Braxton a sheet of paper as the chief asked, “And who exactly brought this so-called new evidence to your attention?”


  “Is that really important?” asked the unknown man. 


  Braxton leveled a cool look on him. “Actually, yes, it is.”


  “According to those phone records,” continued Gray, “you were the last one to talk to Dexton before he died.”


  “What?” asked Braxton incredulously as he skimmed the page in front of him.


  “And you don’t have a solid alibi,” added Wilde. “Everyone else does, even me.”


  “This is nothing but a load of bull,” replied Braxton, looking from Gray to Wilde. “I did not talk to Bob the night he died. Don’t you think I might have mentioned that weeks ago? And if I was involved, I’da been smart enough to delete this from the system. And I sure as heck wouldn’t have protested the theory of accidental death.”


  “So, where were you, chief?” asked Gray. 


  Braxton took a breath to help keep himself calm. “Come on. I live by myself ever since Irene and I got divorced. I’d been working late the few previous days, so I turned in early. I left here, drove to the store, got home, went running…I was in bed when I got the call about Bob’s death. You should know, director, you were the one who called me!”


  “But you didn’t answer your home phone,” replied Wilde


  “Come again?”


  “I had to call your cell because you didn’t pick up at home. For all I know, you could have been there at his house.”


  Braxton just blinked at him. “When I’m half-asleep, I pick up whatever device is making the blinkin’ noise!”


  Gray raised a hand. “You know we’ll thoroughly investigate this, but you have to know how this looks when you take into account everything that has happened the past couple of weeks. Jackson’s team getting ambushed, their head of logistics being killed, now the assassinations of the rest of the unit…”


  Oh, so now Bob was killed and didn’t take a header off his staircase, thought Braxton, and everyone thinks I’m involved and probably not with just that. They’ll suspect I’m in on the assassinations or something, too. 


  “…so it will be best for the time being that you take an assignment elsewhere.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Just until we get this sorted out,” replied Gray. “There’s a task force at our hub in Colombia that’s having trouble with a local drug cartel. You have years of experience in that arena, so that’s right up your alley. Your flight leaves in a few hours, and you better be on it.” 


  Braxton drilled the yet-to-be-named man on the right. “And let me guess, you’re my replacement?”


  “Temporary replacement,” clarified Gray. “Derek Munsen. In from south division after transferring from Virginia.”


  Braxton’s eyes narrowed. This Derek character was tall, almost lanky. The first thing that came to his mind upon meeting his replacement’s eyes was: rat.


  “Please, chief,” said Wilde. 


  “Don’t think I don’t know it was Hensley who’s behind this,” growled Braxton sternly as he snatched up his coat and keys. “You ought to be looking at him just as hard as you’re looking at me.”


  He marched around the desk but stopped beside Munsen on his way to the door. He easily had fifty pounds of muscle on the man and leaned into his space. 


  “Anyone on my team dies while I’m gone,” he breathed quietly, so only Munsen heard, “and I don’t care who you know or where you’re from, but there’s no place you can hide where I won’t find you.”


  Brushing past Gray, Braxton walked swiftly from the office. It caught the attention of his team, who already knew something was wrong. 


  They all jumped to their feet, but before they could say anything, Braxton jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “You work for Munsen now.”


  Their jaws dropped. 


  “Chief!” called Tony, but their boss did not stop or reply as he disappeared into the hallway. 


  Anger rapidly replaced their shock.


  As Gray and Wilde walked quickly from the office, they didn’t even look at the team. 


  Cowards, thought Kara, glaring at the backs of the two men. 


  She shot a look at Logan, who swore quietly to himself. Tony was still in wide-eyed incredulity. An actual emotion, that of anger, registered on Lee’s face. 


  Their new boss mustered enough courage to exit the office and walk over to them. “Soon as Cassidy or Jason call in again, we need to get a location on them,” said Munsen. 


  Kara, feeling very emotional at the moment, couldn’t completely wipe the disdain from her face. “May I ask why, sir? Cassidy is in hiding, and there’s a leak inside the division. If we figure out where they are, then there’s a good chance that information will get back to him.”


  “We want to find and bring them in, for their own protection,” replied Munsen evenly. “It’s only a matter of time before Sloan closes the net around them. It would also be safer for the general public. What happens if there’s another bomb, but instead of being on a remote back road, it’s in the middle of a city?”


  They managed to mumble “okay” and “yes, sir.” This was safer and more appropriate than what they genuinely wished to say. 


  Munsen returned to the office and closed the door. He walked to the windows behind the desk and folded his arms. It was the only way he could keep his hands from shaking. 


  He may have been a rat, and he may not be liked because of the situation and or who he was replacing. However, that wasn’t the worst of it. The evidence Sloan held over his head would ruin his career if it ever got out. 


  Therefore, Derek Munsen was merely another pawn in the elaborate game.


   


         ✧	✧	✧     


   


  Robbie the tech left the office early. He hadn’t managed more than two hours of sleep in the past forty-eight hours, and he was on the verge of collapse. With all the drama going on at work, he needed to get out of there for a while. 


  He trudged up the stairs and made for the door of his apartment. His mind was going down the huge list of things he still had to do, and it took him a minute to find the correct key for the deadbolt. 


  He finally found it, stepped inside, and relocked the door behind him. He dropped his gear on the cheap dining room table and started for the bedroom. Robbie only made it a few feet before he stopped and backed up. 


  On the table sat a sealed envelope.


  Robbie’s sluggish mental processes finally informed him that the envelope hadn’t been there when he had left for work.


  He walked to it and instantly recognized Chief Braxton’s handwriting. He snatched up the envelope and tore it open. Inside, he found a flash-drive.


  According to the note that came with it, the drive inside held evidence against Hensley which Braxton had quietly been gathering from his investigation. He requested it be sent to the names of the people written on the back of the note—and right now. 


  “Right away, chief,” said Robbie as he grabbed his laptop from the case and booted it. 


   




  Chapter 28


  A Night on the Town


   


  They left the interstate and drove south just before reaching Kansas City, Missouri.


  Cassidy convinced Jason that just because an assault team hadn’t surrounded them yet didn’t mean they should forget about finding a new vehicle. She also wasn’t mentally prepared to drive across Kansas or Oklahoma yet. That was a lot of wide, open space with little cover. Jason definitely agreed with her caution on that point. 


  Darkness had settled in for the night when they stopped near the back of a store parking lot. 


  “The safe house is only about a block from here,” said Jason, getting out. 


  As Cassidy stepped from the car, she surveyed the silhouetted structure across the road. The trees behind it created a border between the next group of buildings. The unseasonable humidity made the night feel close and only a faint air current brushed over her face. She smelled the parking lot’s pavement, beginning to cool from the day’s heat. Uneasiness stalked up behind her and draped its cloak over her shoulders. 


  Perhaps the close night reminded Cassidy of previous missions in the far corners of the earth, missions of an extremely dangerous sort. Perhaps it was only her tired state making her paranoid. Regardless, something wasn’t right. She knew the feeling of being hunted and that’s what she felt at that moment.


  “Are you coming or are you going to sightsee?” asked Jason from the sidewalk.


  Cassidy joined him, and they walked across the road.  


  Ten minutes later, they reached the safehouse on the top floor of a three-story apartment building.


  Naturally, they didn’t have keys. Cassidy’s brain automatically ran through lock-picking procedures. However, Jason acted before she could, and she considered this newly revealed skill with a slow-growing sense of admiration. 


  Jason flicked on the kitchen light, and Cassidy ambled to the large, worn leather couch and sank into it. She had been in intermittent pain all day, though she didn’t complain. As the afternoon had worn on, he considered taking her to a hospital.


  Jason, feeling quite hungry, dropped his gear in the bedroom and returned to the kitchen. Unfortunately, this post hadn’t seen any recent use. The only available food was a stale box of cereal, a petrified loaf of bread, and an empty peanut butter jar. 


  Really, he thought. When I find out who used this place last…


  Jason didn’t want to eat from his backpack stash. He feared forgetting to restock and then finding himself in a situation where he absolutely needed food. 


  With a sigh, he walked back to the door. They would need something for breakfast at any rate. 


  He was about to call Cassidy but stopped. She lay curled up on one end of the couch and appeared to be sleeping. 


  Man, she’s pale again, he mused as anxiety gripped his stomach. But maybe she just needs some more rest.


  Jason remained rooted with indecision for a few seconds longer before making up his mind. He quietly exited the studio and relocked the doorknob on his way out.


  Faint apprehension lazily strolled through his stomach again during his trek to the store parking lot. The darkness seemed too dark and the clouds above too close.


  When Jason spotted their now abandoned vehicle, the hair on the back of his neck stood on end. He stopped to listen as adrenaline trickled into his veins.


  The tinkling of a metal canister tumbling across the concrete ahead drew his attention before the source rolled into view. 


  Jason spun and sprinted for the alley of two apartment buildings. He reached it as the flashbang grenade detonated. 


   


         ✧	✧	✧   


   


  


  The sensation of falling rudely awoke Cassidy from her near sleep. The first thing she realized was Jason’s absence, and adrenaline surged through her.


  She leaped to her feet and checked the rest of the studio. When she heard a faint bang, she knew. 


  “Paranoia proved correct again,” she muttered to herself as she ran out the door. She took no more notice of the ache in her side. The adrenaline pumping through her took care of that. 


  In seconds, she was down the stairs, out of the complex, and sprinting down the dark street.


   


         ✧	✧	✧   


   


  When Cassidy had previously mentioned that an assault team hadn't ambushed them yet, Jason thought she had used the term "assault team" jokingly. But that's what these guys were: an assault team.


  Partially deaf from the grenade, he ran down the alley until a man dropped in front of him. This wasn’t any man or assassin. He was an armored and well-armed assailant who had rappelled from the rooftop. 


  His landing in Jason’s path was actually a blessing of sorts. Jason already had so much momentum that he simply dropped his shoulder and clipped him. This put the assailant on his back where Jason took his assault rifle, complete with a suppressor. 


  Excellent, he thought, stopping at the end of the alley. Glad I won’t rupture my eardrums. 


  That was when the helicopter made the first pass. The fuselage was black and coated with a finish that reduced light reflection. He barely saw it, but he had other things to worry about like a powerful projectile hitting him in the back of the shoulder and pitching him forward. 


  As he scrambled off the ground, he realized he didn’t feel the fiery pain of a bullet. He also didn’t feel any seeping blood, which told him they were using rubber bullets or —


  Beanbag rounds. He never heard the shot before another one nailed him in the back. Grunting, he stumbled several strides before righting himself. 


  There was a good aspect to all this, at least for the moment. They didn’t want to kill him. That meant Sloan wanted him alive for future use. 


  That realization hit Jason as he ducked behind a hedge running alongside a building. Why does Cassidy always have to be right, he wondered. It was really beginning to annoy. He also wondered if she would render aid like she had on previous occasions. He wouldn’t count on it.


  Taking a breath, Jason snugged the rifle butt against his shoulder and scanned the immediate area. Shadows moved across the street and behind some trees lining the sidewalk. They must have had night vision or infrared because they were making straight for him. 


  This situation keeps getting better and better, he thought, rising into a half-crouch and sighting through the scope. He squeezed off several rounds as he jogged across the street. He reached a gap between two houses and sprinted down the narrow lane. At the end, he hung a right. 


  A pair of assailants stepped into his path. The first received two rounds to the facemask, the other one to the neck. They might have been using nonlethal ammo, but they still hurt and could be deadly. 


  The man who took the rounds in the helmet couldn’t see much at the moment. He didn’t see anything at all after Jason throttled him with the butt of his rifle. 


  Jason took a left as more rounds brushed past his shoulder and back. He was only halfway down the passage when two men appeared from nowhere and jumped him.


  One of them came from the roof, and his had downward momentum dropped Jason to the ground.


  The blood and adrenaline were pounding. Twisting around with a growl, Jason planted both shoes into the stomach of the assailant on top of him and sent him tumbling. 


  The second assailant tried to pin him. Jason grabbed him by the front of the armor, threw him to the side, and used the momentum to jerk himself to his feet. 


  A round to the stomach put Jason on a knee. The man he had just thrown grabbed him from behind as another pair came from the front. 


  Jason latched onto the arm around his neck and bent forward, throwing the man over his shoulder. He hastily yanked him upright and in time to use him as a shield. The man caught a beanbag round to the leg and two rubber bullets to the shoulder. 


  The shooters proved uninterested in taking their target from a distance and swiftly closed the remaining space. 


  The previous assassins had skill in hand-to-hand combat. The assailants here, however, possessed an entirely different set of skills and style of fighting. The assassins were trained to kill. These men here were trained to brawl.


  Only one engaged Jason while the others stayed out of the way. The attacker expertly deflected or ducked out of the way of Jason’s swings. When he did land a blow or two, the man flinched only slightly and continued like nothing had happened. 


  The fight was short-lived as Jason became aware of various pain complaints. By the second direct blow, Jason returned to a knee. One more swift punch to the gut kept him busy long enough for the second man to slip behind him and wrap an arm around his neck.


   


         ✧   


   


  Cassidy raced through the dark alleys like a bat out of a really hot place. She found the first pair of assailants in a passage between two apartments. They hadn’t spotted her, so she knocked them out. She took the body armor from one of them and snagged his rifle. She already had both of her sidearms, one on a hip, the other on her thigh. After checking the rifle’s magazine, she noted they were using “fake” rounds. 


  At first, she followed the shadows of the assault team. When she found the first unconscious assailants, she knew she was on the right trail. 


  Cassidy slowed to check another corner when she saw them: Jason on a knee with one of two combatants behind him. 


  “You won’t be difficult much longer,” said the assailant behind Jason. He tossed something to his comrade, who put the item in a long, narrow canister. 


  Ah, dang it, thought Cassidy, drawing one of her guns, also with a suppressor. They drugged him.


  She sensed enemy reinforcements and heard a helicopter somewhere near as she stepped into the lane. The man with the canister dropped with one shot. His companion spun around but saw no one. He did, however, hear the shouts from some of his teammates. 


  Cassidy had only managed one shot before sensing someone sneaking up behind her. Her heart began pounding with rising fear for Jason as she ducked into an alley.


  The first assailant appeared from the empty house on the left. One round fell him. A second combatant came from the right. She took two rounds to the chest and one to the stomach, but the vest did its job. Half a second later, the shooter was down. 


  An object rolled into her peripheral, and she barreled through the door of the house to her right. She slammed the door shut and raced through the living room as the flashbang detonated. There were actually two, and the second blew out several glass panes. 


  Cassidy exited out the front door in time to spot several men trying to drag a semi-conscious Jason to a black SUV. He may have been drugged, but he was still conscious enough to throw his weight around and make things difficult. 


  She took off after them. Halfway there, one of the four spotted her and called a warning to the others. 


  Cassidy slowed quickly into a crouch. She noted the inbound attacker to her right but chose to buy Jason a few more seconds. 


  She shot the two men furthest from Jason which forced the other two to drop him.


  The nearest assailant tackled her then, and they rolled across the concrete. Cassidy was small and lean but also slippery. This was how she had managed to get herself out of many unpleasant, close-contact confrontations. 


  The assailant was on top of her, but she twisted around and threw her elbow into his head. Pulling a knife from her boot, she swung and finished that fight. 


  Cassidy then considered the distinct possibility that the team would try to kidnap her, too. She was here, and Sloan wanted her. Why not kill two birds and all that?


  Pivoting around, she threw herself onto her back and kicked the next assailant who had been circling. 


  The heel of her boot made contact with his knee and made a sickening pop. As he fell, Cassidy rolled to her feet and smashed him in the face with her rifle butt. This was one of her favorite moves and never ceased to provide instant results.


  Turning, she pushed herself up and into a run and disappeared between another row of houses.


  As for Jason, he was vaguely aware of what was happening. He knew he was being taken to a van, and he didn’t want to go. He did his best to fight them, but he felt sluggish and disconnected from his limbs.


  He caught a glimpse of a woman sprinting out of a house and then getting tackled.


  I think I know her, informed Jason’s brain. Yeah, Cassidy. She’s a friend. Really grumpy, though. Huh…that’s a really neat pebble over there.


  Jason blacked out after that. When he opened his eyes, he found himself staring at the rear wheels of a van. He could just see around the edge of the nearest building and down the road. Cassidy was gone. 


  He heard the van door slide open before hands grabbed his arms and legs. Jason tried to push them away, to do something. His vision blurred again until he felt himself dropped to the sidewalk. Something wet sprinkled across his face, and a body collapsed on his right with blood pouring from the lethal neck wound. Seconds later, he heard another body fall on his other side.


  “Jason!” 


  The voice pulled his brain back to reality. 


  “Come on,” said Cassidy as she knelt beside him. “We gotta go!” 


  Between glancing around every few seconds, she checked him for any wounds needing urgent care. Finding none, she straddled him, grabbed him by the shoulders, and pulled him so he was sitting. If he had been average height and weight for a male, this wouldn't have been a problem. Unfortunately, Jason was not "average." 


  “Come…on,” she growled. “You have to help me here.”


  She draped one of his arms across her shoulders. “I’m strong, but I can’t carry all of your giant colossalness.”


  With great effort, mostly on Cassidy’s part, Jason got to his feet, and they started across the road. He nearly forced her to drop him in the front yard of the nearest house. Cassidy issued a firm verbal reprimand, and Jason helped them make it to the front porch.


  She snatched one of Jason’s hands and put it on the windowsill beside the door. “Hold yourself up,” she ordered before turning to the door. It was locked, so she kicked it in.  


  She turned around to Jason and saw him slumped awkwardly against the side of the house. Sighing, Cassidy dragged him through the front door. Once inside, she kicked it closed. 


  The place had a new smell to it and all the furniture was laid out perfectly. Oh right, we passed that “model home open” sign out front, she remembered as she tromped through the living room and into the kitchen. 


  After checking it, she returned for Jason. That’s when she spotted shadows outside converging on their position. 


  Cassidy dragged Jason to the kitchen and positioned him behind the island in the center, so they were more or less sheltered. 


  Weapon in one hand, she pulled out her phone with the other and dialed 911. 


  “I don’t know if anyone else has reported this,” said Cassidy, throwing in a light southern accent to mix things up. “But there are men on the west side of town with really big guns!” 


  Pause. 


  “Yes! I am! I just watched them go to where the new builds are. You better call the army or national guard or something, and quick!” 


  She hung up the phone and crushed it with the heel of her boot. This time, when she turned to Jason, she saw him lying on his back and semi-conscious. 


  Cassidy ducked as rounds pelted through the glass of a window in the living room. Raising her weapon, she waited until she saw the shadow move again and squeezed off a round. She had to be careful not to burn through all her ammo; she had two guns with “real” bullets and only one extra magazine. 


  Light from a streetlamp spilled into the living room as someone opened the front door, around the corner on the left. 


  Two assailants cautiously stalked into the kitchen. They spotted Jason and wondered about Cassidy when she struck them from behind. 


  “Come on, Jason!” barked Cassidy as she reappeared beside him. “This is no time for a nap!”  


  She gave him a good smack across the face to bring him back to wakefulness. After helping him sit up, she crossed to the two unconscious men. Seconds later, she returned holding two somethings in her hand. 


  Man, she really is cranky, concluded Jason. But she’s got skills. Scary but with skills.


  More bullets cracked the windows as she began a rapid search through the kitchen drawers. 


  Not finding what she was looking for, she crouched and disappeared into the utility room. Twenty seconds later, she reappeared, raised her gun, and shot an assailant through the little glass panes of the side door looking into the kitchen. 


  Cassidy handed the end of the duct tape to Jason with the order “hold this,” and then pulled out a long strip. She did this once more and folded the strips in half. 


  “Let’s go,” she said, noting Jason seemed to be coming around a little. He was able to stand more under his own power this time. 


  She opened the door at the back of the kitchen and poked her head into the garage. Clear. 


  Wrapping an arm around Jason, she helped him traverse the two steps down into the garage before leaving him to lean against the wall. His brain still wasn’t coherent enough to figure out what she was doing. 


  She tied one end of the makeshift duct tape strings securely to the handle on the kitchen-side of the door. She then shut the door and secured the other ends to the pins on the smoke grenades, which she taped to the steps to provide leverage. 


  Cassidy gently pressed her ear against the door for a second. Satisfied, she returned to Jason and helped him cross to the side door. 


  She nudged him with her elbow. “You still with me?” she whispered before cracking the door open. 


  “I’m…with you,” half-slurred Jason, slouched against the wall. 


  The sound of sirens reached their ears, drowned out intermittently by the helicopter, which was currently drifting over the house. 


  Cassidy peeked outside again and raised her weapon. If it hadn’t been for the streetlamp, she wouldn’t have seen the aircraft. She fired off several rounds, and the chopper drifted away. 


  That’s when she and Jason heard someone turn the handle of the door leading to the kitchen. 


  Cassidy pulled Jason towards her. With his arm now across her shoulders, they exited the garage. Jason had enough wits about him to close the door with his shoe at the same moment the other door opened. 


  Cassidy hunched in anticipation of what was coming. They made their way towards a small stand of landscaped trees and scrubs as the helicopter drew near again.


  Back inside the garage, the pair of flashbang grenades detonated.


  Cassidy let Jason drop to the ground beside a tree. Cautiously, she stepped from behind the lower branches of the tree in front of her. She stood there glaring at the chopper as it hovered over the street. To clearly state her mindset, she unholstered her second firearm and held one gun per hand at her side. 


  Local police cruisers appeared a few streets to the right.


  Seconds ticked by before the pilot turned the helicopter northwest and disappeared into the dark horizon. 


  Letting out a breath, Cassidy holstered the guns and shrugged out of the body armor. She tossed it aside and took a knee beside Jason. 


  “Look at that. You propped yourself against that tree all by yourself,” she congratulated as she double-checked him for serious injuries. 


  He winced when she touched a few spots, and Cassidy surmised, “Probably took a couple of rounds, huh?”


  “A couple,” he answered. “Cassidy…you didn’t—”


  “You’re welcome, Jason,” she replied as she stood. “Contrary to popular belief, I don’t abandon my friends.” 


  She cast a glance over her shoulder. “But we’re not out of the woods yet, so to speak. Let’s get out of here before the cops sweep this area.”


  As Cassidy helped him up, he asked, “You think it’s safe to go back to the studio?”


  “Don’t know,” she replied. “But Sloan will assume that we’re going to leave right away, so they’ll be watching the roads. It’s unlikely anyone followed us to the complex. Otherwise, they would have attacked there while we were both in one spot.”


  They started through the stand of trees, heading for a back street across the road. 


  “Do…do you think it would be better to split up?” asked Jason, finally regaining his mental faculties. “If Sloan wants us both—”


  “Ha!” blurted Cassidy as they crossed the road. “You’re not exactly in a state to be looking out for yourself at the moment.”


  “You know what I mean, Cassidy,” corrected Jason, edge in his voice. “And keep in mind, I’m used to protecting witnesses by myself.”


  Boy, those drugs are making him grumpy, she thought. “We’ll figure it out after you’ve gotten some sleep.”


  He sighed audibly. 


  They made it to the side street before Jason asked, “How did you know?”


  “Know what?”


  “That this would happen?”


  “Because I know Sloan and how he thinks,” she answered, eyeing the line of trees on their left. “He has the resources, and patience, to wait for an opportunity. There is probably a tracker on that car, which made it easy for them.”


  “But I mean…you knew.”


  “Well,” she replied with a dignified lift of her chin. “I am, in fact, a woman.”


  Jason snorted. “Coulda fooled me.”


  That earned him an elbow in the ribs.


   




  Chapter 29


  Incompetence


   


  Waste of time, grumbled Case Officer John Terret mentally. Few things instantly peeved him but having his time wasted was one of them.


  He and his team learned hours before landing in Turkey that Morgan Naphtali was not in the country. 


  “Busy man,” he muttered. Naphtali had traveled from Sudan to Egypt to Turkey and back to Egypt in a span of two weeks. 


  John grabbed a cup of coffee and stood looking out the window of one of the workrooms, empty at the moment. The eastern horizon grew pale in preparation for the sun’s appearance. 


  He wondered rhetorically what he was doing in Turkey when a terror by the name of Sloan was running around the United States with who knew what kind of virus. He thought about Cassidy and Jason, and about Chief Braxton who had to deal with everything. 


  “Oh, there you are.”


  John turned to see one of the locally stationed agents walk into the room. “We just heard about someone matching Naphtali’s description hanging out in south Kazakhstan.”


  “Who's going to confirm the identification?” he asked.


  “Team out of Uzbek will check it out. Should know whether it’s him by dinner.”


  He handed John a scrap of paper. “And this just came for you via the stateside grapevine.”


  “Thank you.”


  The agent left the room, and Terret unfolded the paper. His eyes ran over the words, and dread gripped him. 


  Chief Braxton had been reassigned to South America. The man replacing him appeared clean, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything.


  Cassidy’s network of friends just became even smaller. She won’t risk getting the rest of Braxton’s squad too heavily involved, either. 


  Terret crumpled the paper into his palm, closed his eyes, and took a quiet breath. Dear God, be with Cassidy Jackson and Agent Stayton.


   


         ✧	✧	✧     


   


  The hour was much later in the United States when Sloan received the report of failure from the assault team. After calmly hanging up the phone, he grabbed the lamp on the end table and threw it across the room. It struck the far wall and broke. 


  “I hate her!” he shrieked at the city outside the large window. 


  He paced for several minutes muttering his loathing for her. She always ultimately survived and prevailed. No attack or curse touched that wretch. He knew the reason for this supernatural protection, and it deepened his hatred of her.


  He finally calmed enough to make his next call.


  “Munsen,” answered the replacement chief tiredly. 


  “It’s me.”


  “You calling about the incident that just happ—”


  “No, I want to talk about the price of corn,” cut in Sloan with sharp derision. “Of course, that’s what I’m calling about!”


  He accepted setbacks in any large-scale plan. However, the string of failures involving Cassidy and her team had depleted his moderate level of patience.


  Sloan took a measured breath before continuing. “I want roadblocks everywhere and aerial surveillance when possible.”


  “I know how to do my—”


  “No,” interrupted Sloan viciously. “It’s apparent that I need to micromanage you. The other parts of my plan, which are far more complicated, are on schedule. The task you have to deal with is delaying the secondary phase.”


  He lifted his free hand to emphasize his next words. “I cannot overstate how difficult of a target Jackson is. Do not, under any circumstances, underestimate her.”


  “Okay, okay. I understand your point. But roadblocks and air patrols are going to be expensive. And the locals will want to know why—”


  Sloan closed his eyes. “You’re a federal agent. The team responsible for shooting up the town is, technically and legally, involved in an ongoing investigation. That means you have jurisdiction.”


  “I’ll take care of it right away, sir.” 


  Click.


  Sloan pinched the bridge of his nose. I’m surrounded by morons.


  He walked towards the long panels of glass that lined nearly the entire outer wall of the room. The city glowed oddly in the low clouds and fog shrouding the buildings.


  He rolled his neck and took one more deep breath. Cassidy might have had guardians on her side, but he had friends, too. Powerful friends. She believed in the God of Israel. He believed in the powers of darkness, which he had seen with his very eyes.


  That night, he would commune with the beings of Evil he had spoken with frequently for many years. During this communion, he would petition for the long-awaited fall of Cassidy Jackson.


   The words and rites of such a petition will not be recorded here. Some things are best kept secret.


   




  Chapter 30


  Disappearance


   


  Sunlight poked through the trees, and its obtrusive light flooded the apartment.


  Cassidy’s first thought upon waking was, why is it so hot?


  She rolled off the couch and walked to the thermostat at the hall entrance. The heat was set at 80 degrees. She had been too tired to think about checking it after returning from saving Jason’s butt. 


  She blew through her lips as she returned to the couch and threw her few meager belongings together. They still didn’t have any food, at least any that was safe to eat. As such, they would have to go out for breakfast. 


  She checked the time and saw she had managed a solid six hours of sleep. And we didn’t wake up in a torture chamber, she thought with feigned jovialness. So that’s great news.


  Cassidy moseyed down the hall and knocked on the door to the bedroom Jason had taken residence in. When there was no answer, she knocked again, this time louder. 


  “Hey! Jason!”


  Nothing.


  She rubbed her forehead, already feeling awkward. Finally, she put her hand on the knob and slowly opened the door. With the caution of entering a lion’s den, Cassidy glanced inside. Upon seeing it safe, she pushed the door open. 


  “Let’s go, I’m starving,” she declared.


  Jason didn’t so much as twitch. 


  The situation was only slightly awkward because he was sleeping in boxers and nothing else.


  He lay on his side, and she saw several dark bruises on his shoulder. The wound on his chest didn’t look any worse, though perhaps a little inflamed. She also couldn’t help but take note of how fit he was. Hey, she was a warm-blooded female agent who appreciated when her male counterpart cared enough to keep himself in shape.


  Cassidy then smacked herself up the backside of the head. Don’t even, she warned herself. 


  She proceeded to give the end of the bed a mighty kick.


  Jason bolted upright as she proclaimed, “Rise and shine! No amount of beauty sleep is going to help your appearance any.”


  Grimacing, he put his hand on his head. 


  “Oh look!” she continued loudly. “Someone has a drug hangover.”


  He rubbed his face. “Cassidy…”


  “Jason. Get your butt moving,” she said, turning and exiting the room. “I'm not draggin' your lazy backside all over town.”


  Some minutes later, Jason set his gear by the door. Cassidy gave him some Excedrin for his head, and he popped them dry. 


  “Ready?” she asked, giving him a light slug in the arm. This was the most energized she had been in days.


  He regarded her without amusement.


  “Right,” she continued, opening the door. “Let’s go find some breakfast.”


   


         ✧	✧	✧     


   


  Chief Braxton’s evidence against Hensley was more than enough to call his conduct into question. Said evidence wasn’t directly connected to the East Africa operation. Yet, it revealed suspicious activity leading up to and afterward that would make any upper-level manager bring him in for questioning.


  Robbie had sent all the information to the requested people. Not minutes later, he received a phone call from one of them confirming receipt. The agent also asked if Robbie would look into the evidence against Chief Braxton. 


  He did. After occasionally waking up with his face on his laptop keyboard, he discovered several items of interest. 


  First, all of the emails between the chief and Bob Dexton were authentic—except for the one where Braxton specifically threatened him a week before his death. 


  Second, Robbie checked the GPS history from the chief’s cell at the time he received the call from Director Wilde. Coordinates indicated he was in his house. Robbie wasn’t sure why no one bothered to check that detail, but he suspected this negligence had occurred on purpose. The other calls between the chief and Dexton the week leading up to his demise were also fictitious. 


  Hensley, on the other hand, turned out to be a very interesting case. He had been in regular contact with Bob in the month leading up to the Africa operation. Naturally, this was to be expected. 


  However, Bob received three phone calls from an overseas number, the last one three days before he died. Another overseas number, from the same country and local region, called Hensley every day leading up to Bob’s death. 


  The various overseas calls began roughly three months ago. One call here, another there. Communication increased days before the Africa ambush. Hensley had received calls from areas that coincided with the regions Sloan or Naphtali had been spotted at the time.


  Now, two agents, one from the FBI and one from Homeland Security, were walking to the front door of Hensley’s house. The FBI Special Agent had been cleared of any involvement or connection to the four mobile divisions. Of course, he knew of Chief Braxton but any interaction had been brief. Thus, there was little risk for conflict of interest.


  He knocked on the door while the Homeland Security agent stood to the side. 


  Before Terret’s departure overseas, he had recommended that Chief Braxton bring in “outside” individuals to investigate the Hensley affair. Hence, the Homeland Security agent. 


  An officer with the Defense Intelligence Agency completed the investigating group visiting Hensley’s residence. He was also an acquaintance of Cassidy’s. Presently, he snuck to the rear of the house.


  A woman answered the door, and they recognized her as Hensley’s wife. Rebecca was a lovely woman with wavy red hair, a fair complexion, and hazel eyes. They knew immediately by her expression that something was wrong. 


  “Good afternoon. I’m Special Agent Roberts with the FBI. I was wondering if your husband was home so we could have a word with him?”


  Rebecca played with an invisible necklace around her neck and couldn’t meet his gaze. “He’s not here,” she replied, voice strained. “I got back ten minutes ago from running errands—”


  She cleared her throat and looked at him. “He’s not here.” 


  “I see,” said Roberts, studying her. “Is there a way we could get in touch with him? His phone is—”


  “I don’t know, alright?” 


  If he was offended by her interruption and tone, he didn’t let on. “Is something wrong, ma’am?” he asked, looking past her into the entry and down the hallway of the house. “Is someone bothering you?”


  Rebecca shook her head and nervously toyed with the invisible necklace. “No. Everything’s fine. Now, will you please go away?”


  “Thank you for your time,” nodded Roberts.


  Halfway down the walkway to the street, the DIA agent reappeared. “From what I could see through the window, looks like Hensley ran. Bedroom was a mess and some luggage was pulled out onto the floor.”


  “Probably explains why his phone is off,” added Mr. Homeland Security.


  “Left his wife behind? Nice guy,” joked Mr. DIA. 


  As they climbed into the car, Mr. Homeland Security looked at Roberts. “I’d say it’s safe to take this to upper management. Chief Braxton’s investigation was all by the book. He was just careful about who he sent the evidence to.”


  “Rightly so,” nodded Mr. DIA from the backseat. 


  “Where do you think Hensley would go?” asked Roberts. “Mexico? Canada? A remote island in the Indian Ocean? He’ll take forever to track down, assuming he has fake identifications and they’re convincing frauds.”


  Mr. DIA chuckled. The other two men gathered he wasn’t American or, maybe, he was born here and raised in Europe. Either way, he had a touch of an accent they couldn’t place. 


  “Well, I can tell you from experience,” he answered, “that in cases like this one, that are already messy...when things begin unraveling, big players start turning up dead.” 


   




  Chapter 31


  Obstinance


   


  By the time they ate breakfast, found another car, and got on the road, Jason felt almost normal. His head still ached, though, as did the various areas of his body that had taken rounds last night. 


  They had only driven a couple of miles when they saw a road indicating a checkpoint. Traffic was already stop-and-go, and Cassidy pulled into the longer line. 


  “In my backpack is a plastic trash bag,” she said. “Grab it for me, please?”


  Jason handed her the bag. When he saw what was inside, he raised his eyebrows. 


  She pulled out a few miscellaneous items and then remembered something. Leaning to the side, she fished around in her back pocket until she found her wallet. “This will only work if you have…”


  Cassidy pulled out a piece of plastic and handed it to him. “A fake ID.”


  “How…when did you get this made?” he asked. 


  “I may have…lifted your wallet back in Huntington,” she replied, avoiding his gaze. “My banker has many skills, and you never know when a fake identification will come in handy.”


  Jason eyed her suspiciously. He could tell she wasn’t sorry about it by the way the corners of her mouth tried to pull upward. 


   


         ✧	✧	✧    


   


  The checkpoint had been established since last night. Thus far, there were no sightings of Cassidy Jackson or Jason Stayton. 


  The current shift was to have ended twenty minutes ago, but the officers scheduled to relieve them hadn’t arrived. 


  “Hey, Joe. Radio in and find out what the blazes is taking so long?” asked the senior officer. 


  With a sigh, he turned his attention to the next car. He checked the driver’s ID, asked a few questions, and sent him on his way. 


  The officer glanced at a green, late-model Mustang several vehicles back. He noted some theatrics going on with a lot of hand gestures and arm flailing. He sighed again. 


  Why do they always pick my line?


  Finally, it was the green car’s turn. The passenger, a middle-aged male, put his hand up sharply as if to say “Enough.”


  The driver, a blonde female wearing aviator sunglasses and chewing on a wad of gum, slumped against the driver’s seat in a huff. 


  Fortunately, the senior officer had thought fast after checking the car before theirs and swapped places with a rookie. The kid would get to deal with Ms. Dramatic, and he could talk with the exasperated husband or boyfriend or whoever he was. 


  “Afternoon,” said the officer. 


  “Afternoon, officer,” replied the young woman, pouting.


  “Identifications, please,” said the senior officer at the passenger window. 


  Cassidy handed the rookie a fake driver’s license and sat there moodily chewing her gum. 


  “Everything alright?” asked the senior officer while he studied the ID Jason had handed him. It read Michael Larson. 


  “No,” replied the woman. 


  “Jackie,” sighed Jason. 


  “What?” bit out Cassidy, aka Jackie Larson. “I’ve lived in Jersey all my life, and then one day he comes home and says ‘We’re moving.’ Just like that!”


  She flailed her hand around in the air to add emphasis then drilled Jason with a look. “And did you even discuss it with me or ask what I thought? No!”


  “What’s your occupation?” asked the senior officer, looking over the top of his sunglasses at Jason. 


  “I’m an accountant,” replied Jason, almost ashamedly. 


   “An accountant!” declared Cassidy, laying on the Jersey accent. “I mean, who is an accountant and takes a job transfer? So now we have to go to Loserville—”


  “Lukeville,” corrected Jason sourly.


  “Oh, excuse me, Mr. Big Time Accountant who sits in a dark cubicle all day and plays with numbers,” retorted Cassidy before looking at the young officer and pulling her sunglasses further down her nose to look at him. “Now, if he was in a prestigious line of work like law enforcement, I could completely understand.”


  Jason sighed loudly and shot a look at the senior officer as if to ask, “See what I have to put up with?”


  The younger officer shifted a little and handed Cassidy her identification. “You two have a safe drive.”


  Jason retrieved his ID, and Cassidy pulled forward. After they had driven a distance from the checkpoint, she allowed herself a laugh. 


  “You do stuff like this all the time?” he asked. 


  “Nah, just half the time,” she replied, pulling her wig off, spitting the gum out the window, and replacing the cheap aviators with her real sunglasses. 


  “Creepy how easily we pulled that off,” commented Jason.


  “Yeah,” agreed Cassidy. “Weird.” 


  Without any warning, she reached over and ripped the fake scar off the side of his face. 


  “Ow! You gotta warn people before you do stuff like that,” he chided, rubbing his cheek. He removed the beard. The thing kind of creeped him out, and he gladly tossed it into the backpack. 


  “How long do you think it’ll be before we’re out on the plains?” he asked, surveying the forested hills. 


  “Maybe two hours,” guessed Cassidy. 


  “Mmm,” he replied. 


  “Yeah,” said Cassidy, popping her neck. “Escaping a Moscow prison would be easier than crossing that wide, open space undetected.”


   


         ✧	✧	✧    


   


  An hour later, they approached another town. The drive had been an uneventful, and they were debating whether to find a phone to call headquarters. They knew the moment they did, though, Sloan would be all over them. 


  “With John overseas, I’m not sure how much the chief will be able to help, anyway,” put in Cassidy, rubbing the side of her face. “I need to get to a computer, so I can track down some people.”


  “If Sloan has spies inside our division, what do you think the chances are that he has informants in other government agencies, like Homeland Security?” asked Jason. 


  Cassidy gave a little shrug. When she spotted a string of fast-food restaurants, she asked, “Want to grab an early lunch?”


  It was Jason’s turn to shrug. They were in and out in ten minutes and back on the road. This time, Jason drove, and it was some time before he noticed the prolonged silence.


  “Side hurting again?”


  Cassidy shook her head. “Just a little headache.”


  “So back to what we were talking about earlier,” said Jason. “Are we sure we can trust your friends at the CIA or any other agency?”


  “Of course not,” answered Cassidy. “You can never really be one hundred percent positive.”


  “Well, then why don’t we—”


  Plink! A bullet punched through a rear passenger window and into the dashboard. 


  The car’s tires squealed in protest as Jason swerved to the left and across the road. 


  “I’ve been wondering when they would show up,” chimed Cassidy almost happily.


  Another round plunked into the rear of the car. 


  She pulled out two pairs of earplugs and one of her guns. She didn’t know what or where the shots were coming from. Since another vehicle wasn’t following them yet, she concluded with “sniper.”


  “How’d you know they…” Jason started to ask, but the answer to his question came to him. “There were cameras at the checkpoint. But how would anyone monitoring the footage know it was us?”


  “No idea. If the officers at that checkpoint hadn’t been sleep-deprived and had bothered to really look at us, they probably would have figured out who we were,” replied Cassidy.


  Another round went through the back window and just missed her. It must have been high caliber because it shattered the glass in a single shot. 


  Jason hit the gas, and the car jerked forward.


   “You think Sloan has gotten tired of chasing us and just wants us both dead?” he called over the wind rushing through the back window. 


  “Difficult to say,” answered Cassidy, hunched as she carefully looked over her seat. “They’re coming for at least one of us. There’s no way Sloan would scrap his plan after having come so far."


  A black car pulled behind them. Judging by the rumble of the engine, their pursuer had a least a hundred more horses and a lot more torque than their little car. This situation felt little familiar to Cassidy: green sedan swerving around getting shot at—except this time her car wasn’t waiting for them down the road. 


  She put one set of earplugs in the cup holder and crammed the other pair in her ears. Ideally, she would have had a set of protectors that were also sound-enhancing. Word on the down-low was the military had some that were the size of earbuds. What she wouldn’t give for a pair of those!


  “There’s no way we’re going to outrun them,” assessed Cassidy, crawling into the backseat. 


  “Oh no, not again,” groaned Jason, grabbing one of the earplugs and putting it in his right ear.


  “Just hush up and drive…and try not to kill us with your driving.”


  The black car had closed the distance to roughly twenty feet. Before either the driver or passenger had time to start shooting, Cassidy obliged them by sending a few bullets. They didn’t do much. The windshield was bullet-resistant. 


  Figures, she thought.


  Cassidy ducked as the passenger stuck his arm out and returned fire. A stream of bullets zipped through the car. 


  “Automatic weapons?” she exclaimed. “That’s not fair!” 


  At that moment, she wished she had her hands on an assault rifle with armor-piercing rounds or maybe a rocket launcher. 


  Without any warning, Jason cut hard around a corner, swerving under the overpass and flinging Cassidy hard against the car with an exclamation of, “Ohie!”


  More gunfire rained down upon them as sirens blared nearby.


  Jason swerved again, barely avoiding a civilian car on the right. 


  Seconds later, flashing lights appeared behind the black car. 


  Cassidy opened fire on the black car and finally inflicted the radiator with multiple puncture wounds. She immediately threw herself across the backseat as the window beside her shattered. 


  Jason floored the accelerator as they flew out of town with engine whining loudly. His fingers clenched the wheel, his knuckles white. 


  Once the town was a safe distance in the rearview mirror, Cassidy crawled back into the front passenger seat. 


  “You okay?” he asked, removing the earplug. 


  A long red cut ran along Cassidy’s left cheekbone, and fresh nicks marked her face and arms.


  “I’m fine. You?” she asked as she pocketed her earplugs. 


  He had some red cuts on his arms from flying glass but was otherwise unharmed. 


  “We’ll need to ditch the car,” she said over the noise of the wind.


  “If you hadn’t noticed, we’re running low on cash,” replied Jason. “Isn’t the idea to get to Colorado as fast as possible?”


  They had agreed that Mexico would be a better hideout, but Colorado was closer. Right now, they needed more than six hours to recover between near-death experiences. 


  “You don’t think local law enforcement has a description of this car?” countered Cassidy. “And it’s not exactly hard to spot now. You’re not afraid to rough it in the outdoors, are you?”


  “You said yourself there’s a lot of open space between us and the Rockies,” said Jason. “Don’t you think there would be an equally likely chance we’d be spotted on foot compared to driving?”


  “Not in this vehicle. Either way, we have to cross the plains,” replied Cassidy, looking at him sternly. “There’s no way around that fact. But this car is hot now. I don’t want SWAT vans and choppers pouncing on us before we even have half a chance.”


  Jason took a breath and gave a little wag of his head. 


  And we’re back to arguing over everything, thought Cassidy. She chalked it up to the fact that he was still recovering from his little adventure the previous night.


  “It’s only another forty-five minutes to Oklahoma City,” she pointed out. “I can take care of our money situation at that stop, and we can go from there.”


  She could tell Jason wanted to argue further, but the air moving through the broken windows made it difficult to hear.


  An obstinate and uncomfortable figurative silence fell between them. Cassidy hadn’t apologized for punching Jason just prior to Ethan’s death. Neither had Jason apologized for pushing her so hard. That previous altercation had permanently settled itself in the back of their minds. Their awareness of the fight and lack of reconciliation added to the current awkwardness. Yet, neither made the effort to remedy it.


  Cassidy folded her arms, turned her attention out her window, and thought, somewhat unreasonably, why does he always have to make things so much more difficult?


   




  Chapter 32


  Arrangements & Regrets


   


  Assistant Director Gray leaned back in the chair at his desk and mused. Special Agent Roberts had delivered the investigation report, with evidence, compiled by Chief Braxton.  


  Roberts also strongly believed Hensley had fled. Adding to the equation were Robbie’s findings on the attempted framing of Chief Braxton for Bob Dexton’s murder. 


  I need a drink, thought Gray, rubbing his temples. 


  He instantly regretted Braxton’s reassignment to Columbia. His replacement, Derek Munsen, was struggling to catch up and keep pace with the transpiring events of the Cassidy Jackson case. 


  The checkpoints proved useless. They had been in a shootout in a nearby town that was past a checkpoint. Jason and Cassidy hadn’t made contact in over twenty-four hours. Then again, with all the excitement they were creating, they didn’t really need to call. 


  The relentless ambushes unnerved Gray. They kept coming like mortar attacks. He, along with everyone else, was probably only now realizing how far of a reach this Sloan character had. 


  Gray shook his head and straightened in the chair. As he continued reading through the evidence against Hensley, he thought a second time, I could use a really strong drink.


   


         ✧	✧	✧     


   


  As for Derek Munsen, he scrambled around the office, trying to get things in place after the shootout. Fortunately, the two assailants in the black car had evaded the police on foot and disappeared. Also, as was the recurring theme, Jason and Cassidy escaped. 


  His heart raced and sweat slickened his hands as he dialed another number on his phone. 


  “It’s me,” he said after the person on the other end picked up. “You know who. Looks like they’re headed for Oklahoma City…yeah, well, just make sure you get it done this time. Every time you fail, you leave a lot of explaining for me to do. Someone’s going to get wise or worse if you don’t actually do what you’ve been trained to do…no, it wasn’t a threat, just a fact. You know what our employer will do…whatever, good luck, and don’t screw up.”


  Munsen ended the call with a mix of anger and fear throbbing in his chest. He crossed to the desk, sat down, and hoped with all his might that this would be over by sundown. 


   




  Chapter 33


  Difficult Position & Bad Odds


   


  On the other side of the world, the nightlife was happening in the Kazybek Bi District, Kazakhstan, an hour south of the capital Astana. 


  The informant, a local the Agency recruited a year ago, took a seat at the bar. He had already spotted the man was sent to look for, and now he was going to have a drink. 


  Only an idiot would have entered the bar, stopped and scanned the room in obvious fashion, found the target, and then turned around and left. Nothing would have set off alarms faster. 


  Halfway through his drink, his cell phone rang. Sighing, he answered in Russian. “What? Yes…I told you it’s in the office...”


  That phrase meant their target was in the room. But as he was speaking, the man he had been sent to find pushed himself away from the end of the bar. It wasn’t a sudden action like he thought he had been discovered but a lazy move. 


  Morgan Naphtali, with two associates, surveyed the room then made for the side exit. 


  “He’s on the street now,” muttered the informant before ending the call.


  Outside, the night air was sharp and the sky clear. 


  The team from Uzbekistan had been scrambling since arriving earlier that evening. The few agents stationed at the post in the city helped them work assets and search for the man matching Naphtali’s description. 


  They caught a break when they spotted a possible match on a security camera. Now they were here, attempting to track him. The team leader and two other agents remained at the post. The others were out on the streets. When their informant sent them a picture he had taken at the bar, they finally had confirmation on Naphtali. 


  “Anyone have eyes, yet?” asked the team leader.


  “Charlie has eyes,” whispered an agent. “They’re getting in their car…looks like they have a team in another vehicle. I count eight including the target.”


  “Mobile Unit, what’s your status?”


  “We’re in position down the road. We have eyes on the target and confirm a total of eight.”


  “Shadow them. Let’s see where they’re going.”


  “Copy.”


  The team leader folded his arms and slowly began pacing behind the agents at the monitors.  


  “Patch me through to home base,” he said. 


  “Yes, sir…just waiting for an answer…”


  “What’s the verdict?” asked a voice seconds later. It was his boss, waiting for confirmation in Moscow. 


  “We have a positive identification. It is Morgan Naphtali.”


  “How many does he have with him?”


  “Seven confirmed so far,” he replied, watching things progress on the screens.


  “We have no tactical support teams anywhere near your location.”


  This was true. The agents present were outnumbered and outgunned. What were they supposed to do? Steal some cars off the street, chase Naphtali and his armed escorts, and instigate a gun battle in a foreign country? And hope they somehow apprehended Naphtali?


  “I understand we need to gather evidence against him,” admitted the leader. “The Middle-East and Europe are at each other’s throats more than usual.”


  “Yes, they are. Hamas has joined in the fun and has launched rockets for the third day in a row. If we can prove Naphtali was behind the initial attacks that started all of this, and better yet, catch him, maybe things will quiet down.”


  “They’re headed to an airfield, sir,” whispered an agent. 


  “Watch and see what plane he gets on, then check the flight manifest,” said his boss. “Wherever the stopovers are, we’ll have agents watching. Then, just maybe, we can tail him to his final destination and make an opportunity to grab him.”


  The agent managed to hold in his snort. That end-goal required each of those many steps to be made successfully. Then again, his team leader always made near-impossible tasks sound simple and straightforward. 


  The odds of nabbing Naphtali, let alone keeping track of him during his transcontinental journey, are really bad, calculated the agent with a dose of reasonable pessimism.


  Aloud, however, he responded with, “Understood, sir.”


   




  Chapter 34


  Minor Adjustments


   


  They saw the checkpoint a mile from the outskirts of the city. 


  Jason took the next exit and hung a right onto a narrow strip of road leading to some dilapidated shacks. He drove through the tall grass, pulled the car behind one of the buildings, and turned it off.


  Cassidy grabbed her backpack and rifle and hopped out. She didn’t want to part with the weapon, but trapsing around with it would be rather conspicuous. She carefully walked into a half-collapsed one-story house and hid it. 


  When she returned, Jason dialed Chief Braxton and put it on speaker. One ring later, an automated voice came on and said, “I’m sorry, but the number you’re trying to call has either been disconnected or—”


  Jason ended the call and tried one of the other agents on the team. 


  “Yeah?”


  “Logan, it’s Jason.”


  “Geez! Where have you guys been? Munsen is having a cow.”


  “Munsen? Who’s Munsen? And why couldn’t we reach the chief?”


  “Oh, right. You haven’t heard yet. Braxton was reassigned to Columbia because of some bogus evidence implicating him in Bob Dexton’s death.”


  Jason and Cassidy glanced at each other. 


   “So, now we have Derek Munsen, a guy who transferred to our city a few months ago. Oh, and you should know that Hensley has gone on the run. We came across some very interesting evidence like suspicious people overseas he’s been in contact with leading up to the East Africa operation.”


  Jason watched Cassidy’s jaw muscles flex as she clenched her teeth. He could only imagine. If Hensley was indeed involved in any way in the Africa disaster, or worse, working with Sloan…


  Forget the justice system, thought Jason. She’ll be out for blood.


  “Do you know anything about the roadblocks we keep seeing?” asked Cassidy. 


  “Munsen’s idea. He said something about wanting to bring you in because we could better protect you and it’d be safer for everyone.”


  Cassidy and Jason looked at each other with sardonic expressions.


  “Right,” quipped Jason. “More like easier to hand Cassidy over to Sloan.”


  Pause. 


  “Are you serious?” asked Logan, lowering his voice, “You think Munsen—”


  “I’d check Munsen’s phone records,” suggested Cassidy. “He likely has a secondary burner phone, which you would have to search for.” 


  She looked at Jason. “We need to get moving. Now.”


  “Wait, hold on a sec—”


  “Be careful who you talk to, Logan. We’ll be in touch.”


  Jason ended the call. Instead of destroying it, he left it on and placed it inside a shack beside the house. If anyone else had been listening and tracked the number, maybe they would send a team here first, which would buy him and Cassidy a little more time. 


  Twenty minutes into their trek, the high-rises in the heart of the city had grown taller. They were still on the outskirts, but the area was already more populated. 


  Cassidy pulled out her phone as they trekked through a residential neighborhood. She dialed the number her “banker” had given her to use if she ever came this way. 


  “Yello?”


  “I’m a friend of James, and he recommended you if I came this direction,” replied Cassidy, eyes surveying the street and opposite sidewalk. 


  “Oh, he mentioned you might be calling. Said you like to get right to the point.” The man on the other end of the phone sighed. “I can meet with you sometime tomorrow afternoon.”


  “How about now?” asked Cassidy. “Now is good.”


  Before he could answer, she continued, “It’s kind of important, and I’m in a bit of a rush, so please don’t make me find you.”


  Jason couldn’t tell if that was intended as a veiled threat. Regardless, this guy had obviously heard stories about her because he quickly replied with, “Where do you want to meet, and how much will you need?”


  “Twelve will cover it. Call James and set everything up. When it’s done, I’ll meet you at Blackbird Plaza.”


  “Twelve? That’s quite a bit to—”


  “Don’t play games. I’m fully confident in your abilities, and it’s not like this is some backwater town. Now, hurry up. I don’t have all day.”


  She ended the call and glanced at Jason. “While I deal with this, why don’t you look around for a vehicle? I’m sure there’s someone in these neighborhoods selling a car who would be happy to take cash.”


  “Fine. How am I going to get in touch with you again?” he asked. “I left my last phone in a shack.”


  Cassidy pulled out a cell from a side pocket. “My last burner. We’ll need to stop for supplies soon.”


  She called herself with the other phone and then handed it to Jason. 


  “You owe me a new Smartphone, by the way,” he said, pocketing the cell, “to replace the one you destroyed.” 


  Cassidy blew through her lips. “It was smashed while fleeing from a bad guy. Can’t you just write it off as some kind of business expense and get a replacement?”


  When Jason gave her a correcting look, she shrugged. “Okay, I’ll see you in a few.”


  She started down another street but paused to look over her shoulder. “Oh, and Jason…try to stay out of trouble.” 


   


       ✧	✧	✧    


   


  Jason had correctly guessed that someone might be listening. Munsen was secretly keeping tabs on every incoming call to Braxton’s team, who still regarded him with disdain. 


  When Jason called and Munsen saw the Oklahoma area code, it immediately had his full attention. The phone was still on, but stationary on the northeastern outskirts of Oklahoma City. 


  He took his backup phone from the top desk drawer and dialed the same number he’d called earlier.  


  “It’s me. Have you made any headway, yet?”  


  Pause. 


  “I have something for you to check out: a last known location on one of the targets.”


  An idea was already forming in Munsen’s mind as he spoke. “Actually, I think I can have local SWAT help us on this. I’ll send you the coordinates of the phone. Check it out then begin sweeping the nearest neighborhoods. I assume they ditched the car and are looking for another. I’ll tell local law enforcement you’re a team from the Bureau. You still have those fake IDs I provided you with, right?”  


  Another pause.


  “Good. Just remember to behave like federal agents…yeah, yeah. Keep me in the loop.” 


  Munsen ended the call then picked up the phone on his desk and dialed a number in Oklahoma City.


   




  Chapter 35


  Not Exactly a Joyride


   


  Cassidy stepped outside the shop and sucked down a smoothie. All the excitement and consistent lack of sleep over the past few weeks left her with daily headaches. Now, she was trying for a sugar buzz with the occasional brain freeze to remedy the problem since the Excedrin didn’t cut it anymore.


  While standing in the building’s shadow, she watched a pair of unmarked police cruisers drive past.


  Searching residential areas, she thought, taking a hard pull of the smoothie. Could be unrelated to us, but I doubt it.


  The phone in her pocket buzzed at her, and she dug it out. “Yeah?”


  “I’m here. Black sedan in the parking lot in front of the gym.”


  She scanned the parking lot and spotted him. 


  “And hurry it up, will you? Something's got the cops excited. I passed four black-and-whites on my way here.”


  Cassidy crossed to the car and dropped into the front passenger’s seat. “Hello, Jerry.”


  Jerry the money launderer nodded. “Ms. Jackson.” 


  He reached into the backseat, seized a small black duffel, and set it between them. “Everything you asked for is here.”


  “Thank you,” she replied with a smile. 


  “Yeah, sure. I didn’t feel like I had much of a choice.”


  Cassidy’s phone buzzed, and she glanced at a text message. It was from Jason inquiring about all of the unmarked police cars.


  She glanced in the rearview mirror in time to see a SWAT van roll through the light at the intersection. Ooo, she thought. 


  “I may have one more quick favor,” said Cassidy as she responded to Jason.


  When she saw Jerry grimace, she added, “Don’t worry. I take care of my friends, and you are my friend, aren’t you, Jerry?”


  “No offense, but I’d rather not be your friend,” he answered. “I mean, not that I want to be your enemy, either.”


  She received a response from Jason, and after reading it said, “Okay, one more little thing then we can pretend we never met. I would be so grateful if you would drop me off at North Boulevard and Ridge Terrace just down the road.” 


  Jerry shot her a look as he put the car in gear. “That’s it?”


  “That’s it,” she replied with another smile. It wasn’t a genuine smile but tight and forced, which meant, “You will help me one way or another.”


  A minute later, Cassidy was trekking through a strip of woods between the subdivision and the road. She hadn’t gone far when three cruisers stopped at the intersection where Jerry had left her. 


  After watching them for a moment, she realized they were establishing a roadblock.


  “Hmm,” she considered. Fortunately for her and Jason, Cassidy had restored enough energy to be in a sporty mood. Hence, why she reacted with “hmm” instead of an irritated “oh great.”


  She called Jason and hoped he wasn’t already running for his life again.


  You really can’t leave him alone for even a minute, she mentally sighed.


  “Where are you?” he asked when he answered. 


  “Watching local PD set up a roadblock at North Boulevard,” she replied. “I’m across from a cemetery. Looks like the north end is heavily wooded, so that would probably be a good place to meet. Just have to cross the road.”


  “I think I’m almost to the boulevard,” he said. 


  Judging by the way he huffed his words out, she concluded that he was jogging. “Should only be a couple minutes out.”


  “Have you seen any SWAT vans, yet?”


  “Seriously?”


  “Quite. Munsen won’t tell the locals we’re government agents because then he would have to explain all kinds of details. Probably told them we’re suspects in that little shootout last night or whenever that was. He wants us alive, so they’ll use nonlethal force, but there’s no guarantee someone won’t get too excited.”


  Jason grunted. “And nonlethal rounds still hurt. See you in ten.”


  Cassidy moved north up the road before crossing to the other side and hunkering down to watch for Jason. She spotted him exactly eight minutes later on the east side of the boulevard. Thirty seconds later, he crossed into the trees. Once further in, he slowed and looked for Cassidy. 


  He began wondering where she might possibly be when she popped out from behind a tree. 


  His muscles contracted, and he jumped as a burst of adrenaline flooded his body.


  “Sheesh, Cassidy,” he chastised. “Why do you do that?”


  “Well, it was either that or sneaking up behind you and clamping a hand over your mouth. Didn’t think you’d appreciate that very much.”


  “We’re obviously going to have to find another place to buy a car,” noted Jason, eyeing the trees. 


  “We’ll cut along the perimeter of the cemetery and then past that school. That’ll take us to another road,” nodded Cassidy. “Maybe there’ll be something along there. Now hand me your pack. I need to redistribute the weight of this cash.”


   


         ✧	✧	✧    


   


  After nearly an hour, the commander of the fake Bureau team called off the search. 


  “These two people are professionals,” he informed the local law enforcement units. “If we don’t spot them within the first ten minutes, they’ve already moved out of the area.”


   Now, patrols rolled through the northeast section of town and began moving further towards the city center. The helicopter they requested was also finally available and en route. 


  Cassidy and Jason had just bought a car from a very limited lot several miles down the road. When they heard the helicopter in the distance, Cassidy said, “Hmm.”


  Jason eyed her. He knew her enough now that a calm Cassidy in the face of looming excitement meant she was confident and charged to handle anything. 


  And because she’s insane, he added in a thought to himself, she might even be looking forward to it. 


  She didn’t share any of the plans running through her mind, and instead said, “Let’s get moving.”


  Jason, behind the wheel, wasn’t as calm or confident as Cassidy. He had difficulty not reacting whenever a police cruiser drove by or the helicopter passed overhead.


  He took a forced breath when an unmarked car pulled behind them. “We should still be okay, right? They couldn’t already know what car we bought or anything.”


  Cassidy, slouched low in the passenger’s seat, said nothing and kept her eyes on the side mirror. After another ten seconds, the car turned down a different street. 


  “Okay. I have a plan,” she said after watching the helicopter disappear behind a high-rise. “Pull into the first parking garage you come across.”


  It took a long few minutes of wandering before they spotted one. They were nearly to the entrance when flashing lights appeared behind them.  


  Jason moved over to the far lane to see if the officer wanted to go around them. He didn’t and remained glued to their rear bumper.


  Shoot, he thought.


  “It’s okay,” said Cassidy, almost bored. “Just keep going into the garage. Once you’re through, gun it to give us some space.”


  They experienced a moment of panic as they began turning into the entrance of the garage. There was a car in front of them, but the driver was taking his ticket and the rail was lifting. 


  The moment the car was clear, Jason punched the gas and shot under the rail as it came back down. 


  Cassidy’s eyes flitted to the digital board indicating how many free spaces remained on each level.


  “Third level,” said Cassidy. “It’s nearly full. Plenty of cover.”


  “Does this mean we’re going to have to ditch the car we just bought?” asked Jason, agitated. 


  “Nope. Just get us to the third level and find a place to park,” answered Cassidy evenly. 


  Jason finally appreciated her commander mode. It helped him stay calm.


  They made it to the third level, and Jason found a spot in a long line of cars on an interior wall. He pulled in and turned off the vehicle. 


  Cassidy slipped out and knelt in front of the car. After ten seconds, Jason got out. “What are you doing?”


  Cassidy stood with the front plate in hand and moved to the back. She set to work on the rear plate, loosening the screws with her pocketknife. After the rear plate was off, she jogged down the row and searched. 


  Jason stayed with the car and fought rising exasperation. The sound of increasing sirens didn’t help. He also heard the helicopter coming around. 


  Cassidy returned a minute later with a different set of license plates.


  “You think they spotted us on a traffic cam somewhere?” asked Jason as she fastened the new plates to their car. "And that's how they know what car we're driving?"


  Cassidy stood and pulled out a roll of orange electrical tape from a pocket and began taping pieces to the rear window. “He probably has our faces in his database and told a program to run a continuous search for our faces in all available security and traffic camera networks. Sloan being Sloan, he probably has the latest and greatest machines that can handle the processing.”


  She finished with the tape and stepped back to survey her handiwork. She had taped out “OU Football.”  


  “Nice,” admired Jason.


  They ducked behind the car as the helicopter slowly flew past their level. Once it was gone, Cassidy stood. “I found a very similar make and model car just around the corner. I’ll go tearing out of here and draw everyone’s attention. You wait here, and when it’s clear, head for I-40 to Amarillo. Once you reach the outskirts, sit tight, and I’ll find you.” 


  “You’re using yourself as bait?”


  Cassidy looked at him. “You have a better idea?”


  The sound of a vehicle approaching drew their attention. 


  “Look, don’t worry about it. Just do your part,” she said, turning up the row. “After my last trip to Morocco, this’ll be a piece of cake!”


  By now, Jason had reached the point of acceptance regarding Cassidy’s plans of action. Arguing had proved pointless, and generally speaking, things had worked out.


  The approaching car came closer. He snatched his pack from the car, locked it, and snuck behind an SUV in a more shadowed area of the garage. 


  An unmarked cruiser slowly pulled around the corner. The driver stopped when he spotted the silver sedan. The plates didn’t match those of the vehicle that had pealed into the garage, and neither did the Oklahoma State football logo taped on the rear window. 


  The driver and passenger opened their doors and exited. They hadn’t taken one step towards the sedan when they heard the sound of screeching tires and a whining engine.


  The officers jumped back into their car and sped down the row. When they wheeled around the corner, they caught sight of a light-colored sedan disappearing down an exit ramp and took off after it.


  Upon reaching the ground level, Cassidy was relieved to see they hadn’t set up spike strips at the rear exit yet. She sped out of the garage and sent the car into a power slide onto the road. It glanced off a cruiser parked across the exit and then weaved through the other pair of cars on the right. 


  Because it was mid-morning, traffic was relatively light. Morning rush was over, and the lunch rush had yet to begin. 


  Cassidy sent the car into another skid through a red light at an intersection, passing between two cars driving through it. That slowed the two cruisers behind her, and she rocketed down the street, heading for the freeway. 


  As she passed through the next light, a black SUV swerved in behind her. She cut the corner on the right, floored the gas, and flew onto I-44, heading east for I-35/Junction 66. 


  Cassidy, curious about this SUV, swerved into the next lane and tapped the brakes. The vehicle pulled up beside her, and she and the passenger looked at each other. 


  They definitely aren’t law enforcement, she surmised.


  She glanced in the rearview mirror at her pair of unmarked police cars following them. They cued up behind her and appeared uninterested in the SUV. 


  Cassidy hit the brakes and slammed the front of the car against the rear wheel well of the SUV, pitting it. Going with the sideways momentum, she slid her car between the police cruisers, straightened, and started down the wrong direction on the freeway. 


  She hugged the concrete median barriers, and the other drivers on the road immediately cut across lanes to avoid her. She swerved into the next exit and looped the wrong way down the on-ramp. Hey, they did this in the Middle-East all the time. 


  At the bottom, she made the tires smoke as she swung the car around so it was facing the right direction. Ignoring the chorus of horns, Cassidy raced down the street, driving on the shoulder or hopping the curb to pass slower traffic. 


  There weren’t a whole lot of side streets here. Right now, though, it was just about wasting time and getting as many units involved in the chase as possible. The only major annoyance was the helicopter, which stayed with her.


  A large interchange loomed mere miles ahead, and she cut in front of a car to make the on-ramp. She was traveling in the correct direction this time, but the driver behind her laid on the horn. 


  I even used my blinker that time, she thought. Some people are just so ungrateful.


  The ramp took them up and right before spitting them out with the traffic on the interstate.


  She ducked into a center lane and slowed down to match the speed of the other vehicles. The helicopter picked her out thirty seconds later.


  As expected, cars behind her started parting like the Red Sea as more law enforcement approached from behind. If the chopper’s crew had as good a view of her as she had of it, then they knew Jason wasn’t with her. However, she was driving a vehicle with plates matching the one that had disappeared into the parking garage.


  “Okay then,” she said to herself, pressing the accelerator to the floor. The car whined in protest before lurching forward. 


  They were on approach for the I-44/I-35 interchange. Drivers who hadn’t already noticed the flashing lights in their rearview mirrors began changing lanes.


   She was going through the execution for the next maneuver in her mind when she spotted another black vehicle approaching fast. Local law enforcement cleared out of its path. When it drew closer, Cassidy saw the driver and passenger of the Camaro with a push bar. These guys weren’t official law enforcement, either.


  She considered the Camaro’s superior performance and rapidly formed a new plan.


  The interchange was upon them, and the Camaro was almost up Cassidy’s exhaust pipe. She swerved to the right then left, cranking the wheel hard. She let the Camaro PIT her, went in the direction of the slide, and slammed into Reverse.


  She backed down the lanes that broke left from the freeway, clipping a car in the process. “Sorry,” she said, before glancing off another. “Pardon me.” 


   The swerving vehicles forced the Camaro to slow but only a little. The engine rumbled and growled then launched the vehicle at her once it was clear of the other cars. 


  One tactical advantage of an old enough car was the e-brake lever. Cassidy pulled it, swung the car around, forced the shift into drive, released the brake, and punched the gas.


  The Camaro gave her a tap on the rear bumper. 


  Cassidy realized then that they hadn’t started shooting this time. Maybe the last team was just a little too trigger-happy, she guessed.


  The black car gave her another, harder tap. Thanks to the merging traffic, it didn’t have time to position itself for another PIT maneuver. 


  Cassidy ducked in front of the cars and literally floored the gas pedal. She knew that the longer the chase went on, the higher the chances were of being corralled. Still, she wanted to get as far along I-44 as possible, which was taking them southwest to intersect I-40.


  The black SUV reappeared in the distance, the helicopter was still following her, and the Camaro came roaring in. She saw the flashing lights of a roadblock in the distance and a line of brake lights.


  She was about to make her own exit by cutting across the median to the feeder when the Camaro slammed into her from the left. This time, the execution of the maneuver was poor, and her car started a lethargic spin. 


  As she was turning the wheel to correct, Cassidy wondered just how much more abuse this car could take before it had enough. She had mental pictures of the trail of metal bolts and parts she was leaving in her wake.


  This time she didn’t go into reverse but completed the spin and rammed into the Camaro, jarring them both. There wasn’t much they could immediately do as she punched their vehicle sideways. They would have gone onto the grassy median dividing the interstate and feeder—if it hadn’t been for the end of a guardrail. 


  Everyone came to a sudden and painful stop. The hood of her car was crumpled and steaming, and the engine had gone silent. The airbag had deployed, but she had laid her seat back at the second before impact to avoid getting a face full.


  “Big ow,” grunted Cassidy as she opened the door and fell out of the car. She shook her head to clear the fog. She heard the approaching sirens and heard that annoying helicopter overhead.


  Cassidy staggered to the Camaro, its side windows broken from the impact. She punched the driver who was making inarticulate mumbles. With great effort, she unbuckled and hauled him through the window. She then crawled inside and hit the gas. 


  The black monster growled and accelerated. As soon as she was clear of the rail, she unbuckled her semi-conscience passenger, reached over, opened his door, and kicked him onto the median. 


  She hopped the curb onto the feeder road and darted for another part of town. 


  Jason, she thought. I really hope you’re making good use of this.


   


        ✧	✧	✧    


   


  Jason was indeed making good use of the diversion. He had to wait twenty minutes before the units at the parking garage pulled away from the entrances.  


  He returned to the car, got in, and calmly exited the garage. Slouching to hide his frame, he donned a big pair of sunglasses and pulled on a hat. He hoped it would be enough to keep anyone from looking twice. 


  Originally, he was going to take the interstate. However, when he saw the police cruisers, the helicopter, and a SWAT van head that way, he stuck to the turnpike that made a wide berth around downtown and the major interstates. According to the map he had studied while waiting in the garage, he knew it would eventually meet with I-40. 


  He experienced one minor scare when a black-and-white lazily drove around him. The officers eyed his car, but when they pulled even with him, all they saw was a somewhat young-looking male chewing a wad of gum and with a backpack beside him on the passenger’s seat. Putting those details together with the fact he had “OU Football” on his rear window, they surmised he was a college student.  


  When they were quickly assessed Jason, chomping on a piece of gum, he looked at them and gave the universal upward nod meaning “’Sup?”


  The officer in the passenger seat rolled his eyes, and they passed him. 


  Jason breathed a sigh of relief but only a small one. He reached I-40 and, at the western edge of the city, exited. He parked in a large, semi-crowded parking lot shared by a hotel and a hospital.


  Now he had to wait. Occasionally, he caught glimpses of the helicopter and wondered just where Cassidy was and what she was doing. 


  Then again, knowing her, maybe he really didn’t want to know.


   


         ✧	✧	✧    


   


  Cassidy wondered how much of this chase-scene footage would make it onto the evening news. 


  Fortunately, they were now in an industrial part of town with plenty of random buildings, warehouses, and large gravel parking lots.  


  Unfortunately, it made maneuvering easier not only for Cassidy but the dozen police cruisers in pursuit. That didn’t include the unmarked cars or fake federal agents. 


  She was running through her options when she spotted the roadblock ahead. 


  They’re probably trying to force me into a chokepoint.


  Her nearest pursuer clipped her from behind. By the time she corrected, her only option was to drive towards a small residential area near a large lake. The next road was blocked to the left and right, confirming her suspicion they were herding her. 


  Well, she didn’t like being herded or corralled, and those cruisers on the right blocked the way she wanted to go. To remedy the problem, she hit the brakes, swung the car around, and threw it into Reverse. Before she could do anything else, though, a police cruiser hit her rear fender.


  With a growl, Cassidy went back into Drive and pulled a funny-shaped serpentine between the car that had hit her and another arriving cruiser. Once through, she swung the back end of the car around and returned to Reverse. Nailing the gas, the engine snarled, and the car shot back and toward the roadblock. 


  Cassidy decided that if she survived this adventure, and got a 50% raise, she would consider buying one of these Camaros for herself. 


  The car slammed through the barrier and between the two cars parked behind it. She jumped a curb bordering a park and barely missed a tree. 


  Swinging the car around, she shifted into Drive and flew down the road wedged between a small forest on the left and a field to the right. Ahead stretched the lake with a residential area hugging its eastern shore.


  She wrestled on her backpack with some awkward squirming. The road was narrow and dusty, but she needed more concealment. 


  Cassidy cut left, and then back right, kicking up thicker clouds of dirt.


  The forest closed in until the broad trees stood unnervingly close. The road rapidly continued narrowing and began winding toward the subdivision. 


  Cassidy bailed. Jumping from a vehicle moving at a high rate of speed wasn’t something she recommended, especially without any sort of body armor. But you had to do what you had to do. 


  The heavy dust hid her exit, and she rolled into the wild grass and trees, where the trunk of a massive ponderosa pine abruptly stopped her momentum. 


  She remained completely still as the cruisers flew past in pursuit. Lying unmoving prevented drawing unwanted attention. It also allowed her lungs to inflate. 


  Ow, she thought, pushing herself to her knees. Well, she could move her limbs, and nothing felt broken. In another forty-eight hours, though, her entire body would feel incredibly sore.


  Cassidy forced herself to her feet and, sluggishly at first, pushed herself into a jog. Teams would sweep this direction any second while others fanned out to surrounding neighborhoods. 


  Get moving, she thought to herself, pushing her legs faster. This is nothing compared to Syria or Iraq or Moscow…


  Once she was up to cruising speed, settling into a rhythm was easier. The blood pumping through her muscles helped ease some of the achiness and stiffness. It was how she and the others in the program had been trained. 


  “Ninety percent of the battle is in your head,” their trainer used to say. “Unless you have a limb hacked off or you're holding organs in place in your body, you’d better be on your feet and moving.”


  Mind over matter, she told herself, quickening her pace still more. Mind over matter.


   


        ✧	✧	✧    


   


  The afternoon wore on. Jason had left his vehicle to grab a bite to eat and use the restroom. So far, no one seemed suspicious of him.  


  His concern and anxiety intensified when the wailing sirens quieted, and he no longer saw or heard the helicopter. 


  Jason started running through various options and tried to decide how long to wait when a shadow appeared at the passenger side door. It gave him a start, and it took him a moment to recognize who it was. 


  He unlocked the doors, and Cassidy dropped into the seat. She looked significantly more worn than when they had parted company. 


  She said nothing for a long spell and sat there panting. Finally, she rolled her head around and looked at him. 


  “That,” she said, “was a bit more work than I had originally anticipated.”


  Grimacing, Cassidy pushed her pack into the backseat and leaned awkwardly against the door. “We can go now, you know?”


  Jason hadn’t realized he had been gaping at her condition. He blinked out of his stare and started the car. 


  Cassidy went to reach for her seatbelt with the wrong arm. She hitched a breath against the sharp pain in her shoulder before grabbing the belt with her other hand. 


  When she glanced at Jason and saw him again looking at her, she said, “Minor crash in the other car. Seatbelt.”


  Jason exited the parking lot. “It caught you good?”


  “Pretty good. Tactical exits out of moving vehicles don’t help, either. But it’s fine, though.”


  Jason frowned. “You’ll probably be passing blood for the next few days. You’ve been bashed around pretty good the past week.”


  “It’s fine,” repeated Cassidy somewhat unconvincingly. With great care, she reclined the seat, folded her arms, and closed her eyes.


  They made it to I-40 and drove west. 


  “Where’s the nearest safe house you know of?” asked Cassidy after some time.


  “Amarillo,” replied Jason. “Another couple of hours. You need to stop and eat something first?”


  Cassidy gave a wag of her head. 


  “I’d feel better if you ate something, Cassidy. You’re really pale again.”


  That brought a smile to her face. “I’ll be fine. Don’t let me stop you from getting food if you’re hungry, though.”


  “Well, how about—”


  She started to laugh but stopped when her ribs punished her for the act. “I’m fine, Jason. Just need some sleep is all.”


  “And just think: you would be driving yourself all the way to who-knows-where if you didn’t have a partner,” he added as a side note. 


  Cassidy managed to open an eye enough to see his faint “I told you so” expression. 


  “You know, he’s a good guy,” reminded Ethan’s words. But thinking about his voice reminded her that he was gone. Pain wrapped around her heart, tightening her throat and threatening to burn her eyes with tears.


  No, she pushed back. Not yet. Not now.


  “Yeah, well,” she began in answer to Jason. “I’m…glad you—” 


  She stopped, refolded her arms, and finished with, “Thanks.”


  “You’re welcome,” replied Jason, a small smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. 


  Cassidy was dead to the world minutes later. 


  Jason ran a hand over his face and thought, boy, what a long day this turned out to be. 


   




  Chapter 36


  Monster


   


  Special Agent Logan and his teammates felt especially worn from the day’s events. 


  They had received the last call from Jason shortly before an intense car chase through the city led by Cassidy. Once again, both had managed to disappear.


  Derek Munsen had been hiding in his office since. 


  Logan rolled his eyes. Right, the phone call. Cassidy had suggested running Munsen’s phone records. 


  Sighing, he trudged to the break room to grab another cup of coffee and returned to his desk. 


  At first, he wondered if he had the security clearance to dump the phone records of his temporary boss. That potential issue turned out to be a non-issue. He and Munsen held the same level of security clearance. 


  Nothing unusual showed on Munsen’s office phone or his regular cell phone. However, if Cassidy was right, he had another phone. 


  Speak of the devil, though Logan as Munsen emerged from his office.


  The man looked rather flustered, and he charged through the aisle of desks and out of the room. 


  Logan seized the opportunity and moseyed into the office. He found the burner phone after a couple of tries. He quickly called himself with it then deleted the call from the burner’s memory. 


  Logan had just sat back down at his desk when Munsen returned to his office in a flurry. Three minutes later, he stepped through the doorway, turned off the light, and made for the main door. 


  “Evening, Special Agent Logan,” nodded Munsen on his way by. 


  Logan gave a nod before swiveling to the computer and entering Munsen’s burner number.


  “Now then,” said Logan to himself as he sipped his coffee. “Let’s see what we can find.”


   


         ✧	✧	✧    


   


  Sloan closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead upon hearing the news about the adventure in Oklahoma City. That woman became slipperier with each attempt. How she was able to escape was beyond him. 


  She does whatever she has to, to survive, ran a thought through his head. 


  He took a breath and rolled his neck. Everyone had been so focused on Cassidy that no one bothered looking for Jason. He had only shown up once on a traffic camera on the northwest corner of the city near the turnpike. 


  Fortunately, Sloan had people in place in Colorado, where he was certain Cassidy would go. His initial confidence in the team’s ability had been high. Now, though, the string of failures by other teams who were “highly trained” dulled that confidence.


  We will eventually get them. Their luck and protection aren’t eternal. 


  Several of the Colorado team members had been on the squad that had almost snatched Jason. This meant they had previous experience with the targets and better knew what to expect now. That strengthened Sloan’s surety about them somewhat.


  The team was also considerably larger. Cassidy could evade a handful at most but not an entire platoon. 


  Cassidy would show up soon with Jason, he was certain. There was a slight chance that they had split up after Oklahoma City where Cassidy had created a large enough distraction for Jason to escape. 


  No. She’ll want to personally ensure Jason’s continued safety, he mused with a faint smile. If he’s alone, she knows it wouldn’t be long before I snatched him up.


  He strolled to the cabin’s living room windows. In a bit of a predicament, aren’t we, Cassidy? You know I couldn’t make things easy for you. I have to keep up the pressure.


  His smile grew. You must be getting rather tired, too, not to mention quite…battered with all of your theatrics.


  The many torturous activities he had arranged for her played through his mind. After five minutes of euphoric daydreaming, he forced his mind back to the tasks at hand. 


  Sloan removed his phone from a pocket and speed-dialed a number. “Evening…I’m fine and you?


  Brief pause. 


  “Excellent. I have a quick and easy job for you, if you’re interested…yes, it’s right in your backyard. There’s someone I need you to take care of for me.”


   


         ✧	✧	✧    


   


  Dusk had set in by the time Jason pulled into the apartment complex in Amarillo. He turned off the engine with a heavy exhale. 


  He looked at Cassidy. She was still sleeping hard. During the drive, she occasionally started awake, looked around long enough to realize everyone was safe, and passed out again. 


  Jason cleared his throat, hoping to stir Cassidy from her slumber. She didn’t twitch. 


  He did it a second time and said, “We’re here.” 


  Nothing.


  Jason sighed again and decided he might as well as clear the apartment. Maybe she would be awake by then.


  Clearing the apartment took less than a minute. Panic pinged through him on his way back across the parking lot, so dark that he didn’t see Cassidy. 


  Did they take her? Or did she leave again? Wait. No. Give her a little credit.


  He spotted her form when he was a few feet from the car. She was still asleep, and Jason yanked open the car door, hoping that would wake her.


  Nope. He shifted awkwardly. Jason knew that physical contact was a no-go with the exception of a fistfight or aiding a wounded comrade.


  He mentally pictured poking her shoulder, at which she exploded awake and shot him with a gun she had wedged between her seat and the middle console. 


  “Hurry up, Cassidy,” he said. 


  Cassidy exploded awake with alarming violence, but her abrupt movement made the seatbelt lock and restrain her. Adrenaline flooded her, and for all her groggy, disoriented mind knew she was strapped to a table in a torture chamber somewhere. 


  She twisted against the belt which awoke the severe stiffness and pain in her bruised body, adding to her own alarm. She recalled the knife strapped to her boot and flailed to reach it.


  At first, Jason could only stare in momentarily surprise and a twinge of fear. Once it passed, his brain raced for ideas to calm her. The chief difficulty with Cassidy was her touch aversion. 


  However, when he saw her reach for her knife and feared she might accidentally hurt herself, he acted on instinct. He quickly took a knee and, as gently as possible, placed his hand over hers. 


  “Easy,” he said. “You’re okay.”


  Cassidy froze. 


  “You’re alright, Cassidy.”


  Finally, she took a breath. Her mind turned down the fight or flight a notch. Some of the tension eased, too, as she looked at Jason.


  He removed his hand from hers. “Your seatbelt locked up on you.”


  As she unbuckled the seatbelt with sweaty hands, she became distinctly aware of the alarm bell sounding in the back of her mind. It had nothing to do with Jason. The rising warning was about herself and her current mental state. A neon sign with the word “danger” written on it was flashing red. In a dark corner of her mind, she heard the moving of chains and the low rumble of an awakening beast.


  Jason stepped away, and Cassidy unsteadily got out of the car. She remained standing for a moment and forced herself to focus on the coolness of the air and on her surroundings. A decent breeze unsettled the night, and she only needed one deep breath to know where they were.


  “Amarillo,” she said. “When the wind blows from the right direction, you can smell the feedlot.”


  Jason picked up her backpack and sent her a sidelong glance. Her tone was all wrong. She tried to sound normal, but the strain was evident.


  “Amarillo it is,” nodded Jason, also trying to hide his concern under false calm. 


  He closed the car door, and the sound sent adrenaline tingling through her.


  Not now, she mentally chastised. Pull yourself together. 


  Even as she thought those words, Cassidy knew it was pointless. The specific kind of deep ache gnawing her head, her mental haze, and her increased startle response brought the edge of panic online. Her concern was for Jason not herself. 


  She began walking toward the apartment complex. I really don’t feel very good. I need some real sleep. That’ll rebalance things.


  But her head was pounding, and she felt nausea and that familiar painful ache in her side. No, no. Not now. Not tonight. Not when someone is with me.


  Jason walked beside her in silence. She staggered slightly every few steps, but he was too afraid to help her.


  Fortunately, the apartment was on the ground floor and not far. Cassidy walked through the door, made a beeline for the couch, and collapsed. 


  “It’s my turn on the couch,” said Jason, locking the door.


  He took her pack and set it inside the bedroom located down a short hall. “And I do wish you would eat something.”


  If Cassidy had felt even half-normal, she would have responded with a snarky, “You’re not my mother.” Instead, she said nothing. Her eyes were closed, and her aching brain had already begun shutting down so she could retreat into her mind and escape physical pain.


  Jason returned to the couch. “Move it. I’d like to get some sleep, too.”


  Cassidy’s mind did not appreciate the outside noise and intrusion. Go away, growled her darker side. Irritation spread warm through her and pulled her back to the conscious present, a place she currently didn’t want to be.


  Her only outward response to his words was the downward pull of her eyebrows. 


  If not for her violent waking in the car, Jason would have thought she was simply being exceptionally stubborn. Now, he suspected something more behind this.


  He sighed. “Seriously, Cassidy. You’ll be more comfortable in the bed. You look like you really need the sleep.”


  He took his life into his own hands and ever so gently touched her shoulder.


  No, bellowed the beast in her mind. She reflexively kicked Jason in the leg with the speed of a horse.


  Grunting in pain, Jason doubled over and grabbed the side of his knee. 


  Two different expressions competed for a place on Cassidy’s face. One was wide-eyed horror. The other was a rather villainous glare.


  She clenched her fists and cringed as she sat up. “Sorry. The more exhausted I am, the more reflexive…I mean, the defensive part of my brain takes over more.”


  She looked at him sideways and anticipated his anger. After all, it had been a long day, and he was tired like her.


  At that moment, Jason wondered how many of these reflexes were from training and how many came from trauma before and after that training. 


  He also wondered how much of her fierce independence had resulted from being underestimated and heckled by her coworkers. Teased or belittled if she needed help and seen as a witch for standing up for herself and doing what needed to be done all by her lonesome. 


  Humans are so unreasonable towards one another, he concluded.


  To Cassidy’s surprise, he showed no irritation.


  “It’s okay,” he assured before straightening and pointing to the couch. “But this is my spot. Yours is down the hall. Got it?”


  Cassidy nodded.


  Jason grabbed his pack and walked to the bathroom, situated opposite the living room and off the kitchen. 


  I really am in a bad way, she realized. I need to get to the bedroom. Then I can sleep. That’s safest for everyone.


  Cassidy wanted to stand but found she barely had any strength left. The day’s bursts of activity, filled with one adrenaline rush after another, had finally taken its toll. Being immobile for almost five hours hadn’t helped her stiff muscles, either. Her side also reported significant pain. 


  She glanced at the bathroom, the door still open as Jason rummaged around. 


  Cassidy didn’t know if asking for help for the average person was easy, but she had difficulty doing it sometimes. Well, most of the time. Part of the issue in this instance was that she saw herself as being in the middle of a mission. During the mission, everyone had their part to do and did it without any expectation of assistance from others.


  The other, larger issue here was that help would require physical contact. The thought of it made Cassidy’s anger simmer. She had never liked it. When she was exhausted or already irritable, any touch immediately overstimulated her and made the situation exponentially worse. 


  Why do you have to be so weird and difficult, she scolded herself before unconsciously pressing her left palm against her aching temple.


  Jason, brushing his teeth, glanced into the living room where Cassidy remained with her hand against her head. He took the toothbrush from his mouth. “Snap to it.”


  His voice grated against her soul. Shut up, growled a thought. 


  Jason finished his brushing but paused before washing his face. 


  In the mirror over the sink, he watched Cassidy set her face defiantly and slowly and unsteadily push herself to her feet. She looked like she might topple for a second, and he prepared to move towards her. However, she managed to stay upright and carefully made her way around the couch and to the hall entrance. From there, she used the wall for support.


  Everything inside Jason coiled. He didn’t like this.


  Cassidy had nearly disappeared from sight when he turned sharply. He reached her when her legs buckled, and she slumped awkwardly against the wall. He gently caught her arm and helped her down to the floor. Once she was settled, he removed his hand, but the dangerous light in her eyes was unmistakable.


  This time he held his ground and met her vicious gaze with a stubborn one of his own. “You have…hold on.”


  Jason rose and walked to the bathroom as Cassidy wiped something warm away from her upper lip. Her hand came away red. 


  No, she thought as frustration welled inside her, and she pressed her palms against her temples. No, no! Get it together. You have to! You have no choice. Come on!


  But her head hurt so much, and her side was seized with pain. Everything hurt. She told herself she had to override it. Her body must bend to her will. Yet it couldn’t, not anymore. 


  Tears of anger stung her eyes, of anger and hatred at her physical weakness—and of her forced reliance upon another human being. For deep in the recesses of her soul lived a lie that had taken root early in her life. It was the lie that if she ever needed help, then she proved herself an inadequate being. And if she ever showed weakness in front of another person, then she was a pitiful burden no one could genuinely like or appreciate. 


   Jason returned with a washcloth in hand and knelt in front of her. 


  Cassidy moved to take it from him, but he brushed her hand aside.


  “Sit still,” he ordered with quiet firmness. “Let me do this. Otherwise, you’ll just smear blood all over your face.”


  As he carefully began dapping the red seeping from her nose, she squinted and leaned away a little like one preparing for pain.


  He had noticed the brief glistening of forming tears in her eyes and plainly saw the shadow of rageful self-loathing on every inch of her face. 


  After letting several breaths of silence pass, Jason asked, “Why are you so uncomfortable with letting anyone help you like this?”


  Cassidy, gaze on the floor, replied, “It’s complicated.”


  A wave of especially sharp pain speared across her stomach, and she involuntarily shuddered. After the wave passed, she continued in a voice thick with anger and pain, “Let’s just say…I’m a commander. I give everything and would do anything for my team without expecting anything in return.”


  “That hardly seems fair to you,” he commented. “Why are you the only person on the planet who doesn’t deserve basic care and decency?”


  Why is he being so reasonable, growled the darkest part of her trained mind. What’s his game?


  A fresh wave of panic seized Cassidy. He hasn’t given you any reason whatsoever not to trust him, she countered, keenly anxious now to ensure the side of her that she called “the monster” was pacified. Perhaps you shouldn’t be such a gremlin and give him some well-deserved credit instead. It’s only fair.


  The bleeding stopped a minute later, though her breathing was shallow and uneven. Jason had never seen her in such a state. 


  It’s like Death is waiting nearby, thought Jason, his anxiety still growing. Bitter memories tried to surface, and he hastily shoved them back.


  “You should be in an ICU somewhere,” he said shaking his head.


  “Not happening,” growled Cassidy with unexpected venom.


  Jason, slightly taken aback, stared, and a little warning bell sounded in the back of his mind.


  Cassidy, uncomfortable under his gaze, pushed one knee under herself. Leave me be, grumbled a thought, much like a wounded bear might when it simply wanted to be alone to sleep until it felt better.


  With great effort, she stood.


  Jason carefully took her elbow to help her up and instantly felt her muscles stiffen. He had seen her shudder earlier, but now she wasn’t shivering. She was legitimately trembling. 


  She feared two things: Jason misunderstanding the truth behind her tremendous internal conflict and the monster, both of which intertwined.


  Cassidy’s very essence rebelled at the thought of being perceived as a weak little woman, as some damsel in distress who didn’t know how to do anything for herself. It hated the mere idea of being thought of as helpless. This distaste had lived in her so long that she couldn’t begin imagining how to accept help even if she had wanted it.


  The truth in the present moment was that she didn’t want help despite her pain. Jason not only saw her weakness, but he was infringing on her wish to be left alone. 


  Enter the monster which had been fed and conditioned during her training. Yes, Jason had seen her in action and experienced her violence. Those instances only revealed the surface level of the deeper, engrained conditioning that drove her. He had seen the waves on the surface but not below and into the immeasurable depths. No, in times of prolonged stress, exhaustion, or injury, the training didn’t drive her. It took over for her like autopilot, and she became unaware of what she was doing until it was done.


  The monster was a brute through and through. It knew its time to shine was in dire situations. It knew it was in such a situation now, and it wanted out to play.


  He’s in your space, it grumbled. He keeps touching you and helping when you don’t want it. He keeps pushing you to get up. If you were alone, you would have already passed out on the couch or even on the floor. You don’t care when you’re like this. But. He. Keeps. Pushing. 


  Cassidy closed her eyes and pushed back. He’s being a decent human being.


  Ha! You don’t care and you know it. You know that you and Ethan should have ditched him ages ago. If you had, Ethan would still be alive. You know that. Instead, you chose to do the friendly thing and stay together. But look at how much you’ve done to keep Jason safe, and what has he done in return? Slowed you down. He hasn’t pulled his equal share of the weight, and you know it. Since when is it acceptable to let sentiment overrule the mission? Ethan is evidence of what happens when you do. And what is Jason doing now? Pushing you. Always pushing. He’s making the pain worse and needs to be stopped!


  Jason watched her warily now. Growing uneasiness of a different kind awakened in him toward Cassidy. 


  When she opened her eyes and slid her gaze to him, he went cold. Never before had he seen such an expression from her. Her partially shadowed face had hardened with menace, and her eyes glinted with an absolutely wild light. Their expression was like that of a lion locked onto an enemy. 


  The expression of a killer, ran the thought through Jason’s mind as ice water poured down the back of his skull. In that instant, he believed that she really might kill him. God in heaven, what do I do? Don’t move, especially for your weapon. That’s a good place to start. Just wait a second.


  Cassidy became distinctly aware of the firearm at her hip. No, that would be too loud. She still had a knife. Yes, that would be quieter.


  She closed her eyes, and her head twitched. No. 


  Her muscles began priming for action. 


  Panic tightened her chest. I’m telling you no! 


  Against her will, the series of moves she would take to carry out the kill played smoothly through her mind. 


  Cassidy clenched her eyes tighter. God, no. He’s a good man. He doesn’t deserve this!


  Her senses pulled together, and the edges of her conscious mind grew hazy.


  Her panic intensified. In that moment, she felt like a child trying to shut the door on a monster that was attempting to claw its way out of a closet.


  In desperation, Cassidy clenched her fists and pressed them hard against her forehead. “Sorry,” she said to Jason with a hitched breath. 


  With eyes still closed, she shook her head and grunted. “You should go before—”


  I can’t protect you from myself, she wanted to say but couldn’t. How ironic that the bigger threat to him was her, not Sloan.


  She grimaced and leaned hard against the wall. She felt what little awareness she still had a grip on slipping away. In terror of herself, she opened her fingers and dug her nails into her scalp, hoping the pain would keep her present.


   Jason’s first instinct was to sprint out of there, jump in the car, and floor it. He disregarded this. He was afraid for his life, but he wasn’t ready to leave yet. If he had any advantage in a fight with Cassidy, it was his size, and he knew how to use it.


  But how do I de-escalate this, he prayed in a hope for inspiration. He had no idea what was happening in Cassidy’s mind and thus didn’t know how to approach the situation. 


  The inspiration he hoped for didn’t arrive, so he chose a basic strategy that had worked with her before. 


  “It’s okay,” he said quietly. “Cassidy. I want you to focus on my voice.”


  Fool, bellowed the monster. Why is he still here? Why doesn’t he listen? Does he not take you seriously?


  Fury tingled through her like electricity. For the briefest second, she thought she would black out—and then the bloodshed would begin.


  “Shut up,” she snarled to the monster and sank to her knees with her hands still on her head. Her breathing came in rapid, shallow hitches, and her entire body tremored from the still-present pain and the exhaustion of the internal struggle.


  “Cassidy,” continued Jason. “Focus on me. That’s all. Just focus on me. You’re okay.”


  Dread contorted her features for a second then she gave a sort of gasp one does when they’re about to start crying. 


  “You shouldn’t be here,” she growled. “You shouldn’t have to see this.”


  “Well, I am here, Cass, and I’m not leaving you. Take a few careful breaths.”


  She tried but grimaced. “Can’t. Hurts.”


  “Where is the worst pain?”


  Her mind shifted its focus on its singular task and some of the darkness lifted. The monster fell silent but remained watching intently. Unfortunately, without the fiend to hold her attention, her tremendous pain became the new center focus of her mind. 


  “Everywhere,” answered Cassidy before catching her breath, doubling over, and dry heaving.


  Dear Lord, this is bad, thought Jason as indecision gripped him again. She needs a hospital.


  “I need to get you help,” he put in. 


  “No,” she snarled forcefully. 


  “Okay, I won’t. Do you want help getting to the bed?”


  Make him stop, howled the monster with its hands over its ears. He’s making everything worse! Knife him in the throat. Then you’ll finally have some peace and quiet.


  A fresh wave of pain distracted her attention, and she placed her hand on the knife sheathed inside her boot without realizing it.


  Jason’s muscles contracted, his senses pulled together, and he prepared for action. 


  The sliver of remaining control she clung to informed Cassidy of the knife. 


  The monster no longer howled. It stood in front of her and nodded. That’s it, it soothed. Just let me take over. I’ll handle everything from here.


  She ground her teeth and shook her head. She didn’t know how she managed to do it, but she removed the knife and threw it into the bathroom.


  Weak, scoffed the monster. Such a weakling. Too much of a coward to take care of business and prolonging your own suffering instead. You’re so disappointing.


  Cassidy let out a growl before smacking herself across the face. “I said shut up!”


  Pain speared her side, and she slid almost to the floor. 


  Jason regathered his courage and spoke again. “Cassidy, I can’t just—”


  Before he knew it, she had a fistful of his shirt and pulled his face near hers. “Listen to me,” she said in a sort of seething slur of words. 


  She coughed at the next wave of pain before continuing. “My pack. Front pocket. Meds.”


  She released his shirt and slumped oddly against the wall. 


  Jason went to her backpack, ripped open the front zipper, and dug around until he found an orange prescription. He returned to Cassidy and knelt beside her. “You need to eat something with this or it’ll make you sick.”


  “Doesn’t matter at this point,” she grunted and opened her right hand. Jason gave her two pills, and she popped them dry. She had done everything she could for herself and this fact enabled her to relax a little.


  Half lying, half sitting, she leaned against the wall panting lightly. 


  “Now do you want me to help you to—”


  Cassidy grimaced and held up a hand. She clenched her fingers into a fist and shook her head. “No. It’s best…if we just wait…it’s safer…”


  Her gaze finally flitted to Jason who was unable to hide his own sense of helplessness from his expression. 


  “Sorry,” she said weakly. “I couldn’t…keep it together.”


  Her eyes half closed, and she slumped completely to the floor. “Sorry you had to see this.”


  Jason sighed, and the tension left his body. “There’s nothing to apologize for,” he said quietly. “And you did keep it together.”


  Calm fell over the apartment. Twenty minutes later, Cassidy had either fallen asleep or passed out cold. 


  Jason decided to give the medication a little more time to work and finished preparing for bed. Afterward, he knelt beside Cassidy again. Her breathing was shallow and labored but she was breathing, and her pulse was steady. 


  He took great care in picking her up and lifted her with the ease of lifting an empty box. She was nothing but bone and hard muscle. 


  And probably underweight, he thought. 


  As he carried her to the bedroom, she twitched and gave a little grunt like a sleeping bear. He froze until she stopped moving then hurriedly walked the rest of the way. 


  He had already pulled back the sheets on the bed and set Cassidy down with the care of one handling an armed explosive. He removed her boots, the gun from its holster, and the belt. She didn’t feel overly warm despite having sweat in her recent panic, so he pulled the blankets over her. 


  Jason let out the biggest sigh yet and leaned against the wall behind him. Dear Lord, what was that, he asked as he placed a hand on the side of his face. How does she live with this? And how could no one know the cause?


  His eyes studied her face. She’s so pale.


  Competing emotions pushed a lump into his throat. He knew all about the frustration and helplessness of watching someone he cared about waste away. What a wretched feeling. 


  Will You do nothing again, he prayed to heaven. You didn’t help Jenny. You didn’t save Abby. Will You not help Cassidy, either? Or me? I don’t know what to do.


  Silence.


  He heaved an exhausted sigh and pushed himself from the wall. He looked over Cassidy once more.  I hope you get some rest, he thought to her. Sorry I didn’t know what to do and…made everything worse.


  He left the bedroom door open an inch on his way out. 


  The benefits of exhaustion included rapidly falling asleep, which Jason did. He collapsed onto the couch and fell into a troubled sleep seconds later. 


   




  Chapter 37


  Preventing Coups & Cleaning House


   


  Naphtali stood watching the foot traffic on the sidewalk below. He had forgotten how cold Berlin was this time of year. 


  He glanced over his shoulder at the two men lounging across the room. He couldn’t help but glower, not at them but at the situation. 


  Naphtali had been suspicious of a tail in Kazakhstan. After landing in London, he was certain he was being watched. Though he never actually saw anyone, he sensed shadows in his peripheral wherever he went. 


  He had hopped over to The Netherlands then trekked into Germany. It was easy enough to become lost in a big city. He had done it countless times to elude foreign intelligence agencies, and he was certain he could do it again.


  However, that afternoon when he went out to eat, he knew they had found him again. Naphtali had no idea how, and it irritated him greatly.


  The phone in his pocket rang, and he answered it without taking his eyes off the street.


  “So, how are things on the other side of the Pond?” asked Sloan. 


  “Could be better,” replied Naphtali. “Just dealing with a cunning hunter, is all.”


  “That is the reason I called. You know I look after my friends, so I’ve been monitoring your employee’s calls. I’m afraid one of them just phoned in a tip to local law enforcement. I’d say you have maybe two minutes before they arrive.”


  Anger ignited within him. Naphtali looked at his men. There were three on the team traveling with him. Two were here. The third walked into the room and closed the door before Naphtali shot him. The other two men hadn’t grasped what had happened when he shot and killed them, too. 


  He heard sirens in the distance as he grabbed his backpack and walked briskly from the apartment.


   “I appreciate the warning,” said Naphtali, striding down the hall for the stairwell. 


  “I have some trustworthy friends in town,” replied Sloan. “They would be more than happy to render some assistance. You can go wherever you like or hop over here for a visit. It would be the last place anyone would think to look.”


  “I will contact you once I’m out of the area,” answered Naphtali, ending the call. 


  He trusted Sloan only slightly more than his lieutenants. The man did keep his word, and Naphtali knew he would be safe—at least until he arrived at his destination. 


  Naphtali started down the stairs as the sirens grew louder. He reached the ground floor and ducked out a back exit as police raced through the front. He had been hunted before by various governments, but this time it was much more serious because of his most recent activities. 


  Assassinations and attempted coups within an organization like Naphtali’s weren’t uncommon. Such an event usually stemmed from a disgruntled subordinate who disagreed with the way their leader managed the company, how much they were paid, or countless other reasons. If an assassination or coup failed, and enough members were motivated, splinter cells also occurred—especially in mercenary groups.


  Naphtali’s mind turned over possibilities about his current situation. Maybe a rival paid the traitor. Maybe officials had promised him a reward for my capture. 


  He smiled to himself in a wolfish sort of way. That’s all moot now since he’s dead.


  He had survived several coups and prevented still more by keeping his organization relatively small and by having intentionally high turnover rates amongst his employees. He did keep a handful of individuals as long-term staff, those who had consistently proven themselves reliable and trustworthy. These were his lieutenants and his even more secretive internal spies. 


  Once Naphtali was safely away from his current pursuers, he would begin a new coup-prevention campaign. To accomplish this, he would contact his three lieutenants and tell them he was traveling to three different locations. He would emphasize that this information was to remain between the two of them. 


  Next, he would contact his internal spies or “company watchdogs” as he privately called them. Their instructions would be to inform him if any of his lieutenants shared his location with subordinates. This process was the quickest way to root out untrustworthy employees at the least and traitors at the most.


  Such were the risks of being a sought-after arms dealer who supplied anyone from Hamas to pirates and drug cartels. Despite all of the external and internal dangers, Naphtali wouldn’t rather do any other profession. Rival groups needed weapons to kill each other with, and he was only happy to accommodate. 


   


         ✧	✧	✧    


   


  It was still early morning in the US. 


  When Kara arrived at work, she found Logan sprawled in his chair with feet on his desk, head back, and mouth gaping.


  She walked over to her desk, situated across from his, and loudly plopped her bag onto the floor.


  Logan bolted upright and blinked against the light of the office. 


  “Were you here all night?” she asked, sitting in her chair. 


  “Uh, yeah,” he replied, rubbing his eyes. “Just doing a little check on our beloved new boss.”


  Kara stared at him as Tony, followed by Lee, walked to their desks. 


  “Well,” nudged Kara. “Did you find anything?”


  “Find what? On who?” asked Tony, whose face was finally void of any bruises.


  “On Munsen,” answered Kara. 


  Tony’s eyebrows rose. “You did a check on our boss?”


  Logan raised his hands, “Hey, it was Cassidy’s idea.”


  “Cassidy?” asked Kara. “When did she call?”


  “She and Jason called me yesterday. They were looking for the chief, and I gave them a little run-down about what happened. Before things got exciting on their side of the country, Cassidy suggested I do a phone dump on Munsen’s burner.”


  “Burner?” asked Tony. 


  “Munsen has a burner? It’s not his regular mobile?” inquired Kara. 


  “You’re sounding like a bunch of parrots,” snapped Logan, scooting his chair back to his desk. “Yes, he has a burner. It was in one of the drawers in his desk.”


  “So, what did you find?” prodded Kara. 


  “Some very interesting calls from overseas,” replied Logan, pulling up the list on his computer. “The highlighted ones are numbers that either called Hensley or were in the same area we knew Sloan to be in at the time.” 


  He raised a finger. “That is except for the past few days since Munsen has been here. He received a call from New York then another from a burner in Ohio. A third number he himself called several times throughout the past two days…a number in Colorado.”


  “Whoa, whoa, whoa, wait a minute,” said Tony. “Are you suggesting that Munsen is also a plant by Sloan? Or that Sloan is strong-arming him somehow into making him help him?”


  “Oh, there’s hope for you becoming a good investigator, yet,” answered Logan.


  “That would explain why he was so cagey yesterday,” mused Kara. “Did you notice how nervous he was? And during the whole chase, he was on and off the phone countless times.”


  “Did you find the last known location of the number he called?” asked Tony. 


  Logan nodded. “Phone was last turned on in Denver.”


  “Wait, but aren’t Jason and Cassidy heading for—”


  “Colorado? Yes,” confirmed Logan.


  “Hey, has anyone seen Munsen this morning?” asked Tony, looking around. “He’s always here before us.”


  “We’re tracking Munsen as we speak.”


  They looked up to see a very familiar someone walking towards them. Despite working for different agencies, the team was relieved to see him. 


  “Officer Terret,” smiled Kara, getting to her feet. “I thought you were overseas?”


  “I was,” he nodded, shaking her hand. “Naphtali wasn’t in the city I was sent to, so I convinced my boss I’d be of better use over here. May have thrown my weight around a little too much, so who knows if I’ll be counting polar bears in the Arctic after this, but…oh well.” 


  “I’m sure you could find a job here,” joked Logan. 


  Terret huffed a laugh before getting back to current matters. “We compiled additional evidence against Munsen and submitted it to your superiors. They’re up-to-date on him and the situation.”


  “I thought the Agency couldn’t execute missions inside US borders,” said Kara coyly. 


  A smile pulled at the corners of Terret’s lips. “Technically, we’re not executing anything, only consulting. We’re just following a threat. You will be the ones doing any…executing.”


  “Any news on Jason and Cassidy?” asked Tony. 


  Terret shook his head. “We haven’t found them. When we investigated the Oklahoma City incident yesterday, local law enforcement reported assistance from an FBI team. Except, the Bureau never officially sent anyone. We looked at camera footage of the so-called team, and your bosses confirmed that none of them are employed by any law enforcement agency in this country.”


  They blinked at one another as Terret continued. “A call was made from Munsen’s office to local law enforcement just prior to the chase through the city. I contacted local PD myself and the chief confirmed that Munsen said a team from the Bureau would be on sight to help.”


  “So…oh man,” said Tony, running a hand through his hair.


  “This is getting more compelling all the time,” mumbled Logan. “So, the chief gets framed for murder and reassigned. His replacement is a pawn used by Sloan. He keeps an eye on us, and anytime Jason or Cassidy call in, he reports their general location to Sloan, who then sends a team after them.”


  Kara snapped her attention back to Terret. “Hold on. What about Sloan? Is someone checking out the location in Denver?”


  Terret gave a single nod. 


  The phone on Logan’s desk rang, and he snatched it up. “Yeah? Uh huh…where? Okay. We’ll be there in fifteen.”  


  Logan dropped the phone into the holder and stood. Everyone was already gearing up when he put on his coat. “Munsen was caught trying to sneak out of town, north side.”


  Weasel, thought Kara. I knew there was a reason I didn’t like him.


  Fifteen minutes later, they arrived at the scene in the warehouse district. Two black-and-whites were watching the front and rear, and agents from the south division covered the rest of the area. 


  A cold front was blowing through, and gusts of wind whipped dust about the yard and pulled at their clothes. Dark rain clouds choked out the sun’s light, casting everything in a dreary gray hue. Lightning flickered somewhere and thunder rumbled in the distance.


  “He’s holed up on the second floor,” yelled division supervisor Johnson over another gust of wind. “And let me tell you, the man is out of his mind.”


  “Like he’s on something?” asked Logan.


  “No, he’s out of his mind with fear. I’ve only seen a handful of people that terrified.” 


  “Do you know which room he’s in?” asked Terret. 


  Johnson pointed to a long line of windows on the second floor and left side of the building. 


  “He failed to help catch Cassidy,” said Terret quietly to Logan. “Now he’s probably afraid Sloan will kill him...which would be an accurate assumption.”


  Logan considered this before nodding in agreement. “You and the others come with me,” he said before looking at Johnson. “The rest of you hold tight. And no one open fire.”


  He started for a side entrance of the building as he muttered the rest of his sentence, “I want this traitor alive.”


  Finding Munsen was simple. The main floor was open with only a few dozen stacked crates. The grate stairs led them up and across a catwalk to another enclosed area on the second floor. They found their man through a set of double doors opening into a large, empty room. He was at the far end, crouched against the wall with his weapon drawn but aimed at the floor. 


  When he saw Logan in the doorway, Munsen gave a start. The gun jerked up, but his hands shook so violently that Logan noticed it from across the room. 


  “Put the gun down,” he scolded. “You’re not going to shoot me.”


  Kara and the others took up covering positions on either side of the doorway. Terret moved a step behind Logan and off his left shoulder with a hand resting on his holstered firearm. 


  They stopped a dozen feet from Munsen and saw Johnson had been correct: the man was in a state. Sweat made his forehead glisten, and his hair was a mess about his head. Crazed fear illuminated his eyes.


  “So, you were one of Sloan’s pawns, too,” said Logan.


  “Blackmail is a powerful motivator,” nodded Terret. 


  Munsen, who had lowered the gun because he was unable to keep it remotely steady, locked eyes onto the case officer. 


   “You,” he said, gesturing with the firearm. “You were supposed to be gone…overseas.”


  Terret shrugged. “Sometimes I have problems following orders. Anyways, I’d much rather stop an evil man already in my country than chase a ghost across Europe.”


  “Get up,” ordered Logan with the exasperation of a parent dealing with an unruly child. “On your feet. Let’s go. I don’t have all day for this.”


  Munsen shook his head and remained on the floor. “No, I can’t…he’ll find me and kill me.”


  “Don’t feel too badly about that,” replied Logan, “because I’d like to shoot you myself. But I value my career, so…move it.”


  “You don’t understand. He can get to anyone anytime he wants.”


  Terret eyed him. “If you know where he is, then perhaps we can get to Sloan before he gets you.”


  Munsen shook his head again. 


  Logan had been edging himself closer to Munsen and now stood almost directly beside him. Terret was a couple of steps to his left. 


   “He’s not omnipresent or anything,” quipped Logan as Terret carefully stepped closer. “Although I don’t doubt he’d want to tie up loose ends if this part of his plan begins to unravel.”


  Terret chose that moment to grab Munsen and slam him facedown onto the floor. With a little torque on the wrist, Munsen released the gun.


  Logan handed him a set of handcuffs, and Terret secured the man’s wrists. 


  “On your feet,” growled Terret, hoisting Munsen up. The man looked utterly defeated with head lowered and shoulders sagging. 


  Logan stepped over to the window and gave the agents outside an all-clear sign. Terret began walking Munsen to the door. 


  “It’s a pity we’re not on foreign soil,” said the spy. “I believe you know more about Sloan’s location than you’re letting on. He’s killed nearly a hundred American civilians during his current campaign. Now, personally, that smells of terrorism to me, and you know about this man and his plans. If we were overseas, we would take you to a black site and learn just how much you know.”


  Terret lowered his voice. “Cassidy Jackson is also a friend of mine.” 


  He wrenched Munsen’s hand at an awkward angle, making him wince in pain, “And no one betrays my friends.”


  A dark light gleamed to life in Terret’s eyes. “Maybe the Agency will be allowed some leeway under these special circumstances and we’ll be able to take a crack at you.”


  “I don’t know anything, I swear,” pleaded Munsen, shaking his head. 


  “I could retire a wealthy man if I had a penny every time I heard that,” countered Terret. 


  They stopped halfway to the door, and Logan took his time catching up to them. 


  Terret leaned closer to Munsen, face inches from his. “It’s just all about getting you to a point of cooperation, Special Agent Munsen.”


  The man began trembling fiercely again. “All I know is he was in Denver last night. That’s all I know, I swear.”


  “And what exactly were you supposed to do after you caught Cassidy?”


  When Munsen didn’t immediately answer, Terret slowly dug a knuckle into the man’s ribs. This only worked well on skinny folk because they didn’t have excess layers, and Munsen was a prime candidate for it.


  “I was just supposed to detain her and then call Sloan,” blurted Munsen. “Then he’d send a team or something to get her. But he wanted Jason first!”


  “Why?”


  “Sssl…hhhe was going to use Jason as bait. He knew he’d be easier to catch than Cassidy.”


  Terret processed this. It made sense. It also explained why Cassidy had made a scene in Oklahoma City instead of completely vanishing. She knew Sloan, knew he would go after Jason because he was now closely involved. He also wondered how deeply she had exhausted herself this time just to keep the heat off of her teammate.


  More pieces fell into place in that second. As usual, Cassidy had been correct. Sloan used Naphtali to put Europe and the Middle-East at one another’s throats, nudging them toward war. This created the distraction Sloan needed not only to slip into the US but to isolate Cassidy by keeping her friends busy.


  Of course, Sloan had thus far failed to grab Jason or Cassidy. Still, no one had any idea what Sloan’s endgame was.


  “You know where Sloan’s going next?” asked Terret, nudging Munsen forward.


  Munsen shook his head. “He has a lot of money, has his own plane when he wants to use it.” 


  When he received a sharp look from Terret, he continued, “But! But he mentioned something about heading—” 


  A single crack echoed off the walls of buildings. Terret felt Munsen’s body jerk and something warm spray his face before the man collapsed. 


  Terret and Logan simultaneously dropped to the floor. Outside, they heard shouts from the other agents as they scrambled for cover while trying to pinpoint the origin of the shot. 


  Terret, beside Munsen’s body, raised his head and looked around. It only took a few seconds to find the single bullet hole in a windowpane. Another building stood in the yard and was set a distance back from the one they were in. 


  “Terret! You hit?” asked Logan, cautiously pushing himself into a crouch. 


  Terret wiped some of the blood from his face and chanced a glance at Munsen. He was definitely dead, and it wasn’t pretty. He swore before getting up. “I’m fine.” 


  Logan slowly straightened. “Think the shooter is gone?”


  Terret, hands on his hips, watched the growing pool of red on the floor. “Oh yeah, long gone.”


  “Well,” remarked Logan. “At least we know Munsen wasn’t lying when he said he was a dead man.”


  “Let’s just hope Jason and Cassidy call before reaching Colorado,” said Terret thoughtfully. “I don’t think Sloan has entirely failed in the sense that he hasn’t captured them yet.”


  Logan looked at him.


  “If Sloan is as clever as I know him to be,” explained Terret, “he’ll direct them to a place where he knows he has a high chance of success at grabbing them. He knows Cassidy, knows where she’ll likely lead Jason.”


  “You’re suggesting that these ambushes have just been a way to herd Jason and Cassidy along?” 


  Terret pointed at the corpse on the floor. “Munsen said Sloan wanted to grab Jason, so that was probably the primary objective. But he wouldn’t risk all his resources on a half-witted chase across the United States. No…he’d direct them to a particular spot, like herding wild horses into a chute then blocking the only escape.”


  Logan began tracking his line of thought. “Like you said, hopefully, Jason and Cassidy will call in so we can tell them it’s safe to come home…or so we think. There haven’t been any other suspicious people around the office. At least we could bring Jason back in then turn Cassidy loose. I was only joking about that at the beginning, but now, well…”


  “You have faith in her skills,” nodded Terret, a knowing twinkle returning to his eyes. 


  Logan made a face as he glanced at Munsen’s body again. “One thing's for sure…Sloan’s cleaning house.”


   




  Chapter 38


  Will of Iron & Regrets


   


  “Get out!” she shouted as she crashed through the rear door and raced through the villa. “Everyone out! Enemy inbound!”


  The all-too-familiar sound of the AK-47 came from behind the short wall surrounding the building. Bullets passed through the windows and pitted the walls. 


  She met four of the agents as they reached the bottom of the steps. Another spray of rounds sent them crouching in the entryway.


  “Morgan, Bryant, what’s your twenty?” she asked. 


  No answer came through their comms.


  “Last I saw, they were checking the perimeter, chief,” replied Steven Alcom. 


  Sharp slid around the corner. “Enemy is holding at the wall twenty feet away. They’ve got RPG’s.”


  “They came to party,” commented Bennet.


  They bolted out the front door with Cassidy bringing up the rear. Thick clouds hid the moon and stars and cast the night into pitch blackness. 


  Rapid gunfire rained down on them from everywhere. Rounds hit the ground near their feet and kicked up clods of dirt.


  The villa they had exited exploded. They threw themselves to the ground as heat and debris rolled over them. 


  “Come on!” she called, pulling Bennett to his feet by the back of the vest. Once he was up, she aimed her rifle at the muzzle flashes and laid down cover fire.


   They crossed to a dilapidated building where she was relieved to find Morgan and Bryant waiting. 


  “Sorry, chief. Our comms are down for some reason,” informed Bryant. 


   “Excellent. Where the heck is Stevens?” she asked.


  “Last I heard, checking the north perimeter,” answered Sharp.


  “Jones, how’s our getaway looking?” she asked.


  Ethan Jones, stationed near their two vehicles and their escape route, reported, “Clear for now but combatants are swarming your direction, boss.”


  “Splendid,” she replied.


   “Sounds like you’re having fun over there,” came Stevens’ voice through her earpiece. 


  “I told you no sightseeing this trip,” she said shortly. “Where are you?”


  Pop, pop, pop! A second group of weapons sounded from one road north of their position. 


  “That’s where,” answered Stevens. He said something else, but the words were garbled. 


  “Sit tight, Stevens.” 


  They were turning down a narrow alley when an RPG struck a shack they had just passed.


  She slid into a tight crouch and coughed against the dust. Beside her, Alcom shook his head and pushed himself up.


  She remembered Morgan had been a few strides behind her and pivoted back around.


  He was sprawled in the sand and ugly wounds were visible through his shredded armor.


  She swore and scrambled to him to check for a pulse. Nothing.


  “Come on!” shouted Bryant before opening fire.


  Alcom led the way as she pushed herself into a run, and they sprinted after the others. 


  They darted between, and sometimes through, the ancient, ruined stone buildings of the town. Time and weather had tumbled down most of these or left only skeleton structures. Nothing had lived there for some time.


  “Commander!” came Sharp’s voice. “We have Stevens!”


  “We’re right behind you,” she huffed, sliding around another corner as bullets zipped past them. “ETA thirty seconds.”


  She would never be sure what it was, but something struck Bryant in the side. 


  Cassidy dove behind what was left of a perimeter stone wall.


  Bryant lie in the open alley bleeding out. In the light of glowing debris, their gazes met. He gave a sharp shake of his head. 


  She wasn’t a millisecond from moving to him when half a dozen rounds struck him in the chest and stomach.


  The shadows of the shooter, or shooters, moved from behind the nearest building. 


  Cassidy rose into a half-crouch and sighted on the shadows. The window to her right blew out, throwing glass and bits of stone at her, cutting her face and arms.


  She spun and let herself fall to her back. Weapon already raised, she locked onto the insurgent and put three rounds in his chest. Even as he dropped out of sight, two more shadows stepped in front of her. 


  Rapid shots popped behind her, and the shadows fell.


  “You good?” asked Ethan, scanning the area.


  “Good,” she grunted as she got to her feet, and they ducked down an alley.


  “You seen Alcom?” she asked, hitching a few pained breaths. 


  “He’s with Bennett and Sharp.”


  Another explosion lit the area near their exit route followed by another a second later.


  They rounded the corner to find chunks of rubble and burning debris strewn everywhere. The smell of hot metal and thick dust assailed their noses.


  The remainder of the team had taken cover behind a half-collapsed building. The enemy fire currently came from atop a steep rise on the other side. They needed to cross the road to reach the alley that would lead them to their jeeps. 


  “Alcom, Bennett, Sharp! We’ve got you covered!” shouted Cassidy, taking up a position on the far side of the building.


  She and Ethan opened fire on the hillside as Alcom, Sharp, Bennett took off across the road. 


  Stevens, positioned fifteen feet to her right and at the far end of their building, provided additional cover fire.


  In the light cast from various piles of burning debris, Cassidy spied an insurgent with an RPG. Others were firing on her position, but she was more immediately concerned about her men. 


  She straightened to get a clear shot on the RPG man. She dropped him but took several rounds to the vest. The impact punched the oxygen from her lungs, and she collapsed behind the wall. The armor did its job but the rounds still hurt. 


  Ethan, to her left, swore at her tactic.


  “I’m good,” she gasped. “Just taking a power nap.”


  In the meantime, Alcom, Sharp, and Bennet had crossed the road.


  She pushed herself to her knees, spotted a pair of muzzle flashes atop the rise, and squeezed off several rounds.


  Stevens signaled to her, letting her know everyone was clear, and that he was ready to move. 


  She signaled to Ethan, who nodded. 


  That was when, in the light from a nearby fire, she saw it. 


  “Stevens!” she called.


  “No, commander!” shouted Ethan. He saw it a split-second after she did and grabbed the back of her armor before she could do anything foolishly heroic. 


  Growling, she swatted Ethan’s hand away then pulled out a grenade and threw it at the foot of the hill to create a distraction.


  She prepared to move again when the rocket hit Stevens’ location. There came a jarring bang followed simultaneously by a blinding flash. She slammed into a pile of debris, landing on her side on a piece of rebar.


  A distant voice called to her. A barrage of weapons fire answered. 


  Her vision began clearing, though her hearing was fuzzy. Someone hauled her to her feet and placed her arm over his shoulder. It was Ethan. Good, faithful Ethan. 


  Her throat tightened, and tears stung her eyes.


  Cassidy took a breath and opened her eyes only to find herself still asleep. A sickness and weakness unique to grief washed over her. She had just relived the entire East Africa ambush, and it had the effect of ripping stitches from a fresh wound.


  Why aren’t I awake, she wondered, turning around in the darkness. 


  The dark wasn’t complete. In fact, it was more like varying hues of dark gray. This allowed her to see her teammates standing in a row looking at her. 


  She stiffened. They were all there, including Ethan. They didn’t appear angry, only disappointed, as they had in her other dreams.


  “All their deaths are on you, you know that, right?”


  Sloan appeared beside her without any sound or signal of his approach. 


  “You failed to bring half of them home safely and the other you failed to protect,” he continued.


  He studied her. “That’s a lot of blood to have on your hands, and that comes with a heavy price, Ms. Jackson.”


  Cassidy finally looked at him with an expression dripping with disdain. “I wasn’t the one who pulled the trigger on them. You’re trying to blame me for your actions. Nice try, though.”


  Sloan held her gaze for a long moment before one corner of his mouth pulled upward. “Now, now. Don’t shirk your responsibility, either. Your failures directly resulted in Steven and Ethan’s deaths…and your future failures will result in so many more.”


  John Terret and Chief Braxton joined the line of deceased. Dozens more people she didn’t know also appeared. After they took their places, Jason walked to the front of the group. 


  Cassidy looked at him for one whole second before closing her eyes and lowering her head under the burden of shame.


  “You ought to be ashamed,” agreed Sloan as he slowly circled her. “You nearly murdered him. How can you have any confidence about continuing to protect him when you can’t even keep yourself together? You’re coming unhinged, Ms. Jackson. You can’t guarantee you can keep him or anyone else safe from yourself, let alone safe from me.”


  He sighed like a disappointed parent. “You could have ended this a week ago.”


  “The fact that she has let this entire situation drag on for so long proves that she doesn’t care,” came an airy, superior voice behind her left shoulder. 


  Cassidy looked and saw a tall, dark spirit standing there. What features she could see were almost handsome to look at. 


  “It’s also further evidence that she is unhinged,” added a second, whinier voice to her right. “She must be a masochist judging by how much pain she has chosen to put herself through.”


  “Although it is a pity that you didn’t kill Jason last night,” commented the first. “That would have been an interesting plot twist.”


  “You still could,” spoke a third voice.


  “You’ve become such a burden to your teammate,” accused the first spirit. “See how he has to take care of you because you can’t take care of yourself? What a helpless little woman.” 


  “Cassidy, Cassidy,” murmured Sloan in a tone that almost passed as apologetic. He stood directly in front of her now, gazing at her with pity. “You’re so tired. Just hand yourself over, and I’ll leave everyone else alone.”


  Cassidy, gray exhaustion marking her face, lifted her eyes to him. “Everyone except the mass of innocent lives that are going to die in whatever plot you have going.”


  The fake concern left his face, and an eerie smile of wicked delight replaced it. “It’s what I love to do. I have nothing else better to do with my time. Killing and torture make me feel so alive. That has been the mantra for decades, right? If it feels good, if it makes you happy, do it? That’s what matters most, yes?”


  He took a step closer and traced the side of her face. “And I’m going to enjoy breaking you. You can’t even imagine.”


  She jerked her head away from his hand. 


  “Just give it up, then you can enjoy your final rest.”


  Cassidy was tired, deadly tired. His words of doubt about her ability to protect Jason and anyone else from herself stirred her own uncertainties. It beat upon her like a drum, and shame made her entire chest ache. The spirit’s accusation about her being a burden had been an especially severe stab.


  Minutes ticked by before her brow furrowed, and she set her resolve. It did not come in a wave of heat or an amazing burst of light. It came cool and calm. Cassidy doubted her ability to finish her job, to protect Jason and stop Sloan. She would try, though. Such was her duty and such was the pillar of her very being.


  When she had been but a thought in the mind of the God of the universe, He had known He would establish her essence on steadfastness and give her a will of iron. After He revealed Himself to her and she reached for Him in response, He also gave her unmatched perseverance. Steadfastness, will of iron, and perseverance became the three pillars of fire that fueled her soul unceasingly, day and night. 


  Every time she reached a point when she wanted to give up, the pillars of her spirit flared and resisted the wish firmly. 


  Tears welled in her eyes, and Cassidy closed them. Some might think that having such a tireless spirit had no negative aspects. They were wrong because they misunderstood. When she was exhausted and wanted to stop to catch her breath, her body and spirit pressed on anyway. Such perseverance, such constant forward drive, deepened the exhaustion. Physical tiredness she could manage, but one’s soul burning down to an ember brought an entirely different kind of exhaustion.


  As she continued standing there with closed eyes, a gentle light and breath of wind stirred her mind. The image of her worn Bible sitting on her coffee table appeared. Gentle scenes followed in brief remembering of when the One she had always clung to proved His existence to her: the unique contentment of a quiet sunrise over the ocean, the rolling of a storm over a plain, and the instances when a mission went so wrong and off-script but succeeded that it was genuinely hilarious.


  No warning came before Cassidy slugged Sloan squarely in the face. He stumbled away, and the demons backpedaled.


  She stood with the calm confidence and determination of a seasoned general committed to action. The fight didn’t appear on her face but it did her eyes. They burned with a bright light and almost taunted them. 


  She planted herself and raised her fists. “You want war?” she asked thickly, biting out the words. “You’ll get war, and I’ll drag you down to the gate of Hell myself!”


  Cassidy shot awake with a mighty flail. She took a few steady breaths before leaning over the bed and dry heaving.


  I’ll never do drugs again, she thought.


   After the initial queasiness passed, she laid back and performed a system check for pain. Her body reported a very minor ache in her side and discomfort on her back. 


  That’s progress from last night. Wait…where’s my shirt? And why is it always so hot?


  Her shirt lay on the bed and half-hidden by the twisted sheets. She didn’t remember taking it off and assumed she had done so in her sleep. 


  That’s not weird at all.


  The shirt was stained red, as were sections of the pillow and the bed itself. Come to think of it, there was something crusty on her face. Upon quick inspection, she discovered dried blood. 


  “What a mess,” she muttered before pressing her hand against her back and where the pain was. When she looked at it, she saw blood. The deepest shrapnel wound had reopened. She sighed and rolled her eyes at this inconvenience.


  Cassidy pulled her bloodied shirt over her head and stood. She picked up her backpack, noted the light behind the cheap window blinds, and exited the room.


  She set the pack in the bathroom before tiptoeing to the living room. Jason slept with his arms folded tightly and a trace of sadness on his face. 


  She sighed quietly, clasped her hands in front of her, and lowered her head. The depth of her regret and sorrow about last night could not be overstated. He truly hadn’t deserved to witness let alone deal with that. Then again, she had never had anyone around to witness her wounded and exhausted side. 


  Still, she thought. I wish he hadn’t…


  Shame pinched her heart. I wish he hadn’t had to fear for his life from me. He never should have had to. 


  A rare and profound ache filled her chest and came from sadness about herself and her aggressive mentality. She had known that her conditioning, which had intensified certain aspects of personal trauma, made her dangerous even to friends. However, she hadn’t realized for herself how dangerous until last night.


  Fortunately, the monster had returned to its cage, and Cassidy felt normal. 


  Our relationship just gets more and more complicated, she thought before turning back to the bathroom.


  While she showered, an activity that did wonders for thinking, she plotted their next possible objectives. The chief of these was eating because she was positively famished. 


   




  Chapter 39


  Traitor


   


  With one expert swing, the wood split and toppled from the stump. The wielder of the double-headed axe muttered angrily to himself as he set another chunk of wood on the block and swung. 


  He chopped for another five minutes before noticing someone approaching up the gravel driveway winding through the spruce trees. 


  He straightened and let his trained eye study this stranger as he came nearer. When he noted the eerie gleam in his gray eyes, a light clicked on in his brain. He had seen a man like this come to town before and understood his type. 


  “Beautiful here this time of year,” commented the stranger, stopping a dozen feet from him to survey the scenery. 


  He eyed the aspen, birch, and cottonwoods. Their leaves glowed a deep gold, rich against the dark green of the spruce. The steep ridge rising behind his cabin displayed a mix of gold and green, and a dusting of snow blanketed the top of the ridge above tree line.


  “I guess,” he replied. 


  “You live up here, so you must be used to it.”


  He shrugged, waiting for the guy to get to the point. 


  “A lot of people come to Alaska in summer, yes?”


  “To fish.”


  “Mmm, I guess it’s good for me that they don’t realize what they’re missing out on in the fall.”


  “Uh huh,” he replied flatly before shifting his weight forward. “Look, can I help you with something? What do you want?”


  “Cassidy Jackson.”


  His jaw set, a flood of rage restricted his breathing, and his grip on the axe tightened. “She hasn’t been to town in years,” he said sharply. 


  “Well, she will be coming back, very soon actually,” answered the stranger with a gleam in his eyes. “And I stopped by to ask if you would like to help with a little surprise get-together I’m arranging for her.”


  He eyed the man up and down again. “Look, I don’t know exactly what kind of cult you’re into,” he said sternly while taking a step towards him. “But, unfortunately, this town won’t fall for it again.”


  The corner of the stranger’s mouth pulled up. “I’m not here for that. I’ve been waiting to take revenge on Cassidy for years. From what I’ve read about you, you might like to get in on that…especially after what happened three months ago.”


  “How…”


  “Luke Miller. Enlisted seven years ago, made the cut for Special Forces. Disciplinary issues aside, you had an excellent record until that incident during your last mission...dishonorably discharged.”


  Luke’s face darkened. 


  “I did what needed to be done,” he bit out and pointed the axe at the stranger. “Those civilians were dead the second those insurgents grabbed them to use them as shields.”


  The man nodded understandingly. “You did do what you had to, to complete the mission and stop some evil men. Collateral damage.”


  He tilted his head a little. “But you know, Cassidy’s gone rogue numerous times on missions and was never disciplined for it. It’s like everyone just looked the other way and pretended it never happened.”


  Now Luke’s jaw muscles flexed. Turning abruptly, he swung the axe and sent the edge deep into the stump he had been splitting logs on. 


  “What do I get out of this?” he asked. 


  “More than enough money to never worry about finding another job.”


  “And what do I have to do?”


  The stranger hunched his shoulders in a shrug. “Just round up some hosta…I mean, old friends of Cassidy’s. For leverage only, of course.”


  Luke snorted. “No one in town will come near me.”


  “You’re ex-Special Forces. I’m sure you can be stealthy. You'll also have some help.” 


  Luke rubbed his chin as he weighed this proposal. “You’re sure you can get Cassidy here?”


  “Positive.”


  Luke’s impossibly dark brown eyes gleamed with a new light. “And you’ll make sure she suffers?”


  That made the stranger smile. “Inflicting suffering is my specialty.”


  Luke studied this odd man a second longer. “Deal. I never caught your name, by the way.”


  “Sloan,” replied the stranger. “Just call me Sloan.”


   




  Chapter 40


  A Little Awkward


   


  Jason was still asleep when Cassidy finished in the bathroom. Since they hadn’t eaten in a while, she assumed he would be as hungry as her when he woke up.


  An early start was unnecessary this morning. They were mere hours from the mountains, and arriving under the cover of darkness would be safest for them. 


  Cassidy found the car keys in his coat pocket and slipped out of the apartment. 


  Twenty minutes later, she returned with a bag of food and two small cups of coffee. When she opened the door and walked in, Jason started awake, sitting up and drawing his weapon on her. 


  Cassidy remained frozen long enough for his brain to recognize her then stepped inside and nudged the door closed.


  “Good morning to you, too,” she said, setting the food on the counter. “I appreciate the aggression.”


   Jason let out a breath and holstered the weapon. 


  Since he nearly killed me, does that make us even, wondered Cassidy’s brain offhandedly. 


  “I didn’t know what you might want, so I kind of ordered…everything,” she said.


  She began pulling out the large white to-go boxes as Jason hauled himself to his feet. Man, his back was killing him. 


  They exchanged a series of awkward glances before Jason took the conversational plunge. “How, uh…you look like you’re feeling better this morning,” he remarked, stepping to the edge of the counter. 


  Cassidy nodded, flitted her eyes to his shoulder, and then down to the food. “Back to normal.”


  He pointed to one of the cupboards. “There are paper plates there.” 


  For her sake, he didn’t want to walk behind her in case it might spook her. 


  Cassidy intuitively understood, and it disheartened her. She didn’t want anyone walking on eggshells around her.


  She finally made eye contact with him. “It’s okay,” she assured calmly before turning to the cupboard. 


  She handed him a plate. “You’re bleeding.”


  Jason looked down and saw a faint streak of dark red through his shirt. “Again?”


  “Probably could use stitches,” they said in unison.


  Silence fell between them as they heaped food onto their plates with plastic silverware. 


  Jason darted several glances at Cassidy. She did look normal. The storm had passed, and all signs of darkness had extinguished.


  She caught him looking at her. “What’s on your mind?” she asked before taking a bite of bacon.


  She closed her eyes in ecstasy of the flavor bursting in her mouth. Oh, wow, this is So good.


  Jason enjoyed a mouthful of scrambled eggs before answering. “You just…scared me a little last night.”


  Cassidy winced, and her entire frame shrank a little. “I scared myself,” she murmured. “I’ve never had…that’s never happened.”


  She shifted. “All the other times I’ve been in that…particular state, I’ve been alone and just…pass out where I am. I’ve never had to deal with, I mean…that’s not how I mean it. But I’ve never had to deal with someone else while in that condition.”


  She drew a breath and straightened. “I’m unable to accept physical help courtesy of my conditioning and my innate dislike for touch. And I guess…I wouldn’t even know the best way for someone to help me. I mean, I don’t know what it is, so I can’t communicate it.”


  Jason ate in silence as he considered her words. 


  Several minutes passed before Cassidy spoke again. “I am sorry, Jason, not only because you had to see and deal with that, but also because…you should never have to fear for your life from your partner.”


  She sent him a quick, sad kind of look. “And some partner I turned out to be.”


  They returned to eating. 


  At length, he said rather quietly, “Well…I’m sorry I made things worse at first. I did push you. I didn’t know what to do, and I hate being unable to do anything to help.”


  “You did help in the end,” offered Cassidy. 


  He lifted his eyes to hers as she gave the smallest shrug. “Life is one big learning experience.”


  Jason gave the world’s smallest half-smile, and she returned it.


  They were scraping the food containers clean when he asked offhandedly, “Exactly what kind of training did you go through?”


  “Intense training,” she replied.


  Jason left it at that.


  After they finished eating, Cassidy stripped the sheets from the bed. Jason saw the blood before she had a chance to stuff them into a trash bag. 


  “Where’d all that blood come from?” he asked sharply.


  “Back, mostly,” she answered as she stuffed them in the trash. “I checked it in the bathroom mirror this morning. It’s just a little red. Nothing serious.”


  “Do you mind if I check?” asked Jason. “It should have closed by now. There’s probably some shrapnel still in there.”


  Brave of him to offer, she mused. 


  “It’s nothing,” she said before picking up her coffee cup and taking a sip.


  Yup, she’s back to her normal, difficult self, he concluded.


  “This,” he pointed to his chest. “Is nothing.”


  He pointed at the trash bag. “That is serious.”


  Cassidy wanted to make an effort to be agreeable considering all the trouble she had caused last night. However, she refused to be completely so. This explains why she gave no answer one way or another and merely took another sip of coffee.


  Jason’s mouth drew into a line as his grumpy face took center stage. “Do you agree to the possibility that there might be some shrapnel left in the wound?”


  “Grudgingly.”


  His eyebrows lifted, and he tilted his head as if to say, “Okay, then? So, what’s your deal?”


  Cassidy eyed him. “You trust me not to react reflexively and throttle you while you’re digging in my back?”


  “Yes,” he answered without hesitation, “because you’re back to your normal, stubborn self.”


  She sniffed. “Fine.”


  Jason retrieved the first aid kit from his backpack, and Cassidy sat on the small dining room table. He arranged everything he might need, and she ripped off the two bandages she had applied following her shower.


  After Jason snapped on latex gloves, she lifted her shirt out of the way.


  “I’m just going to look first,” he said, opening a small magnifying glass with a light in it.


  Inflammation reddened a few edges of the long, narrow wound, and fresh blood slowly drained from it. The sections not inflamed had scabbed. 


  “Mmm,” he assessed. “Infection in some of this.”


  Jason’s voice trailed off when his eyes focused on another wound, this one much older and long since scarred. Another sat close to it and another and another. 


  So, this was what Ethan had meant when this scar would go with the others. I wonder if all these marks are from assignments or if some are from training?


  He also noted the fact that her ribs were more visible than he thought normal. However, he judged that mentioning her weight at that moment wasn’t prudent. Then again, broaching such a topic with any woman at any time was wrought with potential peril.


  Jason cleared his throat and took up a pair of tweezers. 


  “Right. I’m going to do some probing,” he warned. 


  “If you give me two minutes, I’ll disassociate on demand, as I call it,” offered Cassidy. “Then you can dig around, and I won’t feel it for the most part.”


  “Oh, okay. How do I let you know when I’m done?”


  “Step directly into where I’m staring.”


  He watched her straighten a little and take several deep breaths. In less than two minutes, her breathing evened, and her head tilted just so. 


  Cautiously at first, Jason prodded the first inflamed area. After a minute, he removed a tiny metal splinter. The next area had several gnarled pieces buried deep.


  She’s lucky this didn’t go any deeper or it might have hit the spine or nerves.


  Ten minutes later, Jason was confident he had found everything. He flushed the inflamed areas with disinfectant, applied a topical antibiotic, and rebandaged. 


  Cassidy didn’t twitch once the entire time, though she had started casually swinging her left leg in a rhythmic fashion.


  Now finished, Jason removed the gloves and stepped in front of her. 


  When she blinked and her detached gaze focused, Jason announced, “All done.”


  “Thank you,” nodded Cassidy, lowering her shirt. 


  He began cleaning up and gestured to the shrapnel collected on a paper towel. “How were you able to sleep with that still in your back?”


  She shrugged. “Just kind of block it out. It’s easier when you’re exhausted.”


  She wiggled a little. “It does feel a lot better, though.”


  They finished tidying the apartment and staged their belongings by the door. 


  “We’ll need to stop someplace to get warm clothes,” said Cassidy, pulling on her boots. “Then its just a couple of hours to the mountains. If we leave now, we should be in the area around dark.”


  “Think we should risk calling headquarters?” asked Jason, sliding on his coat.


  “Mmm. Not when we’re this close to our destination or…maybe we wait until we’re down the road a ways.”


  Cassidy picked up her backpack and the trash bag and walked out of the apartment. After tossing the trash, she met Jason at the car. 


  Since she still had the keys, she slid behind the wheel. Her feet didn’t come close to reaching any of the pedals, and she shot a look at Jason as she readjusted the seat. 


  Soon after, they exited the parking lot and returned to the road. 


   




  Chapter 41


  Tough Break


   


  They bought warmer clothes, restocked on necessary items, and got back on the road in under half an hour. 


  Not long into the drive, sleep tugged insistently at Jason. This has got to be the most boring stretch of road, he thought sleepily. 


  The bleak, gray morning and a good breakfast deepened his drowsiness. The stress of the past few weeks had finally caught up to him, too. 


  The awkward silence that had been between Jason and Cassidy all morning settled over the car, and he soon nodded off.


  Cassidy’s most recent nightmares were about Sloan, the slaughter of her team, and the guilt that accompanied it. 


  Jason’s were of a different sort. They were about his wife and daughter. His dreaming mind typically didn’t replay the exact scenarios they had shared as a family. Instead, his unconscious mind showed glimpses of them or put them in scenes they hadn’t lived out. 


  The most powerful aspect of these dreams was reliving the emotions. Often, they brought the emotional memories of joy, contentment, and profound love. Yet, they ended with grief and indescribable sadness that felt like it would never end. He relived the helpless agony of being unable to help his wife or save his child. Shame beat upon him like a hammer and guilt wrapped its coils around his soul. What kind of a man are you, they accused, that you couldn’t protect your family?


  A new accusation entered his slumber that morning, brought about by last night’s intense interaction. And what kind of a man are you, that you don’t know how to help or protect your partner? 


  “Do you realize that you’re making everything more difficult on Cassidy?”


  Jason became aware he was standing in his backyard. It was summer. The trees were in full leaf, and sunlight made the grass glow a vivid green. Abby played nearby with her back to him. 


  He turned his head and saw Jenny standing beside him. His chest tightened with emotion. Jenny had always possessed a kind of lovely air that was separate from her physical beauty. It made her attractive regardless of age. 


  She looked at him with a calm yet sharp inquisitiveness that was the foundation of her personality. A breeze tossed her hair about while she looked at him expectantly. 


  Jason, however, was still a little confused. He never had vivid dreams or one vivid dream that continued for more than a few seconds before changing to something else random.


  Finally, he asked, somewhat stupidly, “What?”


  Jenny’s patience didn’t waver. “Do you realize how much more difficult you’ve been making things for Cassidy?”


  A sick feeling of guilt washed through his stomach before defensiveness rose to protect him. His brow furrowed in his perplexity. “Jenny, I—”


  She shook her head and interrupted with gentle firmness. “Have you even taken one moment to appreciate how much energy she has put into keeping you safe? At the beginning of all this, she asked you to stay away. Yet, you chose to get involved, and now look at the consequences: Ethan dead, and Cassidy pushed physically and mentally to the very brink?”


  Tightness of strengthening emotion gripped Jason’s stomach first before moving to his chest. He searched for words but found none. Why was she saying this?


  “The situation is far beyond what you’re prepared to handle, Jason. Your presence has just made everything worse. You need to leave her be as soon as possible. If you really want to help, let her do what she was fully trained to do. Leave her free to work how she works best.”


  His eyes burned with forming tears. “Jenny…”


  Gently, she reached out and put a hand on his arm. 


  Something was wrong. Her hand was cold. In fact, everything was cold. 


  Jason looked at Abby but found her gone. An intense, cool blue-gray hue had fallen over the scene. A gust of winter wind pierced him, and he shut his eyes against it.


  When he came to himself, he stood in another, familiar scene. A dark gray sky hung close above the cemetery. Snow fell silently onto the graves of Jenny and Abby. This was a scene he had dreamt many times, and it always broke him. 


  Grief seized him. He placed a hand over his face and gave a pained groan. Tears fell from his eyes as he dropped to his knees between the two headstones.


  “Dear God, why have You done this? Why did You do this? How long must I suffer their losses?”


  This series of scenes played again with slight variations, and so grief and lies, compounded by the same sort of spirits that assailed Cassidy, beat upon him.


  In the meantime, Cassidy had turned off the main road and wandered about to burn more daylight. She reached a small town and decided to stop for fuel and caffeinated drinks. Her Excedrin needed a little help.


  Jason had slept for a solid hour and a half when she pulled into a gas station. After parking, she studied him, something she had done countless times during the drive. 


  He had pushed back and reclined the seat so he could stretch his legs. As usual, his arms were folded tightly across his chest. A new gravity hung in his expression, and she sensed something troubling him in his slumber. 


  Cassidy drew a breath and opened her door as quietly as possible. Part of her wanted to say, “His troubles are his problem. They’re none of my business. I’m not his therapist.” Another part said, “He wouldn’t tell you what’s bothering him now. There’s no chance of that after last night.”


  Regret pinged through her, but there wasn’t anything she could do about the past.


  Since when did you care one way or another, asked a thought as she walked to the gas station. I thought you were as callous as a rock?


  She took her time inside, moseying through the aisles and eavesdropping on a few conversations. The most interesting piece of news she learned was that the harvest was bad again because of the previous year’s drought.


  Cassidy was less quiet when she returned to the vehicle and plopped behind the wheel. She set the drinks in the cupholders and threw a look at Jason. 


  He didn’t stir.


  She returned her attention forward, stuck the key in the ignition, and froze. Her brain informed her something hadn’t been quite right. She studied Jason more intently and gaped.


  His face was wet with tears. As her gaze fixed on him, she watched him wince then grimace. He hitched a breath and grunted faintly like he was in pain.


  Cassidy’s gaze widened. Her surprise wasn’t over seeing a man cry. She had always thought society’s rule of “real men don’t cry” to be completely stupid. Crying served a legitimate mental and physiological purpose regardless of a person’s sex. Of course, she hated crying herself, so that made her a bit of a hypocrite. 


  However, she would never admit that witnessing a man of strong character shed tears created overwhelming emotion in herself. 


  No, her abrupt concern came from something else. Something about this was entirely wrong. 


  What is it, she probed her brain. What’s wrong here?


  As if in answer, the sharpest pain shot through her left temple. A dark, overwhelming dread, the kind that clung to her during her nightmares involving spirits, filled her. 


  Oh. Her eyes widened again. An overwhelming need to rescue him sprang up automatically in her. She needed to protect him from that horrid darkness no matter what had happened between them. 


  Cassidy reacted instinctively and clasped his shoulder. “Jason.”


  He twitched but didn’t wake.


  She gave his shoulder a little shake. “Jason.”


  He pulled in a sharp breath and grimaced again as lines of sorrow appeared on his face.


  This isn’t normal, she thought as a sense of urgency gripped her stomach. 


  She glared, reclasped his shoulder, gave him a forceful shove, and barked, “Stayton!”


  Jason awoke with a start and looked about him confusedly.


  Cassidy had already let go of his shoulder and sat looking him over. 


  He finally gathered his bearings, though now he noticed his pounding heart and the tightness in his chest. An awful kind of sick feeling leftover from the dreams washed over him for a moment as he remembered it in fragments. 


  Jason closed his eyes, and his shoulders slouched for a second. After he took a deeper breath, he became aware of the wetness on his face, and he hastily wiped it away.


  Asking “Are you okay” seemed dumb to Cassidy, as was “What’s wrong?” So, she settled with, “You good?”


  He nodded and darted a sideways glance at her. He noted the concern in her eyes and wondered if he had done anything terribly frightening. 


  Is this what it’s like to be her, he wondered.


  Cassidy nodded in response to his nod before starting the car and pulling onto the road.


  We’re both going to need a lot of therapy after this is all over, she concluded.


  Keeping with the theme of the day, silence filled the car as the miles went by. Jason was in no mood for any more naps. Whenever Cassidy chanced a look his way, she noted the shadow over his face. Troubles had followed him into consciousness. She had yet to see him brood as he was, and it made her uneasy. However, she felt that she lacked enough social capital with him to ask what was bothering him.


  Finally, she said nonchalantly, “We could probably call in now.”


  Jason blinked from his thoughts. “Oh, right,” he acknowledged with a somewhat strained voice. 


  He pulled his seat up a little and dialed Logan, who answered on the first ring.


  “It’s us.”


  “Thank God! And do we have some news for you…”


  He filled them in about the events earlier that morning surrounding Derek Munsen’s assassination and his role under Sloan. The search in Denver of Sloan’s possible last known location turned up empty, not that they expected a different outcome. 


   When Cassidy heard Terret’s voice, she heaved a huge sigh of relief. They shared a few words in some other language before returning to English. 


  “So, what do you think, Cassidy?” asked Terret. “You’ve been right about everything, so far. Would it be safe for you to come in or maybe have us pick you up somewhere?”


  Cassidy was musing over this question when Logan piped up. “Or maybe at least bring Jason in? Munsen mentioned that Sloan might use him as bait to catch you. He, I mean you, Jason, would be protected by an army, and that leaves Cassidy to…do whatever it is she does.”


  “That would probably be for the best,” agreed Jason quickly.  


  Cassidy admitted only to herself that she was disappointed and perhaps a touch hurt at the speed with which he said this.


  “How could we be sure it’s a Bureau extraction team?” she asked, hiding the fact his answer had bothered her.


  “I’ll come myself,” replied Terret. “Stay out of trouble until I have time to get to Colorado. A couple of hours.”


  “Copy.”


  Jason ended the call and gazed straight out the windshield. 


  Cassidy needed several minutes to take up her courage before stating, “So…you’re going in.”


  “Mm hm.”


  The short answer made her look at him again. Something remained wrong in his expression. She had never seen him like this.


  Maybe…he has reached his limit, too, she thought quietly. Everyone has one, even the most even keel people.


  “Why?” she asked, making sure to keep her tone soft so it didn’t sound like she was accusing him.


  Cassidy studied him in her peripheral enough to see several different expressions pass over his face as his thoughts warred within him.


  Because I didn’t know how difficult I was making things until now, he wanted to say. I was too dense to see that my being directly involved was making everything so much harder on you. I wanted to prove I could pull my weight and keep up with you. John warned me about the cost of trying to keep pace with you and…I was too stubborn and full of myself to even stop and think about what that might mean. I’ve brought unnecessary hardship on you and myself.


  At length, Jason finally spoke. When he did, his voice was more strained than before and probably because he lied. “I’m tired, Cassidy. Tired of fighting.”


  Coward, echoed a chastising thought in his mind. The pronouncement was so powerful that Jason actually grimaced. Tell her the truth.


  Meanwhile, she was thinking, He’s a terrible liar. But that’s the mark of a truly good agent.


  He didn’t want to tell her the truth. She found that mildly disappointing, but she respected it. Whatever was in his mind was causing him abundant stress, and she understood not wanting to be forced to share.


  “That’s fair,” she replied.


  Jason looked at her with some surprise and noted the subtlest drooping of her shoulders and the gentlest kind of sadness fall over her face. 


  I wonder how many partners quit, he thought with rising guilt.


  Cassidy confessed only to herself that she had become accustomed to Jason’s presence. She didn’t believe the monster’s statements of blame against him. She never had. If she had known his real reasons for wanting to leave, she could have assured him that she had never seen him as a burden or as useless. But she didn’t say those words because she didn’t know exactly what was weighing him down. 


  Cassidy became pensive as the drive continued. Jason resumed brooding and shrank lower and lower into his seat while his conscience beat upon him mercilessly.


  They rounded a large hill, and Cassidy hit the brakes. They were still on a side road winding through the countryside. It was extremely isolated, and they hadn’t seen another car, yet. 


  Fresh pothole patches pocked the road, and she saw numerous, faint signs that the dirt shoulders had been disturbed.


  Her trained and experienced brain told her that this scene had “essence of the Middle-East” all over it. Jason sensed trouble, too. Or, perhaps, he picked up Cassidy’s abrupt alertness. Either way, he didn’t correct her for the unannounced stop.


  She shook her head and slammed the vehicle into Reverse. She didn’t know if it was a small roadside bomb or something else that hit them, but a deafening explosion echoed across the fields. 


  When Cassidy, half-conscious, opened her eyes, she found herself upside down in the car, which was now on the roadside. Her head throbbed and her ears rang as she tried to clear away the haze. She heard the sound of an approaching vehicle, and a reliable burst of adrenaline helped clear her senses.


  She unbuckled her seatbelt and dropped onto the ceiling.


  “Jason,” she snapped and grabbed her pack. “You good?”


  He groaned something as an SUV stopped in the middle of the road. Cassidy jabbed the button of his seatbelt, and he fell to the ceiling. 


  She scrambled out the driver’s side window and pulled one of her guns. She crouched at the front fender and picked off the first person who stepped out of the vehicle. 


  Another SUV rumbled onto the scene and slid to a halt. Doors flew open. Boots hit the ground and swiftly advanced in her direction. Their black body armor and attire reminded her of Spetsnaz soldiers. She hoped they weren’t trained like them. 


  When the first one appeared around the rear of the car, Cassidy put two bullets in his chest. Or, more accurately, into his body armor. The force of the impact made him take a step back before he continued forward. 


  What I get for not having armor-piercing rounds, she thought, backing up. 


  She put one round in the nearest man’s thigh while quickly reassessing the situation. That put him down and gave him something to think about.


   The next soldier received two rounds, one in each leg because he was stubborn. 


  The third took one in the neck, which left him unable to think about anything at all. 


  That was about the time Cassidy took her first shot to the stomach. It was a nonlethal round, but that didn’t mean much at the moment of impact. 


  She ducked and ran into the tall wheat field. She was grateful the owner of this field had taken his time to harvest. It provided great concealment. 


  After covering a short distance, she stopped, set her pack on the ground, holstered her gun, drew both knives, and disappeared. She needed to act swiftly.


  What was left of the second squad cautiously stalked through the grass. A flurry of gunshots at the road briefly drew their attention. They found Cassidy’s backpack around the time they realized they were missing two more men. Only three remained.


  The leader signaled them to stay close as they picked up a trail and began following it. 


  Cassidy, however, had doubled back to the road. She reached it in time to see Jason pick off another combatant. 


  “Gotcha covered,” she said, moving behind him.


  She squeezed off several rounds to give the first team pause while Jason ducked back inside the car. 


  In her peripheral, she saw a dark mass emerge from the field on her right. She dropped to a knee behind the car and out of the line of sight. 


  Unfortunately, Cassidy didn’t see the enemy who had snuck around the rear of the car. She was half-turned to the SUV when he poked out and nailed her with a beanbag round from a shotgun. 


  Jason appeared behind him and took him out of commission. He then received a round to the back from one of the three men emerging from the field. 


  One of them collapsed thanks to Cassidy, still lying on the ground and recovering from her hit. 


  This divided the attention of the remaining pair. Since they were out in the open, they didn’t stand a chance, and Jason and Cassidy each took one. 


  Cassidy had finally gotten her feet under her when a metal canister dropped onto the ground beside the car, between her and Jason. 


  Cassidy spun and sprinted away from the SUV. Jason spun to the field. It didn’t matter much, though, because they weren’t far enough away when the flashbang exploded. 


  The next thing Cassidy knew, she was on her stomach on the ground with ears ringing. Someone came up and grabbed her by the arm. Before he could secure her hands, she twisted around, latched onto his wrist, and stabbed him in the arm. 


  He snarled in pain as she used him as leverage to pull herself to her feet and elbow him in the face. He was no longer a threat one knife swipe later. 


  Cassidy, head reeling, dropped back to her hands and knees. She managed to raise her head before receiving a boot to the jaw. The second kick was to her ribs. 


  She rolled onto her back and drew the knife across the assailant’s knee. She pivoted around and gave it a hard kick, making things crack. The second kick was to his chin after he fell to his knees. It was over a second afterward.


  Her head felt like it was about to split. She looked for her gun and spotted it a dozen feet away. As she stumbled toward it, she glanced at Jason.


  He lay barely moving on the ground as three soldiers surrounded him. In a flash, they handcuffed him and pulled him to his feet. 


  When Cassidy reached her gun, she sheathed the knife and snatched it up. However, she didn’t trust her unsteady state to try to open fire. She wouldn’t risk hitting Jason.  


  Her vision faded to white as a shaft of pain stabbed through her head and forced her to a knee. 


  Don’t have time for this, she thought. 


  By the time Cassidy could see again and returned to her feet, Jason was being shoved into one of the SUV’s. 


  No, no, no.


  The first vehicle shot forward, staying in the center of the narrow road. 


  Cassidy crouched and drew her gun, aiming at the tires. It was a difficult shot, though, and she wasn’t at her best. She only fired a few rounds before the vehicle flew past. Then all she could do was watch the SUV sweep around the next bend and disappear behind the ridge. 


  She stayed where she was and fumed for a couple of seconds. The cool wind whipped down from the ridge and wicked at the sweat she had worked up. 


  The pain in her head had begun subsiding, and her ears had eased their ringing as Cassidy searched for her backpack. Once she found it, she called Logan.  


  “They have Jason,” she reported, walking to one of the dead assailants. “It was a roadside bomb or something…two teams.”


  Cassidy relayed the license plate number and suggested that maybe the vehicle had a GPS enabled. She checked to see if the dead guy had any goodies she might need. She spotted the flashbangs and removed them from the pockets on his vest. He didn’t have a phone on him.


  “Are you okay?” asked Terret, joining the conversation. 


  “A little worn and torn, but nothing time won’t fix,” she replied, moving to the next body. Movement near the car ahead on her left drew her attention. The two not-immediately-fatally-wounded soldiers were still conscious, and her eyes narrowed.


  “Sloan will find a way to contact you, then,” said Terret. “If he is going to use Jason as bait.”


  “I know…when do you land?”


  “Another hour and a half. I would tell you to sit tight, but that’s not going to happen. Let me know when Sloan contacts you.”


  “See you in a few.”


  Cassidy ended the call and walked over to the nearest soldier. He was too preoccupied with the hole in his leg to think about trying to shoot her. 


  When she reached him, she planted her boot on the wound. 


  “You know where they’re going to take my friend,” she said, “and I’d love it if you just told me.” 


  He didn’t appear to be focusing too well, so Cassidy knelt and smacked him across the face.


   “Pay attention,” she chided. “If you help me, I can ease your pain.”


  She glanced over at his comrade. He was obviously feeling okay because he was trying to drag himself away. 


  “Where are you even going?” she asked.


  She looked back at the man in front of her and pulled out her knife, the edge still smeared with blood. “Now, whoever tells me where the others are going gets drugs. You follow?”


  Cassidy yanked the body armor off the first soldier and tossed it aside. 


  “Who’s it going to be?” she asked, stepping over to the other guy and removing his armor. 


  She took a knee between the two and looked at the second soldier, the one with one bullet per leg. “How about you? You’ve got twice the damage and look like you could use some Vicodin or something…maybe a hospital.”


  With a flick of the wrist, Cassidy smacked the wound on his thigh with the broad side of the knife. 


  He growled in pain and grabbed the wound. 


  She looked back at the first guy with an expression that read “There isn’t anything I won’t do to you.” 


  He believed her and blurted, “Small town at the base of the Rockies.”


  His comrade grunted at him, but Cassidy punched him in the leg. “It’s rude to interrupt.”


  “Off Junction 69…north at Walsenburg.”


  “Good man,” she said, standing. “Unlike your friend.” 


  She kicked him in the head, knocking him unconscious. She then shot the uncooperative man. 


  “Told you I could ease your pain,” she said darkly. Clearly, she was not in a merciful mood.


  She called Logan back, who patched her through to Terret. “According to a source, Jason will be taken to a town backed against the Rockies, someplace north of Walsenburg, off Junction 69.”


  “There were…witnesses still alive to talk to you?” he asked, unable to keep the surprise from his voice. 


  “There were,” replied Cassidy cooly as she took the smaller man’s body armor and stuck one arm through it. “You wouldn’t been proud, though. I didn’t even make a big mess.”


  After making sure every pocket was equipped with something useful, she grabbed her backpack. 


  “So glad to hear it. A preliminary team is being assembled and will be ready to roll out when I arrive.”


  “I’m headed up the road and will stake out the town once I’m there,” she said, walking to the other SUV, the motor still running. 


  “Please, please…don’t move until we get there.”


  “Wouldn’t dream of it,” answered Cassidy with something very near a growl before hanging up and shoving the phone into a pocket.


  After tossing her pack and the armored vest onto the passenger’s seat, she jogged to the overturned car and grabbed Jason’s pack. She then jumped behind the wheel of the SUV and carefully drove down the middle of the road until she reached the spot where the other vehicle had peeled out.


  You know, reasoned the calculating side of her brain. Jason is out of the way now. Just shift to hunting Sloan. Find him, and you’ll eventually find Jason. 


  Cassidy shook away the thought. Jason is part of my team. I won’t leave him in the hands of a sadist. 


  She punched the accelerator and sent the SUV flying along the road heading north. 


   




  Chapter 42


  Not Quite a Rescue


   


  The first thing Jason became distinctly aware of was his extreme discomfort. His head throbbed, and his cuffed wrists ached. 


  Second, it was dark. That probably had something to do with the cloth bag over his head. He didn’t think he was in the SUV anymore because he felt like he was lying on a hard metal floor. He heard the shift of a boot on pieces of gravel and smelled the distinct scent of mud and wet grass.


  Someone was kind enough to punch him in the stomach before yanking the bag from his head. 


  Jason shook the kinks out of his neck and studied his surroundings. He was now in the back of a van, which explained the hard surface. Benches lined either side and were presently occupied by five men. They had picked up two more people somewhere. 


  None of them smiled, and they looked as if they didn’t know what a smile was. Going by their ruggedly stoic features, Jason judged them as Eastern European. He didn’t want to be stereotypical, though. 


  One of the men seated behind him was smoking an exceptionally potent cigarette. 


  The man in the middle of the bench in front of Jason delivered a stunning kick to his core before stepping over and landing a solid punch in his jaw. 


  The smoker behind him planted a boot on Jason’s side to keep him in place as his comrade punched the prisoner again. 


  The man behind the driver tsked with his tongue and said something in a foreign language. Jason may not have been fluent, but he had watched plenty of movies and recognized Russian when he heard it. 


  The man pummeling Jason ceased his efforts and looked at the man, apparently the leader of the gang, and shrugged. 


  “He said to make him uncomfortable,” said the abuser in English but with a heavy accent.


  “He said ‘uncomfortable,’” answered the leader with an equally heavy accent and a rifle on his lap. “Not ‘beat him to pulp.’” 


  He looked at Jason. The gaze was cold and hard like a man who had seen many wars. “You behave, we leave you alone. You cause trouble, and we give you trouble. Yes?”


  Jason spit a mouthful of blood onto the floor before nodding. 


  The Russian pulled out a cigarette and a lighter of his own. “And I would not count on a rescue this time. Your friend is very clever, and I heard about the trouble the earlier teams had trying to catch you. But you are now in our custody, and our employer will use you to lure your friend in.”


  Jason gave a little shake of his head. “It won’t work. She’ll find some other way…she doesn’t exactly do things normal people would…that is, if she bothers to come at all.”


  That made the man who had so effectively battered him raise his eyebrows. “You think she’d leave you to rot in cell?”


  Jason merely shrugged.


  He looked at the boss and said something in Russian before looking back at Jason. “I have not heard of this of an American before. We find your people to be very, how you say? Determined?”


  “We’re not all like that.” 


  The man found this interesting and swapped a look with one of his comrades. 


  The vehicle stopped a short time later. He heard muffled voices outside before the rear doors opened. Hands latched onto Jason and pushed and shoved him out of the van. 


  A sharp wind greeted him upon his exit and bit his exposed face. Night had fallen. Low clouds capped the mountains and reflected light from a distant town. The smell of snow hung in the air, signaling that winter had arrived to the higher elevations. 


  Exterior lights on a nearby building showed Jason that they were in a little clearing high up a tall ridge. The building sat ahead to the left and almost touched the steep mountainside. To the left climbed even steeper ridges. Directly ahead but beyond the building ran a narrow road that descended out of sight and into darkness. The right edge of the clearing fell abruptly into blackness. Somewhere in hidden crevices the wind howled mournfully. The atmosphere of this place emphasized the weight of hopelessness to Jason’s situation.


  More unknown faces regarded Jason as they pushed him to a side entrance of the building. 


  To Jason’s relief, the inside of the building was warmer. His captors directed him down the first hallway and into a large room where they pulled him rudely to a stop.


  A man on the far side of the room stood at a desk with his back to him. The two men on either side of him looked at Jason only by moving their eyes to catch a sideways glance of their quarry. 


  Every man in the room stood in the eerie sort of silence that came with training. This immobility was deceiving because they could spring into action at the drop of a pin. 


  The man at the desk muttered something to one of his associates, who grumbled a quick response. The one who was obviously the big boss finally finished whatever he was doing and turned to Jason. 


  Jason couldn’t keep the surprise from his face. 


  “Special Agent Jason Stayton,” said the man, casually walking towards him. “And I see you already know me.”


  “There are going to be some very surprised people when they find out you’re here,” replied Jason. 


  Morgan Naphtali smiled such a smile that made his eyes twinkle. “I hope my men didn’t make you too uncomfortable on your trip here.”


  “Don’t know. I can only remember the last five minutes of it.”


  That made Naphtali chuckle before he slammed his fist into Jason’s diaphragm with such force it put him on one knee. 


  “I had to cause a lot of trouble for my friend just so he could catch you,” continued Naphtali, walking behind Jason before planting his boot into his side and slamming him to the concrete floor. 


  “And from where I come from, it’s only fair I get a little…enjoyment as payment for all my troubles.” 


  He kicked Jason once, a second time, and a third. He then knelt beside his captive, who was trying to catch his breath, grabbed a handful of Jason’s hair, and pulled his head back. 


  Rarely had Jason seen such clear malice on someone’s face as he saw on Naphtali’s now.


  “You work beside Cassidy Jackson, and for that, I hate you because I hate her, understand?” asked Naphtali. “What’s that phrase you say here in America? Guilt by association? Think of it like that.”


  He slammed Jason’s head against the floor and got to his feet. “Sorry to say you just happened to be the one we use as bait. Wrong place at the wrong time. You’re just a pawn, my friend. Nothing more.” 


  Naphtali glanced at one of his men and said something in Russian. 


  “You know, I find that fights are a great team-building exercise,” he continued in English and walked leisurely for the door. "This isn't exactly a fight but will still be a good bonding experience for my men."


  There were at least ten soldiers that Jason counted in the room, and they all converged on him. 


  At the door, Naphtali called over his shoulder. “Just don’t make too much of a mess, gentlemen.” 


   


         ✧	✧	✧    


   


  Thanks to breaking all kinds of traffic laws, Cassidy made good time and was only half an hour behind Jason and his captors. 


  She was glad for the warmer clothes as she hiked to the top of the ridge at the southern edge of the little town. The wind was rising quickly and occasionally hurled a snow flurry into her face. 


  She’d had the idea of removing the scope from the sniper rifle long before ditching it in Oklahoma. This allowed her to “scope out” the town, so to speak, from this vantage point. 


  Cassidy was particularly interested in a lone building beyond the north edge of town. It seemed like a good place to stash a hostage. Of course, there was also no way of telling how many enemy operatives were inside. 


  She was scrolling through a mental list of options for creating useful diversions when her phone began buzzing. She had actually left her phone at the first small settlement she reached, then used call forwarding on Jason’s burner phone. That way, if whoever was calling checked her real-time location, it would appear she was hours away and not sitting at their doorstep. 


  “What?” 


  “Are you interested in bargaining for your friend's life?” asked a familiar voice. 


  “I was not expecting you, Morgan,” she replied, using his first name because she knew he hated it.


  “It wouldn’t have been a surprise if you had. Now, do you want to save the life of your friend? Although, I was personally surprised to hear he didn’t think you’d bother to come for him.”


  Thanks for the confidence, Jason, thought Cassidy. A little thought tickled the back of her mind at that moment and suggested he might be trying to lull them into a false sense of security. 


  “First, he’s not my friend. Second, what if I don’t care,” she asked indifferently. “You’re just going to kill him either way, so why should I bother wasting my energy?”


  “You have grown colder since our last meeting,” conceded Naphtali. 


  There was a moment of silence as he put her words into his calculations. This told Cassidy he hadn’t expected this attitude from her. 


  She heard noise in the background followed by an audible sigh by Naphtali. 


  “One moment.”


  Moments later, she heard the sound of boots walking briskly on a hard surface. This lasted thirty seconds before Naphtali gave a sharp shout. 


  Muffled voices filtered in through the background. “I told you not to make a big mess,” scolded Naphtali. “Clean this place up. Now.”


  The background noise quieted. That was when Cassidy heard someone launch into a gut-wrenching coughing fit before dry-heaving. She grimaced, knowing it had to be Jason. 


  “Take him up to see the doctor,” growled Naphtali. “Make sure he doesn’t have any serious injuries.”


  Anger rolled through her, the kind of anger that made her want to go in guns blazing or with knives unsheathed. She didn’t want instant death. She wanted slow vengeance. 


  “Apologies for the interruption,” returned Naphtali calmly. “So, what of my proposal?”


  “I only heard a question,” replied Cassidy, looking through the scope at a shadow moving at the edge of the town. “But don’t worry, I’ll make it for you. You let Jason go if I hand myself over, right?”


  “Exactly.”


  Cassidy snorted. “Like I’m going to waltz into wherever, lay down my arms, and take your word that Jason won’t be gunned down as soon as I show up?” 


  She spotted another shadow in another part of town. 


  “I thought you really didn’t care about what happens to him.”


  “I don’t,” she answered crassly. “But what would my bosses do? I mean, I have a career to think about. If I just let you kill him, I’d have to go into gun-running just to make a living. You know, like you.”


  I hope Jason can’t hear this conversation, thought Cassidy, because it’s a load of bull.


  “Either way, you must make up your mind, Cassidy,” said Naphtali. “Although from what I understand, you could have avoided all of this mess if you’d taken Sloan’s offer from the very beginning.”


  Cassidy rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I think I got that.” 


  After a beat, she finally sighed. “Fine…I agree to your proposal.”


  “You’ll come in? No games…”


  “I’ll come in. No games. But that works both ways, Morgan. Sounds like you already had your fun with Jason. If you shoot him, I will give you hell…and you know I’m good at that.”


  Naphtali muttered something in Swahili before speaking up. “Agreed. I’ll give you directions to the town…my friend tells me you’re about three hours away. You have until eleven to get here, so drive fast.”


  After he gave her directions to the town she was already at, Cassidy hung up, called Terret, and relayed what had transpired. 


  “I’m looking at the plans for the town, and I see that building you mentioned. Have you seen much activity?”


  “No. I’ve spotted a few shadows in town, likely scouts. But from what I heard in the background, Naphtali brought some decent manpower.”


  “And he didn’t sound like he was suspicious of you or anything?”


  “No. He still thinks I’m a couple hours away. We should be able to go in fast and quiet long before the deadline, assuming you will be ready by then.”


  “We’re already en route. I’ll give you the revised version of the plan once we meet. Head down, Cass.”


  Cassidy ended the call and sighed impatiently. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so quick to call in reinforcements, she thought with a ping of regret. Upon reflection, she concluded that, after performing a little recon, she could have figured out how to rescue Jason.


  Right or get yourself caught. You can’t do everything by yourself. Sometimes you need help, ran a thought through her mind. 


  Cassidy blew through her lips and started down the ridge. Says who, she thought stubbornly. She set her jaw in determination as a familiar resolve settled over her. 


  They were going to go in and they were going to get Jason out—and she would enjoy it.


        ✧	✧	✧    


   


  One hour later and two hours before the deadline, Cassidy rendezvoused with Terret and the team. They were gathered in a shack when she appeared out of the darkness and gave them all a good scare. 


  “Up to your old tricks,” said Terret as they shook hands. “Although you look a bit more worn since the last time I saw you, my friend.”


  “It’s been a long…four months. Nothing a week of sleep and steak won’t cure.” 


   “This is the most I’ve seen you push yourself in a long time,” he remarked in Persian and sent her a correcting look.


  Cassidy tilted her head a little, and an eerie light glinted in her eyes. “Don’t worry. I’m exhausted but in the mood for sport. What’s the plan?”


   


         ✧	✧	✧    


   


  One hour before the deadline. 


  A portion of the team moved swiftly through the town, and their fluid coordination was a beautiful sight. Spotters and snipers on the ridge had infrared. As the team in town moved through the area, the scouts told the ground unit where the enemies were and the snipers took them out. Occasionally, they lost their line of sight on a target and the ground team dealt with it.


  There was evidence the town was used but only in the summer months. This was an added plus for them because they didn’t have to worry about civilians. 


  Cassidy accompanied the unit approaching from the far side of the building where Jason was held. Thanks to the thermal imaging on a drone, they had a rough estimate of how many enemies there were inside. They counted sixteen hot spots. They knew it wasn’t an exact number, and Jason was one of them. 


  The side door was unlocked and the main team would enter there. 


  Cassidy, Terret, and one other agent broke away and climbed the ladder leading onto the roof. She recalled hearing Naphtali tell one of his men to take Jason “up” to see the doctor and assumed that meant the second level. 


  She carefully peered over the top of the ladder and spotted two scouts watching the parking lot below. She signaled to Terret. They quietly climbed onto the roof and crept behind them. The scouts never knew what hit them. 


  “Team One is in position,” whispered Terret. 


  “Team Two is ready,” came another response. 


  Twenty seconds later, all five teams were in place and the “go” order was given. 


  Terret quietly cracked open the hatch in the center of the roof which opened into the second level. They waited for an unknown individual to pass by before Cassidy stuck her head inside and looked around. 


  Seeing it all clear, she dropped into the hall, landing in a crouch and on the balls of her feet. The other agent followed, sliding down the ladder. Terret brought up the rear and closed the hatch. 


  “Team One has gained entrance.” 


   


         ✧	    


   


  Jason couldn’t remember when he had been in this much pain recently. His muscles had stiffened, and his body was bruised and cut from his thorough beating. At least the gang of men left him alone once they delivered him to the doctor. Only two guards remained in the room. 


  After poking and prodding Jason, the doctor surmised that nothing was seriously broken, perhaps a fractured rib or five, some impressive bruises, and minor lacerations. Then he left Jason to slump in the corner. 


  As minutes turned into hours, Jason wondered if Cassidy would come. He also wondered if he would become Sloan’s latest subject for experimentation. Or maybe they would kill him outright if Cassidy didn’t make a miraculous appearance. 


  He had dozed off again when he heard movement from the guards. He opened his eyes. They heard something he didn’t, probably because he had dry blood caked in his ears. 


  They whispered a few words to each other before one of them opened the door and stepped into the hallway. Something grabbed him from behind, and he vanished from sight. His friend hadn’t yet grasped what he had seen when someone popped him once with a suppressed firearm, and he collapsed to the floor. 


  The doctor, back to the door, had no idea what was going on until he heard the body fall. He was still turning when someone pistol-whipped him and sent him into unconsciousness.


  As Jason forced his eyes to focus more, he realized it wasn’t just someone. It was Cassidy, followed by Terret and some other person he didn’t know. 


  With spy-like stealth, they quickly carried the body from the hall and laid it on the floor of the room. They closed the door most of the way, and the third agent stood guard. 


  “The package is in hand,” reported Terret to the other teams.


  Cassidy crouched in front of Jason, and looked him over. “Looks like you had a run-in with a meat hammer,” she described, lightly patting the side of his face. “And you didn’t actually think I’d leave you here, did you?”


  As usual, being in a dangerous situation had brought her confident, mildly amiable side out.


  She cut the ties from around his wrists then she and Terret helped him to his feet.


  “Although, that played well with Naphtali,” continued Cassidy with one of Jason’s arms over her shoulders. “He was convinced that I was contemplating leaving you for the vultures. It threw him a little.”


  Terret snatched Jason’s coat from the back of the chair on their way to the door. 


  “Can you walk on your own?” he asked Jason, handing him the coat. 


  Jason managed to nod his stiff neck. “Once I get moving more, it’ll be easier.”  


  “Team Two, what’s your status?” asked Terret.


  “ETA forty seconds.”


  “Copy.”


  Jason couldn’t quite get into his coat so Cassidy lent a hand. 


  “Just think,” she said, double-checking the number of rounds in her magazine, “when we get you out of here, you get to sleep for as long as you like in your own bed.”


  “Sleep?” he asked. “What is that, anyway?”


  “Exactly,” grinned Terret as he sent Cassidy a wink. “We’ll make a spy out of him yet.”


  The first shot of unsuppressed gunfire echoed through the building. 


  “Was wondering when the security forces would get wise,” commented Terret.


  Their third member opened the door to reveal four other agents, armed and armored. 


  “Don’t worry,” nodded Cassidy to Jason. “We’ve got you covered.”


  “We’ve cleared the rear stairwell,” reported one of the agents. 


  “Any sign of Naphtali?” asked Terret. 


  “No, but we did stumble onto some tunnels.” 


  “Let’s get Jason out of here first.”


  “Team Four has secured the lower east quadrant.”


  “Team Three has entered the western sector.”


  Like a well-oiled machine, the agents surrounded Jason and stalked down the hall, covering both directions.


  Whenever Jason needed to pause a moment, or nearly fell over, they stopped in perfect sync with him. 


  They reached the stairwell and were halfway down to the first floor when running footsteps came their direction. 


  Cassidy slipped past the pair of agents on point and leaned over the railing. She signaled to them to stay put and quietly made her way down the steps. 


  She took cover behind a short wall at the bottom and leaned around the corner. Seconds later, she raised her weapon and squeezed off four rounds. 


  Someone down the hall signaled to her. She signaled back, then told Terret and the others to hold. Seconds later, they knew why. A volley of gunfire cracked loudly in the hallways for about fifteen seconds before eerie silence fell again. 


  “Team Three has secured the western quadrant.”


  They confirmed seventeen enemy combatants down, the building cleared, and transportation en route. 


  The team protecting Jason led him back to the entrance he had come in. He watched Cassidy warily eye the dark stains smeared on the floor. 


  Terret poked his head out the door to check if the SUV had arrived. A swirl of snowflakes entered through the opening and settled onto the floor. 


  The other agents were now either lining up the bodies or talking quietly amongst themselves. Cassidy pulled over the chair from the nearby desk for Jason. He sank into it awkwardly. She completely understood. She had come out of more than one mission looking like he did.


  She remained beside him, silent and vigilant like a sentry. Jason felt a new appreciation for her, what she did, and how she did it. What’s more, she had proved her loyalty in the most obvious way possible. 


  He also began understanding the culture she thrived in. He felt a touch guilty, though. He had only been half-joking when he told the Russians he didn’t think she would come. 


  He nudged Cassidy with his elbow. “Thank you,” he said, voice hoarse from the blood he had coughed up earlier. 


  She looked at him sullenly, studied his bruised and cut face, and gave a little nod. She said nothing as she returned her gaze forward. 


  Jason’s conscience harpooned him. Tell her the real reason why you wanted to return to headquarters. You’ve trusted her with your life. Why can’t you be honest and trust her with this?


  It took tremendous effort, but he finally said, “Look, Cassidy…about earlier…I—”


  “Transports here,” chirped Terret from the door. 


  Jason sorely rose.


  Cassidy slipped past Terret and out into the snow as several SUVs pulled around. 


  The case officer swung the door open for Jason. He stopped and extended his hand to the spy, who slapped his hand into his and gave it a firm shake.


  There was a slight commotion at the SUV Cassidy stood beside. Jason couldn’t see what was going on because she was talking with someone on the driver’s side. He glanced over his shoulder at Terret to see him chuckling. 


  He directed his attention forward, took a few more steps toward the vehicle, and saw the reason for the fuss. 


  Marching around the front of the SUV with Cassidy was Chief Braxton. Jason blinked a few seconds. Once his brain commenced functioning, he thought, Finally, a good surprise.


  “Sheesh, Jason,” barked the chief. “You look like you got attacked by a baseball bat-wielding cartel.”


  “Feels like it, boss,” said Jason, grinning as they shook hands. 


  Cassidy stood to the side, watching the reunion with satisfaction. Jason was finally safe and would be able to go home and recover. 


  I bet this case didn’t turn out at all how he expected, she thought with some humor.


  Terret crossed to the next SUV to double-check the identifications of everyone inside. 


  That’s when an agent bumped into her sharply.  She was about to say something, but when she saw the look in his eyes, she kept silent. 


  “If you value the lives of the team, you’ll come with me,” he said. 


  Cassidy’s gaze swept the yard. She picked out several suspicious agents on the perimeter. All had fixed her with cold, yet somewhat taunting expressions. 


  She closed her eyes for a breath. Well played, Sloan, she conceded. Well played.  


  A chess master like himself had correctly anticipated and planned for this very situation. Whenever Jason was finally snatched, Sloan had always intended to lead her here, either personally or through someone like Naphtali.


  He knew there would be a rescue team and knew reinforcements would come from the Denver hubs. With his incredible reach, he had either bought himself agents or planted them on the rescue team. 


  Either way, he ensured victory for himself. This was checkmate, and Cassidy had finally run out of moves.


  She looked at the agent. “Alright then. Lead on.”


  Jason had glanced at Cassidy briefly before she had been rudely bumped. When he reached the SUV, he looked for her again. He didn’t see her, and an alarm blared in his brain.


  “Where’s Cassidy?” he asked, searching the activity in the yard. 


  “Probably went to look at those tunnels,” replied Terret. 


  “No. Get her location.”


  “Anyone have eyes on Cassidy Jackson?”


  A string of “negatives” answered. Cassidy had her own earpiece and could have replied herself but didn’t. 


  Terret’s face tightened. “Headcount. Right now. Everyone outside in the yard.”


  He spun and looked back at Jason. “Where’d you last see her?”


  Jason nodded towards the far end of the building. The side of the ridge pressed in close to the building and created a narrow path leading around the rear of the facility. 


  Terret charged that direction, looking at the ground like a hound searching for a scent. He found her tracks along with one other set. Both led towards the back of the building. Near the narrowest point, he found the earpiece in the snow along with a burner phone. 


  He picked it up and swore under his breath. When he returned to the main area of the yard, he did a roll call and a headcount. They came up four agents short, and he swore again. 


  Terret was immediately on the phone, making sure they dispatched agents to search the highways and all the airports and airfields in the state. When he hung up, he looked at Jason. 


  The poor guy didn’t appear to be doing well as he climbed into the rear seat of the SUV and sat down. He ran his hands through his hair before resting his face in them.


  This is too much, he thought. Why was it always something? Why couldn’t they catch a break?


  Terret and Braxton exchanged a few quick words before Terret grabbed an agent and gave him his orders. He and Braxton then jumped into the SUV with Braxton behind the wheel. 


  “Get us out of here, chief,” growled Terret, in the passenger’s seat and glaring out the window.


  Braxton hit the gas, and they began their hasty descent out of the mountains. Terret glanced back at Jason to see him slumped against the door and wearing a troubled expression.


  “It’s not over yet,” assured Terret. “We’ll find her.” 


  Jason closed his eyes and leaned his head back. The day’s events had left him too tired and numb to feel anything at all. 


  So much for a rescue, he thought. 


   




  Chapter 43


  Acceptance & Solace


   


  When the black cloth bag was removed from Cassidy’s head, she found herself sitting in a van and on a bench opposite Morgan Naphtali. He appeared completely at ease as he studied her. Why shouldn’t he? He’d had close run-ins with governments before and always managed to escape. 


  Cassidy met his gaze with a calm one of her own. On one hand, she was immensely relieved. No more being on alert all the time. No more running. No more car crashes. The stress had lifted from her shoulders. Jason was safe, and she was unaware of other hostages. It was just her now, which meant she could relax and create all the trouble she wanted. She always did when captured. Hey, they were going to pummel her, anyway. Why not get some momentary enjoyment out of the ordeal?


  “Hello, Morgan,” she said, her blue eyes mocking him. “You one of Sloan’s pawns now, too? Or are you here simply because you’re bored?”


  Naphtali shrugged. “I needed a place where no one would think to look for me, and I thought, ‘It’s been a few years since I’ve been to America, so why not?’”


  Cassidy gave a nod. “I see. Your reason for visiting is for pleasure then and not business. Glad to hear it.”


  “I’ve heard many stories about how good you are at escaping,” said Naphtali, brown eyes dancing with dark delight. “But you do realize there will be no getting away this time. Between Sloan and myself, we’ve ensured there’s not even the smallest opportunity for escape. No one will come for you. Your luck has finally run out. This is your end, Cassidy Jackson.”


  He leaned back, feeling in a pocket for his cigarettes. “Not that anyone has ever tried to search for you when you were captured before. It seems you’ve always been the one doing the rescuing and getting people out of their own messes.”


  He pulled a smoke from the carton and gestured at her with it. “It makes you wonder about people in general. They’re very…self-centered, don’t you think?”


  He lit the cigarette with a lighter from another pocket. After taking a long pull, he studied it. “You and I both learned early on how selfish people are. They don’t care about you unless they want something from you. Then, once they have what they want…you’re nothing.”


  “What’s your point?” asked Cassidy, laying on the attitude. 


  “Do you really think your CIA friend, Chief Braxton, even Jason Stayton will bother to even look for you?” replied Naphtali. “Stayton is with the Bureau, one of Braxton’s team, and the chief got his boy back. But you? You’re just a spy on loan to the FBI. You don’t belong there. And Stayton himself? From what I’ve seen, you and he rarely saw eye-to-eye on…anything. So, you think he cares enough about you to attempt to search for your trail, which he won’t find?”


  Naphtali wheezed a laugh. “Besides, he’ll be in recovery for a while. My men rather enjoyed their team-building exercise...can’t say the same for Jason, though.”


  Cassidy, expression the epitome of contempt, leaned forward and spit on Naphtali’s boots. 


  He didn’t seem to notice as he pointed at her with the cigarette. “Hey, it was always either going to be you or Jason. And someone like you might take solace in the fact you saved him from being the new puppy that Sloan is going to play with.”


  He tilted his head and studied her again for a long minute. “However, what this all really comes down to is what goes around, comes around. You’ve had a good run, a good career. But doesn’t your religion teach that he who lives by the sword dies by it? Operatives like you have a short life expectancy, anyway. I would consider this the rebalancing of scales, the final price you will pay for all the lives you have taken…and for those you failed to protect. You know? All those teammates over the years you failed to keep alive?”


  All feigned attitude and resentment left Cassidy’s expression. She mulled over his words before looking at him and saying with finality, “I would accept that.”


  “Hmm,” nodded Naphtali with genuine respect. “True nobility. Still…I’m going to enjoy watching Sloan work on you.”


  




  Chapter 44


  Choosing a Path


   


  Jason carefully paced in front of the couch in one of the Denver safe houses. The hospital had discharged him following his adamant protest against their holding him overnight. He “only” had some fractured ribs and bruised kidneys. 


  Cassidy could work through it, he had thought obstinately. 


  “Look, it makes sense,” he said presently. “This part of Sloan’s plan was personal from day one. It’s between him and Cassidy, so he’ll make it personal for her. And if we find her, we find Sloan.”


  Jason stopped and gestured at Terret. “You just said that there were no more virus clusters reported and that this is part of Sloan’s pattern. He does a few small test runs in preparation and then goes silent leading up to the attack.”


  Terret, who had been exchanging looks with Braxton, nodded. “That’s right.”


  “How long do we have?”


  “Best guess?” replied Terret. “One week, tops.”


  “Okay. Then what are we doing here? We should be back at the office digging through reports and stuff.”


  Terret and Braxton again glanced at each other before Braxton spoke, “Look, Jason…you need a break, and…you are a bit too close to this now.”


  “Too close?” countered Jason, expression hard. “Of course I am! I was—” 


  “Taken hostage,” finished Braxton. “And you were involved in multiple assaults that were attempts to take you, not Cassidy.”


  “You did your part,” put in Terret quietly, knowing he had to speak carefully because he had little social standing with this agent. “Allow us to take over from here. You can rest now. I completely agree that if we find Cassidy, we’ll find Sloan.”


  He looked at Braxton a moment. “Hamas and Hezbollah have continued firing rockets into Israel, forcing Israel to retaliate. But it’s not just the Middle-East dragging daggers. Europe also wants those responsible for the bombing. Naphtali was responsible, but Sloan hired him and set things into motion. Catching one of them…”


  Jason looked from one man to the other. “And you need all the help you can get on this hunt. I—”


  “Need to go home and recover,” cut in Braxton again. 


  He took an envelope from the inside of his coat and handed it to Jason. “I want you on this flight, Jason.”


  They exchanged a hard look, and Jason took a breath to respond. Instead, he let the moment pass and took the envelope in silence. 


  “I’ll keep you in the loop,” assured Braxton quietly before he and Terret left the apartment. No agents were stationed inside, but he felt certain men would be watching the place. 


  Jason walked across the living room to the windows. For a long moment, he glared at the city, lights hazy in the snowfall. 


  This was it? He had been involved in a case threatening the lives of thousands, a case that had resulted in his partner being taken—and he was supposed to go home?


  And what exactly do I have to go home to, thought Jason bitterly. An empty house, just like every other night. 


  How could he just walk away from the middle of such a monumental case, especially after everything he had experienced?


  I can still do something, he nodded with rising determination while absentmindedly rubbing his aching ribs. 


  He realized that he was in a position everyone found themselves in from time to time. Was he going to choose inactivity or take direct action? In this case, extremely high stakes were attached.


  Jason scowled at the snow. Of course, he knew what he was going to do. It was exactly what Cassidy would do in this situation: abandon all sense of one’s personal safety and wellbeing, and do whatever necessary to stop an evil plot. That was the right move. But where to begin?


  He closed his eyes and set a hand on his hip. This would be so much easier if Cassidy hadn’t been taken in the first place.


  He turned his angry gaze out the window and thought to the High One of heaven, Do You intentionally make things difficult for us? Haven’t you seen our pain and exhaustion? 


  His heart began pounding in his chest, and the hand holding the envelope clenched into a tight fist.


  Or is this all just a game to You? A game where You enjoy messing with people’s lives and taking whoever You want? Do we who suffer not deserve some kind of answer? Are we not worthy of such courtesy?


  No thunder and lightning came or sudden appearance of angelic warriors. Only the howl of the rising wind whipping around the building answered him. 


  Jason shook his head in his indignation, sat on the couch, leaned his head back, and placed his hands on his face. He just wanted answers. He wanted a clear direction. He wanted a sliver of understanding. He wanted these things as badly as now he had after Abby’s death and Jenny’s cancer diagnosis. 


  “Just pray about it,” their church friends had said airily. “Miracles do still happen.”


  They told them of miraculous healings of various people they had known. It all sounded so light, fluffy, and easy. 


  Well, it hadn’t been so in Jason’s case. They had prayed and hoped and believed in the healing power of Almighty God. Jenny had died anyway, and Jason had been left alone.


  And he had scoffed when he found himself asking, “How could a loving God allow such cruel loss?” He had heard so many people ask that, and now it was his turn.


  Jenny would have said, “I don’t know, and I won’t insult you by using pacifying phrases believers use to gloss over such hard circumstances.”


  Jason, still with eyes closed and hands over his face, snorted. Cassidy wouldn’t have minced words, either. 


  The stirring of a memory gleamed in his mind like a ray of the rising sun shining through a brief break in a low fog bank. Following a minute of hard thinking, the memory surfaced. 


  “I don’t understand how you can just…accept all this,” said Jason incredulously. “I don’t buy what some of your friends have said about just ‘trust God.’ Like oh, sorry, I didn’t realize it was that easy and suddenly everything will be fine and happy.”


  He and Jenny sat in the hospital months away from her death. 


  She looked at him with her usual calm patience. “Childlike faith doesn’t mean gaslighting yourself into happy bliss or blind devotion when something awful happens. I think that’s what people do when they’re too afraid to face and accept pain. But what are the two qualities children are known for?”


  She smiled weakly. Even near the end of her illness, even though her complexion was that sickly gray, she still seemed so full of life. 


  “Asking incessant questions and insatiable curiosity,” she said, answering her own question. “It’s wise to ask for insight and direction. A person’s relationship with God is just like any other relationship, and it requires regular communication, right? If it’s going to be a healthy relationship, I mean.”


  Here, her brow furrowed a little, and her gaze lowered into her lap as she ordered her thoughts. “You asked how I can accept all of this? You asked something like that after Abby’s death. Well…because when you genuinely and deeply trust someone, you don’t fear when bad things happen.”


  She lifted her eyes to his. “You trust your partner with your life, right?”


  Jason nodded. 


  “And with real trust comes confidence and a kind of…sense of having solid ground beneath your feet. It’s exactly the same with our relationship with God, but it takes consistent work. After all my years of knowing Him, I can firmly say that I believe He does answer our questions, just often in ways we don’t expect or want, and rarely within the timeframe that we want. And things really do work out for the best. Always.”


  Her expression softened with affection. “And He does show Himself every day, my love…if we’re looking for Him and we’re willing to see Him. Why would He show Himself to someone who truly, in their soul, doesn’t want to see Him? Or to someone He knows only wants to see Him so they can spit in His face?”


  Jenny gave one more feeble smile. “He also has a funny way of putting us right where we need to be when we need to be there. It’s almost like He’s omniscient or something.”


  Jason opened his eyes and raised his head. He stiffened and stared. 


  Cassidy Jackson stood by the windows looking at him. Her puzzled expression read something like, “Why are you just sitting around, man? There are bad men to hunt!”


  She loosely clasped her hands behind her back and lifted her chin as she regarded him. “I know you lied to me, Special Agent Stayton, about why you wanted to part ways, and I would like to hear the truth from you before I die.”


  Jason pulled in a sharp breath and blinked. Cassidy was gone. He took a deep breath, slowly let it out, and rubbed his face vigorously.


  You’re in the perfect position to do something, informed his brain. You may be the only one who can.


  Okay, he half-thought, half-prayed. If You’ll help me find Cassidy then…then…I don’t know. I’ll be willing to work on our relationship.


  “Okay, Cassidy,” he whispered. “You risked everything to keep me safe and then rescued me. You even saved me from yourself. I’ll do what I can to show the same loyalty in return because you deserve it, too.”


  Firm resolve rested upon Jason. He looked at the crumpled envelope beside him then called Chief Braxton.


  “Respectfully, chief, I’m not getting on that plane. I am going to do what I can to find Cassidy, with or without your help…sir.” 


  A stretch of silence fell between them before Braxton sighed. “You spent too much time with Cassidy. Fine. You can look through her file while the rest of us focus on Sloan’s whereabouts. Terret will bring everything over.”


  “Yes, sir.”






  Chapter 45


  Unlikely Protector


   


  It had taken some hours using back roads to reach the airstrip. Extra precautions were necessary since they knew that every government agency was watching the roads, airports, and airfields. Official airfields, of course. Authorities wouldn’t get around to the small, privately owned airstrips until later. 


  The owner never asked any questions and never thought to when he saw how much cash Naphtali offered him. When the team arrived at the single hangar housing the Learjet, no one else was around. 


  Cassidy was not-so-kindly escorted onto the jet. She was allowed to use the restroom before being shoved into a pair of seats near the rear. Her chains were then secured beneath one of the seats. There wasn’t enough slack for her to sit up but no matter. She would sleep better lying down, anyway. 


  While the crew ran through the preflight checklist, Cassidy wracked her brain and tried to figure out where she might be going. Where would Sloan have her delivered? Somewhere overseas? Someplace that was personal to him or her? Somewhere they had met on a previous occasion? He would probably prefer that Naphtali made as few fuel stops as possible, so that meant a nearby destination.


  Cassidy was going down a mental list of possible places when she noticed one of Naphtali’s men staring at her. Again. No, not staring. Leering. He had done so in the van, too.


  She didn’t mind general gawking, but his kind of staring belonged to a specific kind of predator. She knew a thing or two about those. The situation may have elicited fear in some women, but it made Cassidy’s blood boil.


  She intentionally made eye contact with him for a second before averting her eyes. Get over here, creep.


  A second passed before he glanced around the plane. After his companion exited, he crossed to Cassidy’s row. He shot one more look at the door before drawing a knife from his hip. He leaned over and shared a rather derogatory remark with Cassidy and let the edge of the blade rest on her neck. 


  When she muttered something, he leaned closer and asked her to repeat—exactly as Cassidy planned. 


  She exploded into action. Latching onto his wrist with the knife, she dug her fingers into his hand where a particular nerve bundle is located. Not only did he drop the weapon, but Cassidy now had a hold of him. She then delivered a mighty kick to his groin. 


  It dropped him down and back and put his face in perfect the right spot to receive the second kick. It snapped his head back where it slammed against the unforgiving headrest behind him. 


  He was dazed and half-conscious when he felt the cold metal muzzle of a gun press against his temple. He froze, and a powerful hand grabbed him by the coat and jerked him to his feet. Now he was looking into the weapon’s ominous barrel. Behind it stood a displeased Naphtali. The man knew his boss could shoot him on the spot; he had done it to others. 


  “Don’t. Mess. With. The. Prisoner,” said Naphtali, clipping his words. “The only thing keeping me from shooting you right now is the fact I can’t afford a delay due to a bullet hole in the fuselage. So…keep that in mind.”


  He finally lowered the gun and gave a jerk of his head. “Your place is up front. Where I can keep an eye on you.”


  The man, blood running down his face, limped past Naphtali and disappeared. Naphtali and Cassidy shared a look before he retrieved the knife from the floor and sank into the seats across from hers. 


  Case and point: contact with a prisoner is strictly permitted by the boss only. In Naphtali’s organization, “contact” referred to physical beatings and mild forms of torture. Other types of contact were unacceptable. If anyone thought differently, they had to take on the boss. And no one entertained the idea of crossing such a man as ruthless as Naphtali. He may have had the blood of thousands on his hands, but Cassidy was also under his protection for the time being. 


  It was the simple things in life one had to appreciate.


  Boy, thought Cassidy, this has turned into a very long day.


   




  Chapter 46


  Digging


   


  Papers lay strewn across the kitchen counter and on the small dining room table of the apartment.


  Jason had managed a thirty-minute powernap before Terret dropped off the files on Cassidy and Sloan. The spy briefed him on what little he really knew about her and left half an hour later to attend other pressing matters. 


  Jason had spent the initial hours reading various reports surrounding the three encounters between Sloan and Cassidy. By the time he had finished and jotted down the essential details, he reluctantly admitted he needed a break. His brain had become overloaded with information, and his eyes burned. Plus, he knew it helped to step away from a project from time to time. 


  This time, Jason crashed in the bedroom and slept longer than intended. When he woke up, it was light outside, and his cell phone informed him it was 8:47 AM. 


  In the initial panic and flood of adrenaline from oversleeping, Jason showered and inhaled breakfast in ten minutes. 


  Only after reviewing his notes from the previous night did he finally begin calming. Holding a cup of coffee in one hand, he skimmed the list of places Sloan and Cassidy had met.


  The first meeting had taken place in Congo, Africa, the birthplace of all kinds of viruses. The second was some region in Afghanistan that Jason couldn’t pronounce, and the last meeting took place in Cairo, Egypt. 


  The problem was, if Sloan was going to transport her to one of these places, he would be taking an enormous risk. Every location was crawling with active terrorist groups and government military. 


  Jason shook his head and reminded himself this would be personal. That small yet vital fact had proved the most difficult to remember. His brain automatically wanted to focus on overseas locations. 


  Musing, he grabbed the thin file on Cassidy Jackson. Again, and for obvious reasons to protect her identity, there wasn’t much inside. He took a sip from the mug, skimming the usual stuff like date and place of birth.


  Jason stopped. Place of birth.


  His brain snagged on that detail. He looked at a list of addresses for Cassidy, which stopped once she reached sixteen years old. A sizeable gap followed until her current address in West Virginia. 


  Searching through the mess of paper on the table, Jason found the one showing the traveling records from Cassidy’s early years. When her father wasn’t stationed in the Middle-East, or when they were on vacation after a long stint, they regularly returned to a town in Alaska. He read a note about a house on acreage near the mountains.


  There was also a second address in Washington state, but travel records indicated Cassidy hadn’t lived or visited there for fifteen years. 


  So, he thought, looking back at the travel records. Alaska is where she called home when she wasn't on the other side of The Pond. 


  Jason slowly began pacing and occasionally glanced out at the city covered in a blanket of snow. It was a clear day, though, so most of the snow would melt. 


  This is personal, thought Jason, trying to put things together. Sloan’s purpose in life is to inflict suffering on other people and not just on a physical level. We saw that in how he picked off Cassidy’s team. Somehow, a virus is involved. But what purpose would he have to take her back home? He wouldn’t go entirely out of his own way for a little revenge…


  The light in his mind began to come on. What if he’d make her part of his overall plan instead? Fit in his revenge somewhere along the way? We think he has finished his test runs by infecting those church members, but how about…what if he involved her hometown somehow? Sloan has isolated her, and now he’ll take the place she called home.


  Jason found his phone hidden amongst the mess and called Braxton. After relaying what he had found, along with his theory, the chief said, “That’s more than we’ve pieced together on Sloan himself. Let me talk to upper management, and I’ll get back to you.”


  To keep himself from going crazy while waiting, Jason threw his still-meager items into his backpack. One way or another, he was going to check out his lead. Gut instincts didn’t hold up in court, but right now, he didn’t much care. This was about saving a friend’s life and the lives of many others. Whether he received help from his own people was a minor issue, although it would make things easier. 


  Eight minutes later, Chief Braxton called back. Upper management wasn’t convinced by a simple theory based on a few dates and times listed on paper. Therefore, they ruled that such scanty evidence didn’t merit the use of resources for further investigation.


  Of course not, thought Jason, because that would be too easy. But he also understood. The Bureau and all the other intelligence agencies were focused on Europe and the Middle-East. Everyone’s attention was divided and various units would be fighting for their right to funds in the budget. 


  “But before you get all worked up,” continued Braxton. “Terret said he knows a friend with a plane who is willing to take you up, at least to Anchorage.”


  Jason blinked. That was unexpected. 


  “He’ll be ready to leave as soon as you get there. I’ll give you directions and you can be on your way. But just so you know, management remains very interested in what you find. They’re just not ready to commit further resources—yet. If Sloan is there, everything will be redirected to your location. So…keep me updated.”


  Jason received directions to the airfield and grabbed his pack. Twenty minutes later, he was shaking hands with the pilot who would take him north. 


  After another fifteen minutes, they were in the air and bound for Alaska. 


   




  Chapter 47


  Homecoming


   


  It was early afternoon when the jet touched down on the runway. A storm churned over the rugged mountains of the Alaska Range and made for a turbulent descent. The sun, however, came out long enough to greet those who exited the plane after it taxied to the large, single hangar. 


  When Cassidy stepped onto the tarmac, a frigid gust greeted her. It was the first time in years she had stepped foot in her hometown because, well, there hadn’t been much reason for her to come back after her parents died. 


  She had forgotten how much she missed seeing those treacherous mountains, presently shrouded in clouds, and the sharpness of the clear air biting her face. But her stomach also knotted. 


  In the back of her mind, Cassidy had known this was where Sloan might eventually lead her. In the end, if he hadn’t captured her, he simply would have led her here by his many cunning devices.


  This outcome was also what she had feared the most, and it was complicated. In all her years of traveling and moving, this was the one place she and her parents had always come back to. This was always home base. Although, at the same time, she was afraid to come back after her parents were killed. She was afraid of the memories and afraid of the pain. 


  Now, Sloan was here, a threat. He would likely destroy the place whether by a bomb or whatever other method of carnage he thought of. He had taken those close to Cassidy then cut her off from everyone. Now, he would make her watch as he killed the only other thing that meant anything to her. 


  Again, well-played, Sloan, thought Cassidy as her handlers pushed her towards a truck with blacked-out windows.


  Her escorts pulled another black cloth bag over her head for the duration of the drive to wherever. But she knew the small town and its surrounding areas like the back of her hand. She would eventually figure out where they were taking her.


  They stopped fifteen minutes later, and someone dragged Cassidy out. Her boots hit gravel. She smelled the thick smell of aspen and birch and heard the ticking of leaves as they tumbled across the lot. The scent of earth was also heavy. She heard no sound of traffic nearby, not that there was much on a given day.


  A distant rumble of thunder over the mountains, off her left shoulder, gave Cassidy her directional bearing of north. 


  It was also interesting because first, thunderstorms even in summer and this far south were rare. The Interior received more. Second, the time of year was all wrong; it was too late in the fall for that kind of storm. 


  Yet, by the chill that washed over her, and the angry headache biting her temple, Cassidy knew the storm was less about the weather and more about what was transpiring right now.


  She was half-carried, half-dragged up steps and inside a structure of some kind. Heavy boots thumped along a wooden floor, and Cassidy was led down a hallway on the right. After half a dozen steps, she was yanked to a stop and a door on her right opened. A lone guard forced her forward another few steps before kicking her in the legs and dropping her to her knees. 


  She heard faint gasps and whispers from somewhere in front of her. Then the bag was removed, and the door slammed shut. 


  Cassidy blinked a few times and assessed this turn of events. Looking at her from their place in the corner was the group of four who had once been her closest friends. Once. Years ago.


  They appeared more startled than she was. Of course, that probably went along with the fact they were being held hostage by unknown, armed men. She wondered if they had met Sloan yet.


  “Cassidy,” managed Mike, her one and only ex-boyfriend. “Are, uh, you okay? What are you doing here?” 


  “I’m fine, and your second question would take too long to explain,” she replied, looking over the three others. “My turn for questions. First, are you the only hostages?”


  Evan, the other man in the group, shook his head. “Don’t think so. I got hit from behind, but before I was, I saw some armed men at two other houses.”


  That’s probably easiest to maintain control, thought Cassidy. Keep everyone in small groups, hold them in their own houses…but why bother involving them at all?


  Sloan would use them as leverage against her, to ensure she cooperated. Or worse…


  Another dark and very strong possibility struck her. What if he would use them as test subjects? They would all die horrific and excruciating deaths and then blame it on her. 


  Cassidy shook her head to break herself from her thoughts. “Second question: who rounded you up?”


  “Luke,” replied Mike, still staring at her. 


  Anger simmered in her chest. Luke, the traitor, who used to be her best friend. He had betrayed her before. Why would it be a surprise that he had done it again?


  Muffled conversation and regular movement in the room just down the hall drew Cassidy’s attention. She pushed herself to her feet and crossed to the door. 


  “Cassidy,” began Mike, who still hadn’t taken his eyes off the cuts and bruises on her face. “Are you sure you’re—”


  “Shh,” she insisted, putting her ear against the gap on the left side of the door and closing her eyes. There she stood listening. 


  After some time, she spun sharply and looked around the mostly bare room. “Anyone have something to write with?” she asked quietly, walking over to the ancient couch. “I assume you don’t have your cell phones anymore.”


  “No,” whispered Melissa, beside Evan. “That was the first thing they took.”


  Mike searched through the drawer of a small sink and counter. He found a carpenter’s pencil wedged near the back and handed it to Cassidy. 


  She snatched it from him and shifted one end of the couch back a couple of inches. This would only work because it was a wooden floor with no varnish. The room was poorly lit, and it was difficult to see the detail of what she was drawing. However, there wasn’t any paper, so it would have to do. 


  “I want you all to listen closely,” murmured Cassidy quietly as she drew, an awkward task considering her hands were still bound. “The man behind all of this is called Sloan. He’s a…he’s…you’ll understand when you see him. You remember what happened with Raul?”


  All four grimaced. They would never forget that smooth-talking deceiver or most definitely his boss, a man deep into the occult. That confrontation had nearly destroyed the town and cast it into spiritual darkness. The church had slowly been lulled to sleep. They all had fallen for it, save for Cassidy and one or two others. Everyone else’s minds had been so twisted that they betrayed her when he asked and nearly sacrificed her just because he had ordered them. 


  “Think that, only add in the fact this man is, uh…a bit of a sadist,” continued Cassidy. She finished drawing and moved the couch back to its original position. 


  Mike returned the pencil to the drawer as she looked at each of them. “Do whatever he tells you, do you understand?”


  She glanced over her shoulder at the door. “For now, anyway. I hope he only wants to use you as leverage, so that I won’t cause too much trouble. But if he comes at you with a syringe, fight and do whatever you can.”


  Cassidy met their gazes again. “Do you understand what I’m telling you?”


  Traces of fear marked their faces but also determination. Each nodded in response.


  “Good,” she breathed, as boots came down the hall. “Because things are going to get ugly.”


  The door opened and two men entered, one holding several cloth bags and the other a long metal canister. 


  “Looks like you get something for the transfer to the other facility,” said the one holding the canister. 


  He slid the top open. “To make sure you don’t cause problems now that you’ve reunited with your friends.”


  Cassidy was still on one knee and half-turned to the door. When the man pulled out the syringe and stepped over to her, she made her move. 


  Most of her weight was positioned over her right knee, and she leaned and kicked the guy in the leg, striking the nerve running along the shin. As he dropped, she threw her elbow into his throat to cut off any prolonged cries of pain. She grabbed the syringe from his grasp as she stood and pulled the cap off the needle with her teeth.


  Cassidy and the second man looked at each other. She pretended to move for him, which caused him to lunge forward. That brought him in close, and she spit the cap into his eyes. 


  Quick as a flash, she threw her elbow into his face to keep him off-balance and disoriented. She then slipped around him and awkwardly clamped one hand over his mouth while injecting the syringe into his neck with the other. Almost instantly he began slumping, and she carefully laid him on the floor. 


  Kneeling, she searched through his pockets until she found a phone. Cassidy glanced at Mike as she began texting, “Cough if you hear someone coming.”


  Mike quietly rose into a crouch and stalked to the door. 


  Cassidy finished her text messages and deleted them from the phone history. She was returning the phone to the man’s pocket when Mike coughed quietly and returned to his place with the others. 


  She stood as the door opened again. Now wielding an assault rifle, along with two of his men, entered Naphtali. Following him came Sloan. 


  Mike watched Cassidy visibly shudder when the last man in the group entered the room. When he looked at him and the other three, he immediately understood what Cassidy had meant. He saw incredible intelligence in those unnerving gray eyes, but also something darker, more sinister…evil. 


  He shivered, too. It wasn’t his imagination that the temperature in the room had dropped. 


  This man called Sloan returned his gaze to Cassidy, whom he eyed like a starving lion would its next kill. Finally, he took a breath and walked closer until he was face-to-face with her. 


  “I have waited so long for this day,” he said, brushing away a few strands of loose hair that had fallen into her face before grabbing her jaw tightly. 


  “How does it feel?” he growled. “Knowing no one is coming for you, and that you’ll die a lonely and torturous death?” 


  “Leave her alone,” cut in Mike’s voice. 


  Sloan slowly turned his head and looked at him. He saw the man named Mike and the three others glaring at him. There was fear in their expressions but also defiance. Yes, that was a common trait among truly strong believers. 


  Hate reawakened and burned in his gut. Without taking his eyes off them, Sloan slammed his fist into Cassidy’s side. It dropped her to a knee with a grunt. 


  No one said anything else, though anger now added to the mix of emotions on their faces. That would change. Sloan knew from experience. The more the realization of their doom settled into their minds, the more fear and terror would take over.


  “Get the others,” said Sloan with a jerk of his head. He grabbed a cloth bag dropped by one of two unconscious men. “Transport them to the facility.”


  He stopped behind Cassidy and leaned over. “We’re going to have so much fun,” he whispered, the hot breath on her neck sending chills down her spine. 


  He pulled the cloth over Cassidy’s head. She remembered nothing else after he pistol-whipped her.


   




  Chapter 48


  Divine Intervention


   


  They had arrived at a hangar at Ted Steven's International Airport in Anchorage when Jason received a call from Terret. He ducked into the terminal to escape the noise and answered with, “What’ve you got?”


  “Looks like you were right,” said Terret. “Chief Braxton and I received a text message from Cassidy. Naphtali’s men are holding entire households hostage. Also, Cassidy and a group were about to be transported to another facility on the north side of town. The cell phone is still on. I’ll send you the coordinates.”


  The gruff voice of Chief Braxton joined the conversation. “Resources are being rerouted now, and reinforcements are mobilizing as we speak. But you know that’ll take time. This means you’ll be our primary eyes and ears in hostile territory, Jason.”


  “I’ll have the pilot refuel so we can get back in the air,” replied Jason. “Will let you know what I find after I get to town.”


  “Keep your head down, Jason. We’re doing what we can to gather forces quietly so we don’t tip off Sloan. That’s why we haven’t alerted local law enforcement, yet. We don’t know if anyone is on Sloan’s payroll. This is the first time in a long while anyone has had a crack at him…but we’re afraid that if he finds out too soon that we’re on the way, and he knows he can’t escape…”


  “You’re thinking mass murder-suicide,” finished Jason. “Killing everyone and then himself.”


  “Something like that.”


  “I’ll be in touch.”


  The pilot stepped inside as Jason ended the call. He relayed the need for a hasty departure to a town one hundred or so miles southeast. But to his surprise, the pilot shook his head. “That strip won’t handle my jet. Besides, the weather over the mountains is worsening and would be suicide to fly in now.”


  Jason wasn’t sure he believed the first part about the runway. 


  The second statement he could. Weather in the mountains was always moody and changed from one minute to another. He had heard plenty of exciting stories about bush pilots flying up here in the land of The Last Frontier. 


  The pilot would not be swayed, and Jason muttered his thanks. Glowering, he went over to a little bar/café/cafeteria, taking mild notice of half a dozen weathered men eating at a nearby table. 


   He sat down at the bar in a bit of a tiff. What was he supposed to do? Hitchhike his way south? He could rent a car but the drive would take too long.


  Jason was in the throes of a mental tirade when someone sat beside him. It was one of the men from the group, and he instantly pegged him as a bush pilot. 


  Baseball hat in place on his head, a worn jacket half-hid a red and black flannel shirt. Faded blue jeans over hiking boots completed the ensemble. 


  He ordered a cup of coffee from the bartender. Other than that, though, he said nothing and seemed content to sit and chew on his toothpick. 


  After a sip from the mug, he finally spoke, “Couldn’t help but overhear your conversation a few minutes ago. It sounds to me like you could use a ride.”


  Jason eyed him. He had a cynical response in mind until he saw the pilot's eyes. 


  The face was tan and weathered, and the corners of his eyes had wrinkled from years of squinting, smiling or both. Despite the worn face, the eyes were brilliant blue and held a devious twinkle. This man seemed vaguely familiar, though he couldn’t place him. It was like trying to remember a dream. 


  It took a second for Jason to get his brain in gear. “Yeah,” he answered. “Mine was scared off by the weather.”


  “Phahaha,” chuckled the pilot. “Those non-native Alaska pilots get scared off at the first hint of a storm on the plains. Up here, we fly through the type of weather that’s brewing in the mountains at this moment on a fairly regular basis.”


  Here he grinned, making his face crease into deep lines. “Of course, to be fair, my friends and I grew up flying the mountains and know when conditions are too bad to go up. The weather right now isn’t that bad…yet.”


  It took Jason every ounce of self-control not to appear overly eager or too hopeful. “Payment isn’t an issue.”


  The pilot raised a wrinkled hand. “We’ll settle it when we get there.”


  “You know where I need to go?” asked Jason as he and the pilot stood from the bar. 


  The pilot nodded. “Know it very well.”


  Jason slung his pack over his shoulder and then paused. “I never caught your name.”


  “Bill,” replied the man. 


  “Jason.”


  They shook hands, and the man named Bill regarded Jason with those laughing eyes that said they knew a lot more about him than he realized.


  Just like Cassidy’s did when we first met, he thought.


  Jason again felt suspicious, but Bill chuckled and slapped him on the arm. “Let’s get moving. The day isn’t getting any younger, and that storm isn’t getting any smaller.”


  They started down the hall when Bill asked, “One question…you don’t get airsick easily, do you?”


   


          ✧   


   


  It turned out a very valid question. The storm was growing and slowly spreading outward from Anchorage. Shortly after they took off in a trusty Piper Supercub, things became exciting. 


  It was roughly a forty-minute flight due to weather, and Bill had no radar of any sort, only instruments.  


  Now, Jason, folded in the seat behind Bill, enjoyed flying and didn’t mind when things were bumpy. But there was a moment or two that made him nervous when the wind gave them a few good knocks. 


  Bill, however, never appeared worried. He expertly maneuvered through the weather, careful to avoid the most likely areas of windshear near the roiling storm. His calm in the midst of danger reminded him of Cassidy’s “commander mode.”


  They cut around yet another mountain ridge and there, lying near the base, huddled a town. 


  “I have a slightly unusual request,” said Jason through his headset. 


  Bill shrugged. “Shoot.”


  “Is there any place we can land other than the airport?”


  That made Bill smile. “Of course. Planes up here are like cars. It's how we get to the majority of the state. There are private airstrips all over the place.”


  He changed course, making a wide berth around the town. “I know of one I used to use a lot. Some friends of mine used to own it.”


  “They move?”


  Bill shook his head, and Jason heard the somberness in his voice. “No, husband and wife were killed overseas. Daughter’s still alive far as I know.”


  Jason couldn’t help but gawk at him. “Their last name wouldn’t happen to be Jackson, would it?”


  Bill turned his head. “It would happen to be, yes. How do you know them?”


  “Uh…I'm a family friend trying to help their daughter.”


  Bill considered this before nodding. 


  The afternoon continued darkening beneath the festering storm. When they approached the airstrip, Jason saw that it was nothing more than a long, broad meadow with a mown section down the middle. A large two-story house and hangar sat at the south end.


  Bill again showed his skill with a featherlight touch down despite a gusty crosswind. He taxied them to the hangar and stopped. 


  Jason awkwardly half-climbed, half-fell out of the plane. The flight had been short, but his backside had fallen asleep.


  Warm air created an odd sensation in contrast to the frigid wind, bringing the scent of woods. The aspen, birch, and cottonwood trees lining the strip and growing around the house hurled leaves through the air with every gust. The tall spruce, almost black in comparison to their leafy counterparts, swayed in the gales.


  Bill handed Jason his backpack. 


  “I’ll just take a look around real quick,” said Jason, starting for the house. 


  Bill gave him a little wave as if to say “no rush” and stuck a new toothpick into his mouth.


  Well, I guess I could go ahead and pay the man, thought Jason when he reached the house. He stopped, turned, and became like a statue. All thought processes ceased for a full thirty seconds as he stared at the airstrip. 


  There was no plane and no Bill. There was also no mowed center strip or any tracks in the short, wild grass.


  Jason could only continue gaping. He had heard stories like this in Africa and other countries but never thought he would experience it firsthand.


  After breaking out of his stupor, he continued walking around the house and found a side door unlocked. Upon opening it, he discovered it led into a garage. Inside sat a truck.


  He manually opened the garage door and returned to search for the keys. Naturally, they were tucked in the visor, and the truck rumbled to life as if it hadn’t sat for years. 


  Now all Jason could do was shake his head. I already know that I’ll have to hold up my end of the deal, he thought to God.


  He backed out of the garage, turned around, and headed down the driveway. He cast one more look at the runway, just in case. Nope, still no pilot, plane or tracks. 


  Jason chuckled a little and glanced at the sky, growing darker by the minute.


  He dug out his phone, which had been replaced in Denver with the latest Smartphone. He double-checked the coordinates and opened a map to Cassidy’s last known location.


  Jason was positive that everything that had just happened had been nothing but divine intervention. He couldn’t help but smile, though. 


  Strange, he thought. I never would have guessed that angels enjoyed chewing on toothpicks.


   




  Chapter 49


  Heading


   


  The vehicle slowed to a stop. Cassidy was again pulled from the truck, which couldn’t have happened fast enough. She had been wedged between Sloan and Naphtali during the trip. 


  On the drive over, the full seriousness of the predicament pressed upon her. Sloan had dozens of hostages and potential victims. Cassidy had quickly come to terms with the fact no one knew where she was, and no help was coming. 


  Just like always, she thought to herself. With such odds stacked against her, this was a rare occasion that seemed truly hopeless. 


  It was also difficult to think of any possible plans when she had an ache gnawing at her head. It felt like it was locked in a vice, and she knew the exact cause.


  Why bother even trying, whispered a thought in her head as strong hands gripped her arms. There’s nothing you can do this time.


  Shut up, she snapped. The situation felt hopeless, but she wasn’t ready to accept it.


  Someone removed the hood. 


  Just as I suspected.


  They were in the “industrial part” of town which consisted of three large warehouse-looking buildings built beside one another. 


  Like every other structure, these were guarded closely by the forest. A particularly vigorous gust of wind threw streams of leaves around them. The tallest spruce creaked in protest and leaned at somewhat alarming angles.


  Cassidy let her eyes settle on what she could see of the mountains between the buildings. Dark thunderheads hid the peaks, and she saw lightning strike the nearest ridge.


  She sensed Sloan watching her with interest. Being incapable of feeling much emotion himself, he was fascinated by human behavior and loved observing people as they interacted or dealt with painful situations.


  He caught her by the elbow and, along with a large group of soldiers, led her inside the center building. 


  The primary room, vast and two stories high, had once been completely open. Now, however, temporary partitions with curtains for doors along the front lined the far wall. Several of these small, makeshift rooms were also on the immediate right. A dark, narrow hall that led into another section of the warehouse stood to the far right wall. 


  A sterile smell, like that of a hospital, overpowered the dank mustiness of the place. It made Cassidy wrinkle her nose. 


  The group of four hostages was herded along in front of her. As Cassidy followed, she caught a glimpse of what was in one of the rooms across the warehouse. Her adrenaline spiked when she saw a gurney. 


  In fact, now that she surveyed the entire place, she noted a number of medical personnel coming and going. 


  Oh, this is bad, she thought to herself as she was pulled to a stop. This is really bad.


  The four hostages were given chairs to sit on with the wall of the first partition to their backs. Their hands remained free, but the soldiers shackled their ankles and secured them to rings bolted into the concrete.


  Sloan is giving them front-row seats to whatever butchery that’s about to ensue.


  Cassidy eyed him and Naphtali as they stood chatting at a nearby desk. Her gaze drifted to the small laptop, and the possibilities about what might be on it began running through her mind. 


  After finishing whatever they were doing, Sloan walked towards Cassidy while several of Naphtali’s men drifted into the middle of the warehouse.  


  When her gaze met Sloan’s, she again felt chills wash over her, and the fierce headache returned anew. Evidently, Sloan had continued in his demonic practices. The air around him seemed heavier than the last time they had crossed paths.


  He made straight for her with purpose. When he was within a few strides, Cassidy instinctively tried to back away. Thanks to her large bodyguards, she couldn’t budge an inch. 


  The first swing to the face snapped her head sideways, and the second found its mark in her side. Cassidy dropped to her hands and knees to catch her breath, but a kick in the ribs delayed this from happening. 


  “You can blame her for your situation,” said Sloan, walking towards the four a few strides. He stopped halfway to them and partially turned to look at Cassidy. 


  “She could have kept all this from happening,” he continued, coming around to make another pass at her. “But she refused my offer.”


  This is going to suck, she concluded.


  When he came close again, Cassidy was prepared to launch a preemptive strike, but a boot to the back from the guard behind her thwarted her plan.


  Sloan kicked her smartly in the ribs again. She rolled to her side with arms up to protect her head. This put her back to him, and his voice came closer as he crouched behind her. 


  “I thought you would take me seriously after Ethan died,” he mused, eyeing with interest a dark stain running along her back. “That you would figure out I wouldn’t stop until I had you.”


  Sloan looked at the guard and nodded at Cassidy. The big man kicked her, so she was on her stomach and pinned her down by the back of the neck. 


  “But take a little pride in knowing that I chose your hometown of all places to begin everything,” informed Sloan, unsheathing the knife at his hip.


  Cassidy rolled her eyes. “You’re so abstract. I can’t read your mind. This is where what begins?”


  “And you’re so obtuse. I’m talking about the real plan. I’ve run my tests, and now the unfolding of the real purge begins right here. And once I leave this place, I will be at peace in knowing that you will never get in my way again. True, I could have killed you during our last meeting, but I’m often bored with life. Your existence—and our little cat-and-mouse games—alleviate that boredom. That comes to an end today, though. The irritation you have given me lately now outweighs the pleasure. And now, this is the end of Cassidy Jackson.”


  Sloan knelt, grabbed the edge of Cassidy’s shirt, and yanked it up to look at the long shrapnel wound. It had bled through the bandages, which he ripped off and tossed aside.


  She tried to flail and twist around, but Sloan planted a shoe between her shoulder blades. Two other people stomped on the back of her knees, stilling her legs.


  “Then again, now that I have you in my possession,” contemplated Sloan, toying with the knife. “I might just bring you along with me. Wouldn’t that be fun?”


  Bending over, he placed the blade at one end of the wound and pulled with a swift motion. 


  Cassidy snarled in pain and rage as fire tore across her back. She tried to push herself up, but the attempt was futile. 


   “You really ought to get some stitches for that,” cackled Sloan, taking a step back and studying the crimson marking the knife. 


  After getting her breath back, she twisted her head around to glare at him. “Let me get this right,” she grunted. “Those two communities in the Lower 48 were your guinea pigs, and this town is where you begin unfolding the real plan of…whatever? A purge? Is that what you called it?”


  She laughed despite her pain. “You always were so dramatic.”


  Sloan regarded her with cold disappointment. “Today marks the beginning of a campaign to remove a mass enemy, an irritating enemy that interrupts my plans in a way that no physical force can.”


  “You know,” put in Cassidy, hitching a breath against a fresh wave of pain rolling over her back. “History proves that the more you try to suppress a faith, the faster it spreads.”


  “But you won’t be around long enough to know for certain whether history will indeed repeat itself, will you? And neither will your friends here. The virus I concocted for them is really something quite spectacular. Instead of killing you slowly in three or four days, I managed to drag it out to a full six to seven. But the strain that will hit the country will kill much quicker…if that makes you feel any better.”


  With a wave of his hand, the guards released Cassidy and allowed her to push herself to her knees. “You’re assuming none of the people you have delivering the virus will get caught,” she countered, wincing a little. “Every government agency is watching for you.”


  Sloan blew through his lips. “They have no idea who my targets or my agents are, so that’s moot. Over one hundred communities are going to be infected simultaneously, within hours of each other. By the time anyone realizes what’s going on, it’ll be far too late. And even if the virus doesn’t spread from the initial members and out into the community…that doesn’t matter. Plenty of people will still die.”


  Looking quite pleased with himself, he crouched in front of Cassidy as a pair of hands gripped her shoulders to prevent her from doing anything rash. 


  “It was quite a task pinpointing the congregations of real believers, though,” he continued, gray eyes twinkling with sickening delight. “See, I don’t want to waste my precious work on anyone who isn’t a threat.”


  Cassidy raised an eyebrow in utter distaste. “You don’t want to waste product.”


  “Exactly, I’m glad you understand,” he replied as a shadow of dark glee slowly crept over his expression. “But I did have some help narrowing down my list of targets…a few of my friends will be familiar to you.”


  A chill that had nothing to do with the weather settled over the warehouse. The lights flickered a little, dimming as a faint scent of sulfur filled the air. Cassidy grimaced at the sharp stinging headache that wrapped over her forehead. The intense ache awoke in her side, too.


  She shot a look at the four others. They all exchanged glances that said they knew very well what had entered the room. 


  “You know,” put in Cassidy, a knowing look on her face. “Those ‘friends’ you’ve been communing with are using you. You’re only a means to an end, just like how you’ve been using these men and Naphtali. And when you fail this time…they’ll toss you aside like the scum you are.”


  Sloan’s expression darkened, and she spit blood into his face. He immediately retaliated with a snarl of fury and swiped at her with the knife. The blade caught her smartly across the right cheek, cutting to the bone.


  Grunting in pain, Cassidy fell back to the floor with her hand against her face as crimson spilled from the wound. She didn’t expect the boot to her side. The sharpness of the kick accompanied the ache that shot through her entire core, and she couldn’t hold in the fierce cry of pain. 


  Her agony seemed to calm Sloan, still holding the knife. 


  “How has your side been feeling lately, by the way?” he asked, tilting his head. “Aching more than usual? Although, I guess it would since we’re nearing the anniversary of your father’s death.”


  Cassidy, still panting in pain, screwed up her bloody face and looked at him. “What? How would you know about my side?”


  Sloan blinked at her in genuine surprise. “How would…you mean, you don’t remember?”


  “Remember what?”


  Sloan threw his head back and had a great laugh. It took him a full minute to regain control of himself.


   “I do suppose amnesia was one of the side effects of the anesthetic I used,” he said, wiping the tears from his eyes.


  He walked into one of the makeshift rooms and reappeared with some paper towels. 


  “Okay,” he began, wiping the blood from the knife. “During our last meeting in Cairo, I decided to leave you with a little…souvenir to remember me by until the next time we met. I didn’t want to kill you outright because you know how I am.”


  Cassidy, holding the side of her face again, gave him an unimpressed look. 


  “I placed a tiny implant in your side,” he explained. “I’d constructed it after Afghanistan, so it would be ready. Totally undetectable no matter what kind of scans and tests the doctors run, short of a biopsy. And knowing someone like you, there’s no way you’d let someone dig around and search for something that didn’t even show up on an X-ray or MRI.”


  Sloan tossed the bloody paper towels into a nearby trashcan and sheathed the knife. “It actually emits extremely low bursts of electrical currents in response to stress hormones specifically related to grief…which is why your side hurts more around the anniversaries of your parents’ deaths. I mean, if we can tell a person’s emotional state by the hormones in their tears, then, in theory, this was very doable, yes? And I’d say it has worked perfectly.”


  He clapped his hands together. “But now that we’re together again, I see no further need for it. Do you?”


  Sloan pulled a package from his coat pocket and ripped it open. From it, he pulled out a scalpel and placed the handle in his teeth. As he walked towards Cassidy, he pulled on a pair of latex gloves that he had stuffed in a back pocket. 


  In the meantime, reinforcements for the procedure advanced on her. She couldn’t do much against the pair of men at her shoulders as they pushed her onto her back. Out of pure survival instinct, Cassidy launched a two-footed kick at the man nearest her feet, nailing him in the knee. 


  Something popped, and he fell to the floor. A comrade dragged him out of the way as more aides secured her legs. 


  Well, at least he’s wearing gloves.


  Cassidy rolled her eyes at herself. Sloan was about to cut into her side without administering any local anesthetic, for crying out loud. Sanitation practices are irrelevant at the moment, she thought.


  “Oh, I almost forgot,” chimed Sloan. “It won’t do to have you all tense and fidgety.”


  He called over his shoulder. “Bring the paralytic and the antiseptic.”


  The man of madness knelt beside her as an assistant joined his side with a tray of whatever one needed to perform a minor extraction. 


  Cassidy glared death at the woman assistant. You traitor.


  “Hold her,” ordered Sloan.


  The guards complied. 


  Sloan cleaned the inside of Cassidy’s right arm and tied on a tourniquet. When he picked up a syringe from the tray and removed the needle cap, she tensed. As usual, attempting to fight proved useless.


  Sloan palpated the vein he wanted, expertly inserted the needle, and slowly depressed the plunger. “Don’t worry. The effects won’t last long.”


  Whoa…this is really weird, assessed Cassidy as the drug quickly started working. She was still aware of her body, but if she wanted to move her foot, it felt like trying to lift an exceedingly heavy weight. 


  I hope I can keep a little dignity and not pee my pants, she thought.


   “Hold her shirt for me,” ordered Sloan to the assistant.


  If looks could kill, Sloan would have been dead ten times over in the span of a second. 


  With the scalpel in his right hand, he pressed around her side with the left. After a few prods, he knew he found the right spot when Cassidy hitched a sharp breath. 


  “Huh,” he said, placing the cool edge of the scalpel against her skin. “It has moved slightly. Probably got jostled with all the running around you’ve done lately.” 


  Then with one light movement, he made the first incision. 


  Because the blade was sharp, Cassidy didn’t feel the initial cut. But then the digging began. 


  She often wondered why she couldn’t pass out at the first signs of pain. It would have made this experience, and previous unethical interrogations, a lot easier on her. 


  The worst part was being unable to move. The disconnect between her brain and body approached terrifying, and she felt a full-blown panic attack ambling towards her.


  Fortunately, moments before it pounced, Sloan declared, “Got it! Tough little bugger to find.”


  He dropped the small implant, the size of a grain of rice, onto the tray. It would have been nearly impossible to see if not for the blood on it. 


  In actuality, aside from the burning and stinging, Cassidy felt much better. The ache was gone, and she hadn’t realized how much her side had been hurting on a daily basis until now.


  Sloan did a quick stitch job of the incision before standing. Stripping off the gloves, he nodded to the guards who released Cassidy. She remained on her back, panting to catch her breath. Sweat now darkened her shirt, and a sheen gleamed across her forehead.  


  “That was a mere warm-up, Cassidy,” he smirked before looking at the guards, “Room One.”


  Strong hands pulled her to her feet. 


  Sloan’s pronouncement that the paralytic wouldn’t last long was correct. Cassidy wasn’t yet fully mobile, but she was somewhat able to stand. 


  She kicked the guard on her right in the knee and then elbowed his face. Well, that was the intended maneuver execution and how Cassidy pictured it in her mind. In reality, her left arm flailed a bit and missed the guard before her entire body started toppling.


  Sloan snorted a laugh as he slipped by and walked into the dark, narrow hallway. The guards, pulling Cassidy, followed after him.


  He disappeared into a room on the left. 


  When Cassidy reached the doorway, and she saw the metal table in the center with trays of tools nearby, she balked. 


  She put up a stronger fight this time, but a fist to the back put the kibosh on the situation. She was lifted onto the cold table, and after more struggling, her arms and legs were strapped down. 


  Everyone but Sloan and two other torturers left the room, and the last guard closed the door behind him. 


   


         ✧	✧	✧    


   


  As for Jason, he had reached the cabin that had served as a temporary holding cell for Cassidy and her friends. The only ones there were two corpses lying on the floor in a room down the hall. He wondered what they might have done to deserve the bullet holes in their chests.  


  All Jason and company knew from Cassidy’s text was that she and some others were being moved to the “north side of town.” That didn’t necessarily help much because they didn’t know precisely what that meant. North of the temporary holding location? Literally on the north edge of town?


  He sighed, rubbing the back of his neck in frustration over the fact that he wasn't finding anything helpful.


  That was when something on the floor drew his attention. It was a dried blood smear beside the couch. If he wasn’t mistaken, there was something underneath it.  


  Jason pulled the couch out of the way, took the small flashlight from his pocket, and clicked it on. Cassidy, you beautiful doll, he thought. 


  She had drawn a map on the floor. X marked the cabin and to the north were three buildings with mountains behind them. The buildings were circled with a question mark inside. 


  She must have heard more than she had time to text.


  Making contact had been a last-ditch effort to let someone know where she was.


  Now with a bearing, Jason charged out of the cabin and ran down a narrow trail, heading north. A detailed plan had yet to dawn on him. There were a lot of armed men in town holding hostages and patrolling. All he had were two firearms with one extra magazine each.


  Jason decided he would hash out details once he reached those warehouses and confirmed Sloan was there. 


   




  Chapter 50


  Darkness of the Soul & Combat


   


  Only a few gut-wrenching screams had tormented the four hostages over the past several hours. Most noises that echoed from the hall were brief grunts.


  Lucy pressed against Mike with her hands clamped over her ears and her eyes shut. He couldn’t blame her.  


  Twenty minutes had passed since any sound of agony had reached their ears.


  Mike shook his head, forcing himself not to think about what that sadist was doing to Cassidy. 


  Her abrupt appearance at the cabin had surprised him and the others. Naturally, he was taken aback by this whole situation. Yet, she had been gone for years. She had departed shortly after her father’s death and not that anyone blamed her.


   At the time of loss, no one had been very understanding. Except Luke. However, his friendship proved an even harsher blow when he eventually did the enemy’s bidding. He had betrayed Cassidy more deeply than anyone else because he knew exactly what he was doing. The rest of them had been too blinded to realize how badly they were treating her. Her stubbornness had proved to be an asset because she was the only one to hold out against the demon worshipper and his cult.  


  Then today happened, and in came Cassidy, just as feisty as Mike remembered. He didn’t know details about what she did for a living, only that it was government work. It suited her. He could only imagine the havoc she caused for whichever insurgent happened to wander into her sights. 


  A wail of anguish echoed through the warehouse. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched Evan and Melissa flinch. 


  They were all hunting and homesteading folk. It was one thing to kill and quarter a caribou. It was a completely different story when listening to the torment of another human being. 


  Mike glared at the armed men guarding them. They didn’t even blink when they heard the sounds of agony. He wondered how calloused, how heartless one had to be to reach that point. 


  The sound of footsteps in the dark hallway broke him from these thoughts. A pair of guards appeared dragging Cassidy between them. When they reached the middle of the room, they tossed her to the concrete floor. 


  She remained where she was with her back to Mike and the others. The entire back of her shirt was stained with sweat and crimson. Her ribcage rose and fell with careful breaths. 


  After five agonizing minutes, Cassidy managed to push herself into an awkward sitting position. She carefully felt her right knee, partially dislocated. Having experienced both partial and full dislocations, she knew partials were more painful. At least she could correct this injury herself. She took a few breaths, relaxed the muscles surrounding the knee, and click!


  Oh yeah, she thought, doubling over. That felt great.


  Sloan walked briskly from the hall, ignored Cassidy, and approached the man at the laptop. 


  “Well?” he asked, stopping beside him. “Is the team in the western quadrant finally en route?”


  Cassidy didn’t care enough to pay attention to his babble. With a decisive jerk, she cracked the kinks from her neck. 


   Sloan knew his torture. She displayed a few new visible wounds, but most of the damage in the first round had been internal and without breaking skin. That sort of technique took both practice and skill. She knew the gore would come later.


  Her earliest training mandated that she and the others pass a desensitization phase in case they were ever captured. They quickly learned about mental toughness and phasing out the worst of the pain. The trick was to picture a scene in your head and focus all of your senses on that place. Eventually, the mind readily went there and fixated on it. It was a purposeful immersion deep into one’s mind. She called it “dissociation on demand,” as she had told Jason. She had long mastered this defense mechanism, but it took focus.


  Sloan seemed aware of her trick. Every twenty minutes or so he had stopped and tried a new tactic, inflicting pain in a way that broke her concentration. 


  Cassidy eyed a pair of people approaching from the medical area. The man in front visibly trembled, and the young woman half-hid behind him. He held a familiar-looking metal cylinder canister, and she held some wound-cleaning supplies in a death grip. 


  They paused at the staggered group of guards who created a twenty-foot perimeter around Cassidy. Her hands were finally unbound, but she didn’t appear to have the energy to cause too much trouble at the moment. 


  “Go on, then,” mocked one of the brutes, shoving the man towards her. “Get to work.”


  Cassidy’s eyes narrowed as she watched the exchange. These two were meager grunts, likely recruited through the promise of death if they didn’t help Sloan. 


  The man stopped about ten feet from Cassidy, and his hands shook terribly. “Uh, th…this is just to help you recover,” he stammered, gesturing with the canister. 


  Why bother, thought Cassidy, though she knew the answer. It was the way torturers kept their victims alive longer so they could continue interrogating them. In her case, however, she wasn’t being tortured for information. It was strictly “for fun.” 


  The man cautiously walked forward like he was approaching a wild beast. As he knelt to her left side and the woman on the right, Cassidy’s eyes tracked his every move. 


  The woman handed the man some swabs, and he cleaned the nook of Cassidy’s elbow. She then carefully checked the new wounds, but Cassidy wasn’t concerned with that. All her attention remained on the man as he slid the syringe from the canister. 


  He felt her relentless gaze and fumbled with the syringe before dropping it. He retrieved it after some fumbling, removed the cap and poised the needle over a large vein.


  He took a breath to brace himself and carefully inserted the needle. He exhaled when Cassidy didn’t attack him, and he pulled back the plunger before slowly injecting the mystery substance. 


  Sloan, meanwhile, watched the entire scene with amusement.


  “I warned them all about your combat skills,” he smiled, “and that you can be a bit…touchy when it comes to any sort of physical touching.”


  The woman crouched beside the man to get a better angle on another wound. The disinfectant on the swab she used made every scrape sting. When it touched Cassidy’s side, the woman abruptly found the agent’s steel-like grip around her neck.


  Chivalry was furthest from the man’s mind, and he scrambled back in retreat. 


  The woman reacted in understandable self-defense and tried to stab Cassidy with the tweezers in her hand.


  Bad idea. With her free hand, Cassidy grabbed her wrist and contorted it at an odd angle to make her drop the weapon. Then with a grunt, Cassidy pushed herself to her feet, yanking her hostage with her. A tense moment passed before Cassidy shoved the woman away and into one of the guards. 


  “I think you’ve helped me enough for one day,” said Cassidy coolly, a deep scowl on her face. 


  During the first session with Sloan, she had slipped into survival mode. In the minutes it took to block out each new wave of pain, the monster had begun waking and rumbling.


  Any human could potentially act with violence in defense of themselves or someone they loved. The difference between them and people like Cassidy, however, was that their particular training program had linked reflexes and reactions to the darker aspects of human nature. 


  Cassidy knew her innate darkness very well, knew the euphoria that came with tapping into and using it. In her worst or most trying moments, she wanted to latch onto and use it. This darkness, which she called the monster, had already shown itself to Jason. That’s what it was, really. A brute without concern for anyone or anything besides bringing more violence on all things and beings in its path. The beast was easy to awaken but difficult to lull back to sleep unless she became physically exhausted. It wasn’t some fictional hype. It was a matter of revealing and using the deepest, darkest qualities of mankind’s innate nature. 


  Sloan knew all of this, and he chuckled to himself as he walked to the circle of guards.


  Cassidy remained where she was with arms hanging loosely by her sides. No one missed the warning that flickered in her stern gaze. The monster was already out of its cage. It wasn’t howling this time, though. It knew its moment was near, so it waited patiently for the command.


  “I am impressed, Cassidy,” admitted Sloan, catching the eye of one of the guards. “When I first saw your mildly abused state, I was concerned you’d be unable to handle very much. Your restraint is also quite admirable. I expected to lose a few assistants to your suppressed rage.”


  She heard the guard moving behind her but didn’t defend herself. He kicked her in the back of the leg before a second man punched her in the face. 


  Sloan moseyed over to the four hostages, their faces a little paler than a few hours ago.


   “You see,” he explained with a lifted hand as a third guard stepped forward and whacked Cassidy in the ribs with a baton. “Women are more sensitive to immediate pain because they have more pain receptors in their skin than their male counterparts, twice as many, in fact.”


  He stopped as a nasty little smirk twisted onto his lips. “However, they also have a higher pain threshold.”


  Sloan half-turned and looked at Cassidy as another guard smacked her side, “Which means dear Cassidy has a way to go before she finally collapses.”


  The guards took to goading and taunting her. They jabbed at her and gave her half-hearted kicks before stepping out of range. 


  Through the moving mass of guards, Mike caught glimpses of Cassidy. She was on one knee with blood running freely from her nose. But it wasn’t pain or fear on her face. It was rage. He saw it gleaming in her eyes whenever one of the men jabbed her. She possessed a lively nature, but Mike had never seen her genuinely mad. 


  Sloan stalked through the circle of men. Before he could do anything though, Cassidy lunged for him. He anticipated this and moved at the same instant she did.


  His elbow caught her in the head, and he brushed her arm aside before grabbing her by the neck and slamming her to the floor. Keeping a hold of her, he shoved a knee on her sternum, pinning her. 


  “Come on, Cassidy,” he snarled as a wild gleam shone in his own eyes. “You know this would go easier on you if you just gave into your training. Why are you holding yourself in check? Do what you were trained to do. Stop fighting it.”


  While he spoke, someone kicked her aching knee. Cassidy ground her teeth, but not necessarily from the pain. 


  “Do it! You’ve done it plenty of times before,” he taunted before digging his fist into the spot he had extracted the implant from. “You’ll feel so much better!”


  Sloan pushed himself up and kicked her in the jaw before stepping back to a safe distance. 


  She knew full well that Sloan didn't only like inflicting pain by his own hand. He also enjoyed watching people inflict pain and injury on one another. So, he was egging her on because he had time to kill and wanted a show to relieve his boredom.


  A guard landed another blow to her wounded side. Pain shocked through her followed by a wave of sickness—and then the inevitable arrived. 


  Cassidy took one slow breath and closed her eyes. In her mind, she and the monster looked at each other for a long moment. In the next breath, she thought in a whisper, Survive.


  The command rang like a deep chord through her soul. She let go of what little conscious control she held onto, and the monster took over. Darkness filled her mind, and the pain dulled. It was all about survival without hesitation now, survival with a drop of revenge mixed in. 


  Cassidy exploded into action. Twisting around, she grabbed the leg of the man trying to kick her and kicked his other leg out from under him. She got ahold of his belt on his way down, and he pulled her to her feet. 


  She dodged the first couple of swings from the next guard as she sensed the others moving to encircle her again. Stepping forward, Cassidy deflected another swing and elbowed him in the head, following that up with a knee to the stomach. 


  He bent over, and she kicked him into two of his buddies. 


  None of the others made any more moves, and neither did Cassidy. She was back to where she started, in the middle of a group of the enemy minus two. That little display had been nothing, a mere task to restore some space and order. 


  Her dark fury simmered, though, not blazed. Cassidy burned for a fight. Everything would happen so quickly now that she wouldn’t recall what she had done. The high during such combat was addicting and regaining control when in the middle of it was impossible.


  A slow mix of dread and horror gripped Mike. Cassidy’s demeanor had changed right before his eyes. He barely recognized her now. Her swift and merciless brutality astonished him far beyond words.


  Oh, dear God, he prayed.


  You wanted to play, thought Cassidy to the guards. So, let’s play.


   


         ✧	✧	✧    


   


  Jason hid in the trees near the three warehouses. He had kept to the outskirts of town on his way here and performed another count of how many armed men he saw. After that, he sat and watched the perimeter for a good twenty minutes. 


  Three groups of men had left the far right building ten minutes ago, and three different groups entered not five minutes later. He guessed it had been a shift change.


  Shortly after that, he received further confirmation that he found the right place. Two men, some kind of lab assistants, exited the center building for a smoke. Four armed soldiers escorted them.


  They each finished a cigarette, entered a code on a keypad, and disappeared back through the side door. 


  More time ticked by, and no one else appeared.


  Jason pulled out his phone and figured it was time to call in an update. Chief Braxton answered on the first ring and listened to a brief summary of everything he had found: Cassidy’s sketch on the floor, the number of visible enemies he had spotted around town, and the activity in the warehouses. 


  “Forces are scrambling as we speak,” informed Braxton, “but they’re still an hour or two from getting off the ground. You know how it goes when you’re mobilizing a large number of squads. We want to make sure we have all the exits locked down, just in case.”


  “Any more word from Cassidy?”


  “No, Jason,” replied Braxton gravely. “Nothing. And keep in mind we still don’t know anything about the attack Sloan has planned.”


  Jason ran a hand through his hair. 


  “…want you to sit tight and stay out of trouble.”


  He blinked. “Come again?” he asked, unsure of what he had just heard. 


  “Keep your head down and wait for reinforcements. There’s nothing more you can do.”


  How ludicrous did that sound? Jason had made it all the way up here, finally found Cassidy, and now he was supposed to hide and wait? While she was in there with a man who got off on torturing people? 


  “Sorry, chief,” said Jason, gaze hard as he looked at the warehouses. “But I think you’re wrong there.”


  He hung up, set the phone against the trunk of a spruce, and walked resolutely out of the trees. 


  Earlier, Jason thought he would figure out the details of his plan once he “got there.” Well, now he was “there” and still had no plan. The only thing he knew for sure was that he wasn’t going to sit around. Not in this case.


  Yet, as he followed that line of thought, a vague idea began forming in his mind. That’s all it really was, an idea, not a plan. It did make sense, though. Yet, when he reached the side door of the right building, he believed somehow it would work.


  It was also too late to turn back because when he reached the door, it swung open.


   Jason punched the first soldier, and kicked the second, sending him staggering. He did not, however, see the third man. He struck Jason in the back of the head with the butt of his rifle and with enough force to daze the big agent and get him under control. 


  “Well, well, well, what have we here?” asked the ringleader, patting Jason down and removing the two guns and the extra magazines. He found his identification in one of his coat pockets. 


  “Jason Stayton, Special Agent with the FBI,” he said, looking from the ID to Jason. “What do you know about that? The boss is going to find you being here very interesting.”


  He looked at the other two men, “Let’s take him to the main room.”


  They not so nicely escorted Jason down a wide and dark corridor. At the far wall, the leader opened a door he hadn’t noticed, and they passed into a narrow tunnel. 


  “Don’t try anything funny,” warned the leader. “I have no problem delivering your corpse to my boss.”


  They went through the tunnel and across a large, dark empty room without incident. Ahead and near the far left corner stood a set of double doors. The windows in the top half let in light, telling them someone was home. 


  The leader looked through the window and watched. After a few seconds, he glanced back at the others. “Keep quiet, and we’ll let you watch the show.”


  He slowly pushed one of the doors open wide enough so they could slip through. They stopped again beside the short wall on the right. From there, they saw into the rest of the warehouse and understood what the leader had been talking about. 


  Jason’s mouth went dry. A rock dropped into his stomach, and his heart wedged itself into his throat when he saw Cassidy. 


  Four men lay on the ground, all unconscious or worse with four more moving around her. She walked in a little circle and twirled the weapon in her hand as she waited for the next enemy to make a move.


  It wasn’t necessarily her beaten and bloodied physical state that shocked Jason. It was her expression. He had seen it in the apartment in Amarillo, only now it was twice as intense, and a furious darkness filled her eyes. He fully understood then why she had been so distressed then and why she had suggested that he leave. At that moment, he wondered just how close he had come to dying by Cassidy’s hand.


  His two guards must have felt him about to try something because one clamped a hand over his mouth while another punched him in a kidney.


  Cassidy looked from one enemy to the other, assessing each individual’s threat level. They were trying to act like their resolve hadn’t weakened since their four companions had been disposed of. She knew better, though. She read their uncertainty. 


  Two of the four advanced from opposite directions. Cassidy ducked back as they swung. Flicking the baton up, she caught the ribs of the man on the right. She quickly straightened and blocked the second swing from the man on the left. She brought her weapon up and around with blinding speed, striking him squarely on top of the head. 


  The second assailant’s baton hit her shoulder, but she didn’t notice. He took a baton in the nose before he could blink.


  Cassidy swatted his arm aside as she stepped around him and took out his left knee with a swing. As he crumpled, she kicked him in the chest. It slammed him to the floor, and his head met the concrete with a sickening crack. 


  The final two guards, one wielding a knife, were already closing in and pushed Cassidy back. 


  They moved in a sort of rough dance as they crossed the room, striking, parrying, dodging just out of the way of one another’s swings. 


  Finally, one of the men slid behind Cassidy. This forced her to pivot back and forth to block each of their strikes, keeping her in constant motion and focused on the knife. 


  She grew tired of the game after four swings. Turning to the man on her right, she deflected his weapon down while kicking the other behind her. 


  He countered with a backward swing, aiming for her face.


   Moving with the strike, Cassidy threw herself back and into a flip. She landed in a crouch, which her knee didn’t appreciate, and blocked another swipe with the baton in her left hand. 


  Reaching under the weapons, she latched onto the knife wielder’s wrist and pulled him sideways into the path of his comrade. While maintaining a grip on the first man’s wrist, Cassidy pivoted around, twirled her weapon, and struck the second one. Bones in his face cracked. 


  The man in her grasp was about to do something rash with the knife, so she wrenched his arm around and kicked him in the chest. The jarring motion dislocated his arm and she let him fall to the floor and onto the blade.


  Cassidy sensed the attack behind her. She crouched but still took the hit with noticeable force. She and the assailant tumbled across the unforgiving floor, elbowing, and jabbing at each other. 


  When they finally came to a stop, they kicked each other away and rolled lightly to their feet. They made no time for exchanging witty quips and continued their duel. 


  It was mano-a-mano now, and Cassidy quickly acknowledged the skill level of her opponent. Moves decisive, their hands and fists were barely visible as they struck with incredible speed.


  Thirty seconds didn’t seem like much to an onlooker, but it was an eternity for those in a fight. These opponents were equally matched and traded blow for blow. 


  Cassidy landed a sharp left jab. In turn, her opponent delivered a solid blow to her diaphragm. When his sharp hook struck her side, she’d had enough. She deflected the next two swings to get herself in position. She then took the next body shot before delivering the final moves of the fight. 


  A left jab to soften his jaw, then a right hook to break it. A swift kick to the knee to break the patella and a breathtaking blow to the sternum to help him to the ground.


  Cassidy moved so quickly that her actions were a blur. One second, they were fighting. In the next, it was over. She paced about him, waiting to see if he would get back up for more. To the spectators, it was like watching a tiger walking back and forth in a cage.


  The entire place had gone silent. Mike and the others stared in shock, and Sloan watched almost without blinking, totally enthralled in the violence. 


  “I’m disappointed you didn’t kill him,” said Sloan finally, pushing himself off the desk.


  Mike noticed the disgruntlement clouding Sloan's face and thought, what is wrong with this guy?


  His voice seemed to snap Cassidy from the tunnel vision of her fight mode. She ceased her pacing and regarded him with distaste.


  “I don’t kill for fun,” she replied evenly, standing with her back rim-rod straight and shoulders squared. 


  Sloan, stopping a dozen feet from her, tilted his head and looked at her with a knowing expression. “That isn’t always the case, though, is it?”


  Cassidy gave no answer to either agree or disagree.


  He drew his gun and shot the man she had last fought in the shoulder. 


  Once the echo of the gunshot quieted, Sloan said, “I’ll start with his shoulder and move to other limbs and such. He’ll slowly bleed out if the shock doesn’t kill him first. No one here is going to help. So…you can end his suffering or let him meet a slow, agonizing death.”


  Cassidy looked at Sloan with deep disgust and then at the man clutching his shoulder. 


  The initial adrenaline high had worn off, and she felt exhaustion seeping in quickly. If she didn’t move soon, she wouldn’t have the energy to—


  “And find comfort in the fact that if you don’t follow through with it,” continued Sloan, leveling the gun at Melissa’s left knee, “then she’ll never walk normally again.”


  Mike watched Cassidy’s nose wrinkle for a split second. No other expression changed her face. He saw no indication whether Cassidy found this predicament difficult. She merely eyed Sloan while looking less than impressed. She definitely wasn’t the Cassidy he remembered. She terrified him now.


  In all honesty, Cassidy felt no moral struggle. As such, why put on a show and pretend? 


  The injured man was weaponless, but he had tried to kill her. Judging his wrathful gaze, he still wanted to.


  Cassidy also weighed in the fact that if she didn’t act, Melissa, an innocent hostage, would be injured and probably eventually killed. The entire situation was like any other to be calculated. 


  A minute passed. 


  At last, Cassidy took a careful breath with her bruised ribs and spit red on the floor. She stepped to the injured man, and he tried to punch her with his unwounded arm. Cassidy sidestepped the feeble attempt and kicked him in the head, rendering him nearly unconscious. 


  She knelt and punched him in the temple, the blow sending him into darkness he would never wake from again. She then throttled him in the neck, fatally traumatizing the trachea. Finally, she reached down and did what she had to.


   




  Chapter 51


  Great Sacrifice


   


  Jason and the four hostages were sickened by Sloan and what they had just witnessed. As for the man himself, he couldn't have appeared more energized by Cassidy's killing of the soldier.


  She remained kneeling and looking at the body with a detached gaze.


  Sloan closed the distance between them and kicked her to the floor.


   “Take her back,” he ordered, gaze fixed on Cassidy. “It’s time for another round.” 


  “Pardon the interruption,” said a soldier approaching from Sloan’s right. “But look who we found outside our doorstep.”


  Sloan could not have appeared more surprised as he beheld Jason Stayton being hauled toward him. He took a step closer to the agent, eyeing Jason as he would a valuable specimen—and a worthy opponent. 


  “I underestimated your intelligence and determination, Special Agent Stayton,” he assessed, before glancing over his shoulder at one of Naphtali’s commanders. “Check the perimeters and get updates from all the hostage squads. And find Naphtali. Tell him to listen to chatter from the military bases.”


  “Right away, sir.”


  Sloan studied Jason a moment longer and added this new development into his plans. Next, he looked at Cassidy, who didn’t seem to notice her partner’s arrival. 


  “I suppose you’ll want a minute,” said Sloan to Jason after a moment.


  He nodded at Jason’s guards, and they pushed him over to Cassidy.


  Sloan stepped back to watch them with much fascination. 


  Jason wisely kept out of reach of Cassidy at first. She hadn’t even raised her head upon his entrance and was likely focusing on other things like breathing.


  But when he crouched beside her, she lurched and instinctively pulled away from him. That menacing dark remained in her eyes, and her expression warned him to keep his distance.


  “Easy, Cassidy,” he said quietly, raising his hands. “You’re okay.”


  Maybe it was his voice and the fact he had spoken those words to her throughout their trip across the country. Whatever it was, when she saw Jason and heard his voice, a ping of something broke the shadow of Cassidy’s mind. The monster, as inhumanely cruel as it was, withdrew a little against her will.


  Wait, she thought to the retreating darkness. Where are you going? 


  This had never happened before, and it left her deeply perplexed and a little panicked.


  Finally, she blinked at Jason a few times before her expression softened. Then she realized he was here. Horror crossed her face, and her complexion paled.


  “You shouldn’t be here, Jason,” she whispered. Pain stabbed her stomach, and she hitched a breath.


  Cassidy groaned and slumped awkwardly, carefully clutching her bleeding side. She would have fallen over had Jason not positioned himself so she could lean against him. For the first time, she didn’t react violently or shy away at his closeness or contact.


  “What are you doing here?” she asked quietly. “You should have stayed away…we pulled you out of Colorado so you could be safe.”


   “Well, I realized a few things after Colorado,” he replied. “First, I had nothing to return to if I just went home. Second, I would’ve been unable to live with myself if I had walked away and didn’t try to…didn’t find you.” 


  He glanced at the activity around them. “And I believe you now, what you said about this being a spiritual fight. I believe I was rescued so I could find you and we could end this.”


  She coughed a few painful breaths, and Jason gently put his arm around her to keep her from falling over. 


  “So, wait,” she asked. “Are you saying—”


  “Yes,” he answered quietly, blue eyes searching hers as he brushed a few strands of hair out of her bleeding face. “Help is on the way. You’re not alone this time, Cassidy. You never were because I was with you.”


  Jason’s expression furrowed and became as intense as ever, “And I also wanted to tell you…that I was wrong about you. And I am very sorry for doubting you, your loyalty, and honor to your team.” 


  “You should not have come,” she said, searching his gaze. “But…I’m sorry I’m…difficult…I underestimated and underappreciated you.”


  Her eyes glistened a little. “I wish we could have been friends, like…you know.”


  She shook her head and closed her eyes. “I made a mess of our partnership…it really was my fault.”


  “We were both difficult, Cass. And, hey,” retorted Jason gently, “you’re not the only one who can be stubborn. You’re not the only one who believes in loyalty and personal sacrifices. After all the sacrifices I’ve watched you make…let me make mine, so you can find out Sloan’s endgame and stop him.”


  Something in his statement made her uneasy, but she didn’t have time to think about it. 


  “And how, exactly, am I supposed to do all that?” she asked with a grunt.


  “I’m sure an opportunity will present itself,” he replied with a nod.


  That was when Cassidy noticed the calm and confidence in his bruised face. But it was those eyes that drew her in; it was like seeing the rekindling of faith after years of wandering in the wilderness. He was not afraid of Sloan. 


  Sloan had been content to watch this sweet little reunion, but it only took a few minutes before his suspicions were aroused. He knew something was up by the sudden sharp headache in his forehead. 


  “You’ve had enough time,” he said blandly. He gestured to one of the soldiers. “Take her back.”


  “Wait,” said Jason sharply, rising to his feet and taking a few steps away from Cassidy. “You haven’t allowed me to make my proposal.”


  Sloan folded his arms and commented airily, “Not sure you’re in a position to do so, but I’m listening.”


  “I assure you it will make this game of yours much more interesting.”


  Jason glanced at Cassidy. 


  Her expression hardened as she looked at him; it was clear she didn’t like where this was going. She gave the slightest shake of her head, telling him not to go through with whatever plan he had in mind. 


  But this was what it has come to, thought Jason, looking back at Sloan. 


  “Allow me to take whatever more torture you had planned for Cassidy.”


  Cassidy’s eyes widened with disbelief. A flurry of cold emotions crashed into her soul like waves onto a rocky shore. Fear for her friend and of failure mixed together with grief and seized her.


  “No, Jason!” snarled Cassidy. She struggled to get up, but her muscles had stiffened dreadfully and didn’t want to work. A boot in the back returned her to the floor as more men surrounded her. 


  Dear God in heaven, no, she prayed, fighting against those restraining her. Please, not him, not Jason. 


  Sloan completely disregarded Cassidy as he became fully engaged with this new prospect. “And you won’t cause any problems? You’ll just…take it?”


  “Do whatever you want with me,” replied Jason evenly. “But Cassidy has had enough of you.” 


  Sinister darkness fell over Sloan’s face, and he grinned. “Agreed.” 


  He punched Jason in his still very sore and bruised stomach, dropping him to one knee. 


  With a wave of his hand, soldiers grabbed Cassidy and dragged her over to the wall, near the entrance of the hall. They tossed her to the floor, where they secured her wrists in chains, firmly attached to the wall.


  Chains, ran a thought through her mind. How medieval. Sloan must have been inspired by our meeting in Afghanistan.


   Across the room, Jason’s initial beating began. It was part of Sloan’s initiation, and Naphtali’s men took their role seriously. It was an organized event with one or two at a time getting to land a well-placed punch or kick. Occasionally, one pulled out a knife and delivered a swipe, though not too deeply. 


  All Cassidy could do was watch. Pain, not from physical wounds, made her heart ache deeply as if a knife was slowly carving into it. She knew there was no greater torture than watching the suffering of a friend and being wholly unable to do anything about it. 


  With effort, she pushed herself to her feet. Silent tears without expression behind them trailed down her bloody face as Cassidy stood at attention and watched the onslaught. It would have been a dishonor to Jason if she had turned her back. 


  Jason proved to be a man of his word. He didn’t retaliate in any way or try to defend himself. He took every punch and kick and barely made a sound.


  At that moment, a familiar truth came to her mind, there is no greater love than this: that a man lay down his life for his friend.


  Why did it have to be Jason, she thought in response. Out of everyone, why him? 


  Sloan had been stalking around the group of soldiers, wholly enthralled. Finally, he stepped in and landed a solid kick that threw Jason down to his back. 


  The big agent rolled onto his side to cough up blood before a hand grabbed his shoulder and rolled him onto his back again. 


  “How does it feel, knowing you’re going to die a painful death,” asked Sloan, drawing his knife. “Knowing it will all be for nothing?”


  Jason could not answer; he was too focused on trying to breathe. 


  “I’m not sure what you were thinking,” continued Sloan, fingering the tip of the blade. “But I guess you had nothing else to lose in your pointless life.” 


  With one decisive move, Sloan reopened the wound across Jason’s chest. He placed his hand under the gash and let blood pool into his palm. 


  “You’re still just a pawn, Jason,” said Sloan, standing and shaking his head. “Just a pawn. And you don’t seriously think I’ll keep my word? Cassidy will die. You’ve only delayed matters.” 


  He looked at the men. “Take him to Room Two.” 


  While they dragged Jason to his feet, Sloan walked to Cassidy.  


  “Now you have the blood of one more person on your hands,” he jeered, smearing Jason’s blood across the side of her face. “You’re accumulating quite the tally, aren’t you? Your seven teammates, the virus victims, and now Jason.”


  Sloan stepped back, a snide expression on his face. “And it’s all your doing. I gave you a chance to end this right at the beginning.” 


  He looked at her with disdain as his impossibly dark eyes taunted her. “What kind of pride possessed you to choose to hold out against me? Or is it that you genuinely don’t care about the others? You hold your fellow teammates with disregard, and if they get killed trying to help you, so what?”


  Cassidy had been able to hold his gaze until his last statement, then her eyes flitted to the floor. 


  Until Ethan’s death, the deaths of her team had been difficult, though nothing that would stop her from moving on with life. In their line of work, fellow agents died. It was the nature of the beast and even Life itself. She had figured her own time would come soon enough.


  Until a few weeks ago, before Sloan popped back onto their radar, she had always pictured herself going out in blazing glory while protecting her unit from terrorists or a cartel. 


  But not like this. Jason’s suffering was extremely wounding; she hadn’t felt such a deep ache since the death of her father.


  “What a mess you are,” huffed Sloan indignantly, pausing from his pacing. “I never cease to wonder what exactly God would ever see in someone as cold-hearted and indifferent to other people as you are.”


  He took a step back, arms out and palms up. “Where is your God, anyway?” 


  Sloan looked around the warehouse before resettling his gaze on Cassidy, “Oh wait…He’s not here. As usual, His people are down here suffering, doing all His work for Him while He’s off somewhere else, preoccupied with more interesting things.”


  Cassidy lifted her head to look at him but said nothing. 


  “Your father would be so disappointed,” said Sloan with a shake of his head. “Dear me, with all the killing you’ve done, you ought to be put on Death Row. Thou shalt not kill, you know.”


  “Actually,” countered Cassidy, “the original text is, ‘thou shalt not murder.’ There’s a difference. If you’re going to quote Scripture, get it right.”


  In an act of sudden temper, Sloan lunged and stabbed her in the side with the knife still in his hand. It wasn’t a deep wound, just a through-and-through, because nothing would have ruined the whole plan more than if he killed her then and there. 


  Yet, this was just like in one of her dreams. Sloan stabbed her in the side, and she grabbed his arm as she fell to a knee. 


  He gave the knife a little twist, and she hitched a grunt of pain, leaning against him. 


  “Just so you know: if you cause any trouble while I’m back working on Jason,” said Sloan, grabbing Cassidy’s jaw and forcing her to look at Mike and the others, “then they are the first four in line to be infected.”


  Sloan yanked the knife from her side, and she slumped against the wall. With nothing further to discuss, he disappeared down the hallway. 


  Some very vengeful thoughts skipped through Cassidy’s mind as she sat there awkwardly, hands pressed against the new wound.


  Focus, she ordered herself, eyes settling on the laptop on the desk. Don’t let the opportunity Jason has provided go to waste. 


  There were still too many soldiers around to try anything. They weren’t paying much attention to her now that she was chained. However, it would still be obvious if she got loose and started dragging herself across the floor. 


  Wait, warned a thought. What about the others? If you make a move, they’ll pay the price.


  But you should be pretty used to that by now, added a snide little voice. So, it shouldn’t bother you too much.


  Cassidy gave the floor a kick in frustration, partly because of the pain in her side, partly because of the dilemma. She glanced at the desk, where one of Sloan’s men was working, then to Mike and the three, twenty feet from her.


  She met Lucy’s eyes. Like the others, she noticed Cassidy’s glances at the desk.  


  The two women held each other’s gazes a moment before Lucy, trying valiantly to hide her fear, whispered, “You do what you have to, Cass.”


  The expressions of the others mirrored her sentiment. They stubbornly fought against the fear and panic wanting to latch onto them. 


  Cassidy watched a pair of soldiers walk by. “If this is going to work,” she said quietly, “then you’d better start praying, hard.”


  “We haven’t stopped since this all began,” replied Mike gently. 


  “The next time I look at you, create a distraction,” she said. “But there are still too many guards here, so we have to wait.”


  “Wait for what?” asked Melissa. 


  As if on cue, a gut-wrenching scream of torment came from down the hall and echoed through the warehouse. 


  “That,” breathed Cassidy with a shudder. She drew her legs up, rested her forehead on her knees, and covered her head.  


  It was a sign of defeat, but in reality, she was boiling with vengeful desire. If not for the risk of attracting more soldiers, she would have been pulling against the chains, fighting until she either broke something in her hands or, more likely, ripped her shoulders from their sockets. But that would have attracted attention instead of detracting. Thus, she sat huddled against the wall, hearing each wail of anguish that greeted them from deeper within the building. 


  


         ✧	✧	✧    


   


  A merciful, prolonged silence finally fell after forty-five minutes. Shortly after, a faint noise came from in the hall and the sound of a struggle.


  Six of the ten soldiers in the immediate area glanced at one another before walking briskly into the hall and disappearing from sight. 


  Cassidy glanced over at Mike, who launched to his feet. “No! I’m not going along with it!” he shouted angrily at Evan and pointed at him. “You trying to get us killed or something?”


  Evan jumped up and into Mike’s space. “Why can’t you keep your mouth shut for once? Just because you’re too much of a coward to—”


  The first swing came then, and the fight started in earnest. 


  Their shouting attracted the guard’s attention. When the punches started, they walked over to intervene. 


  Cassidy raised her eyebrows and couldn’t help but be impressed. They knew how to sell it. But when your life was hanging in the balance…


  While she’d had her arms over her head, she removed the pair of bobby pins hidden in her hair. These little beauties were an essential item in a spy’s arsenal. Like duct tape, they served a variety of uses. She hoped they would be strong enough to do the trick. 


  Once Evan and Mike started swinging, Cassidy set to work on the lock on the clasps around her wrists. After a few seconds, they were loose enough for her to slip her hands through. 


  She glanced at the group and saw the fight was still heated. When Mike got one of the soldiers involved by pushing him, Cassidy knew she had a few more minutes. 


  Using the wall for support, she slid to her feet and started across the room. She felt unsteady, and more than once she almost toppled to the floor. She probably had blood loss to thank for that, and Cassidy wondered if Sloan had meant to cause so much damage during his little outburst.


  The man at the computer didn’t notice her until she was almost on top of him. He gasped when he saw her, took a breath to shout the alarm—and that was as far as he got before she knocked him out. 


  Cassidy knelt at the laptop. Thanks to her now unconscious friend, he had been working on the computer and was already logged in. Therefore, there was no need to mess with a password. 


  It appeared like he was monitoring activity at the Elmendorf military base via satellite. That wasn’t what she needed. As she began searching files, she thought, what the heck am I even supposed to be looking for?


  Cassidy shot a look over at Mike and the crew. She still had some time. 


  After another sixty seconds of frantic searching, an innocuous folder name drew her attention. She clicked on it. Word documents and spreadsheets with lists of names and addresses opened before her. When she clicked on the second page of the first spreadsheet, her eyes widened: there was map after map of warehouse districts with specific buildings outlined. 


  With such a major attack being planned, there was no way Sloan could remember every location of every target and all the distribution bases.


  Mike was taking a minor beating from a soldier as Cassidy attached the folder in an email and sent it to several people. 


  She realized then it was over. She had done her part, and an immense weight lifted from her mind and soul.


  She became very aware of her every injury. She grunted as she tried pushing herself to her feet but couldn’t quite get there as pain hitched her side. 


  “Come on,” she growled to herself, trying again. “You’ve had worse.”


  Cassidy stumbled to her feet and made it halfway to the wall before her legs gave out again. By then, the four soldiers noticed her. They shouted in surprise and started for her right about the time more soldiers appeared dragging Jason. 


  Everyone exchanged glances as Jason’s handlers dropped him twenty feet from Cassidy. 


  Sloan walked in, stripping off red latex gloves. 


  Everyone froze. 


  He halted stiffly when he saw Cassidy, practically free as a bird. His eyes narrowed when he saw the trail of blood leading to the desk and the unconscious man lying beside it. 


  Drawing in a sharp breath, Sloan drew his gun and shot two of the four guards. The soldiers who had brought Jason helped their boss and shot the other two men who had failed to watch her. 


  “What did you do?” he growled as he stormed over to the laptop. 


  Cassidy said nothing. Her full attention was on Jason. Sloan hadn’t broken him in easily. He was drenched in his own blood, and she knew exactly why. She had seen his back, seen the long, ugly wounds. 


  It was one of Sloan’s personal favorites: whippings using a particularly nasty device that had barbs on the ends of leather straps. Each swing tore through skin and muscle. 


  I’m so sorry, Jason, she thought.


   The only way she knew he was still alive was by the subtle rising and falling of his ribcage. She heard him groan as he rolled his head around so he could look at her. Obviously, there was pain in his expression, yet calm also remained there. 


  When she saw the question on his face, Cassidy managed the faintest nod. 


  “Our part in this is now finished,” she murmured. 


  Jason closed his eyes, carefully let out a breath, and visibly relaxed. 


  Now having sat for a minute, Cassidy was able to regather her strength and slowly start pulling herself towards him. 


  When he saw what she was doing, Jason mumbled something and raised his hand, telling her to stop. He didn't want her wasting her energy on him.


  “Now look who’s being stubborn,” she grunted. 


  When Sloan saw the emails she had sent, he swore a blue streak and followed it with a series of derogatory remarks directed specifically at her. He turned sharply, strode to her, and began kicking her repeatedly. 


  She lashed out with a kick of her own, nailing him in one knee before sending her elbow into the side of the other. 


  “Augh!” he snarled in pain, dodging out of the way of the next kick.


   Cassidy was in a bit of a state. She was battered and bruised, and both sides of her face were covered with dried blood. Still, she glared up at him with an expression full of venom. 


  Boy, if I had full use of my limbs right now, she thought.


  Sloan ended her fight by standing on her previously partially dislocated knee, and then stepping out of the way of another strike. A kick to her now very raw side finally put her down. 


  He turned his potent gaze to Jason, who had managed to make it to his hands and knees. 


  “Why can’t you people just give up and leave things alone?” bellowed Sloan. 


  Soldiers swarmed Cassidy to secure her as he crossed to Jason. It was the last burst of adrenaline, and urgent need to defend her teammate, that gave her the energy for one more countermove. 


  She dropped one soldier with a kick in the kneecap, then dodged out of the way of a boot aimed for her side. Twisting around, she latched onto the wrist of a third as he swung at her. Using his resistance against him, she pivoted and launched a kick up into his diaphragm, sending him stumbling back. 


  But she wasn’t as quick or agile as she had been a few hours ago. She managed to grab the baton swinging for her legs, but it left her open to receive a kick to the head. 


  Dazed, Cassidy collapsed to the floor on her stomach where a particularly large soldier planted a knee between her shoulder blades. 


  She looked up to see Sloan kicking Jason relentlessly not fifteen feet from her. The man was incensed as he struck Jason again and again, cursing at him. When he finally did stop, his shoulders rose and fell rapidly as he fumed.


   Jason lay facing away from her until Sloan gave his shoulder a nudge and rolled him onto his back. The knife was in Sloan's hand again, and his fingers clenched the handle tightly before he leveled his gaze on Cassidy. 


  His once gray eyes were darker still, unusually dark. It was a darkness that only came when Evil was having its fill of violence and the bloodshed of innocence. 


  Cassidy could not struggle anymore, could not fight.


  Please, God, do something, she pleaded. Don’t let this happen. Make it stop. I’ll pay whatever price I must for getting Jason caught up in this. It’s my fault. Let me pay. Please, God!


  When Jason looked at her for a long moment with those blue eyes, she saw no fear. There was only exhaustion now. He truly was tired now, tired of fighting. 


  Tears stung her eyes.


  Sloan took a knee beside Jason, positioned the tip of the knife, looked at Cassidy…and shoved the blade into his chest and nearly to the hilt. 


  Cassidy almost felt the pain for herself and gasped as her very soul took a grievous wound.


  Jason pulled in a sharp breath and reflexively grabbed Sloan’s arm. Then Sloan twisted the knife and a deep cry of agony wretched from Jason’s lungs.


  Cassidy shuddered at the terrible sound. She hadn’t noticed the soldier release her and step away. There was no need to restrain her now as she looked back at Jason, his head turned away from her. It was too late. She had failed again to protect her teammate.


  Sloan left the knife in Jason’s chest and stood with his victim’s blood dripping from his hand. 


  Naphtali stormed through a set of doors on the far side of the warehouse. “We’ve just spotted a large number of possible troops thirty minutes down the road. Elmendorf base is crawling with activity, and F-18s are en route to our location. No helos, yet, but they may not fly in the storm.”


  Sloan ground his teeth. “Time to go. We take only sensitive information with us.”


  A gleam flickered in Naphtali’s dark eyes. “What of the others?”


  Sloan leveled his gaze on him. “Essential personnel only.”


  Naphtali turned to execute orders when Sloan added, “Oh, and find that snake Hensley and send him in to help pack. Where has he been this entire time, anyway?”


  Naphtali huffed a laugh and continued for the doors he had entered. “Cowering in a corner.”


  Sloan turned sharply and crossed to the desk. He crouched on the far side of it and opened a chilled container. He found what he was looking for and started for Cassidy, who was trying to crawl towards Jason. 


  When she saw Sloan approaching, or more specifically, saw the syringe in his hand, a spark of light came to life in her otherwise dulled expression. 


  Cassidy pushed herself up so she was sitting and clumsily backed away from him. She wondered why she was trying to get away because it didn’t matter. Nothing did. But she had always fought until she had nothing left. This situation was no different. 


  “I’ve had enough of you,” he muttered. 


  Cassidy avoided the kick meant for her jaw and returned the gesture, striking him in the leg. Then, in a completely unexpected move, Sloan threw himself at her. 


  He slammed her to the floor. She already had her legs pulled in, and she planted her shoes against his stomach before launching him behind her. 


  Pivoting her hips around, she kicked her feet beneath her, crouching in time to catch a knee to the face. She deflected the jab and landed a hook square in his gut, knocking the wind out of him. 


  They were in a bit of an awkward position as he grabbed her shoulder, and Cassidy threw herself into him.


  They returned to the floor. Cassidy realized that Sloan was deceivingly strong. He landed two very powerful strikes as they went tumbling. She was thin and slippery and nearly twisted out of his grasp, but he got a hold of her before she could escape. 


  Pinning her on her back with a knee on her neck and wedging the other against her side, Sloan pulled off the needle cap with his teeth. Leaning forward, he grabbed Cassidy’s arm, found a good vein, and depressed the plunger.


  The deed done, Sloan glowered down at her. “Regardless of what happens now, you will never bother me again.”


  He pushed himself up and pointed at a pair of soldiers. “You can leave her for now. Just make sure she doesn’t do anything stupid.”


  Turning, Sloan returned to the desk and tossed the used syringe into the trash. He then grabbed a backpack next to the container beside the desk. He set it on the chair and turned his attention to the laptop.  


  It took everything Cassidy had left, but she finally dragged herself to Jason. Sloan hadn’t driven the blade through his heart but had come close. The fact the knife was still lodged in his chest had kept Jason from tapping out sooner. He was alive but barely.


  “I’m sorry,” she said quietly, looking over the wounds he had suffered. “It is my fault. I failed.”


  “No,” groaned Jason. “Don’t…believe it...just a lie.” 


  When Cassidy felt his hand touch her arm, her eyes flitted to his face, and she found him looking at her. 


  “It’ll…it’ll be okay,” he mumbled.


  Hot tears burned her eyes again. He had said that throughout their journey that led here. But how could he say that now? Although they had butted heads on many things, Cassidy had come to see him as a true friend, a man of rare character she knew she could trust. Simply knowing he would take her place was enough for her.


  Jason took several difficult breaths before turning his head to choke up crimson. He was fading fast and barely able to keep his eyes open. 


  “Earlier you said you were wrong about me,” she said quietly as she carefully wiped the blood from his chin. “But you were also right about some things.”


  A reminder and a flash of urgency gave him one quick spark of strength. “The real reason I wanted to leave,” he grunted out. “I was…made things harder for you…felt like…burden…helpless.”


  Cassidy shook her head and clenched her jaw but was unable to stop fresh tears from spilling from her eyes. “I never thought that once.”


  She gently placed a hand on his arm. 


  “I’m afraid,” she whispered. “I don’t want…I don’t want you to…”


  She hitched a pained breath. “Please…don’t go. You are my friend. Life would be better if I knew you were still here with me. I don’t want to be left alone...I’ve lost everyone else.”


  A single tear trailed from the corner of Jason’s eyes as he looked at her. He had no strength to speak now, but he acknowledged her words by squeezing her arm. She returned it.


  Soon, his breathing became ragged and uneven, and it wasn’t long after that when Jason was gone. 


  Cassidy had been on the battlefield enough to sense a friend’s passing. Like other seasoned warriors, she could feel Death the moment it stole a life. 


  Out of habit, Cassidy checked for a pulse and found none. Tears ran through the blood on her face. She looked around, but there was no one to help. So, she bent over, rested her head on Jason’s shoulder, and quietly wept.


  Nothing mattered. She was infected with a fatal virus and would be dead in a few days. Can You just take me now, she thought, suddenly very tired as her eyes slowly closed. Can we skip the last of the pain? Can You finally let me die and take me home?


   




  Chapter 52


  Not Lacking Vision


   


  Cassidy wasn’t unconscious long when someone dragged her to the wall and secured her. The action was an unnecessary one. She had no more will to fight. 


  The exterior door to her left was propped open for easy access as people scrambled to pack and load equipment. Snow fell heavily, and a gust of wind swept around the side of the building and hurled snowflakes through the doorway. A deep rumble of thunder rolled around overhead and made the windowpanes vibrate. Thunder was a rarity and thundersnow even more. 


  Cassidy was too numb to care about the significance. Too tired, she thought, savoring the scent of the snow as another gale threw more flakes through the door. I just want to be left alone. It’s no longer my job to deal with Sloan. It’s someone else’s now.


  She watched detachedly as a group of soldiers walked to Jason’s body. One pulled the knife from his chest before the others moved him to a different part of the warehouse. 


  A distinct chill, like one feels at the onset of the flu, washed over her. A dull ache set into her joints shortly afterward.


  Is this the virus already, thought Cassidy. 


  Sloan, sliding the laptop into the backpack, watched her shudder again. “It’s what you think it is, my dear,” he said to her. “That’s a special strain I created just for you.”


  She didn’t reply, and her gaze remained fixed at nothing on the floor. 


  “Cassidy,” whispered Mike. “What’s going to happen now?”


  For a long moment, he thought she wouldn’t answer. 


  At length, she sluggishly lifted her head and looked at him, and the hollowness in her gaze took his breath away. Whatever events had led her to this point must have been harrowing. She had looked tired when they first saw her at the cabin. Now, with the virus and her loss, she did not look like she was doing well. 


  “They will run and try to hide,” she replied with the tone of one beyond caring and who has yielded to their fate. “They always do, and it looks like you and the others will be spared.”


  Sloan will return with another plot, ran a thought through her mind. He already has a virus mass-produced. He’ll figure out a way to use it and probably soon. Just because you discovered his original plot doesn’t mean that thousands of people aren’t still in danger.


  Cassidy raised an eyebrow. What do you want me to do about it? I’ll be dead long before then.


  The snake, also known as Hensley, appeared through the doors on the other side of the room. 


  Her attention drifted to him and lingered. 


  What a traitor. 


  She didn’t know how big of a role, if any, he had played in the East Africa ambush. However, he had been helping Sloan and was still helping. He had been her boss, someone responsible for watching out for them and leading them. He had purposefully failed in both responsibilities.


  The smallest flicker of anger sparked in her lifeless soul. She took loyalty to the utmost seriousness and always had. The monster in her mind gave a long, low snarl.


  “Well, if it isn’t the traitor,” she said, voice raspy from pain as Sloan and Hensley reached for a pair of small boxes.


  Using the chains as leverage and the wall for support, Cassidy slid to her feet.


  “You’re all such cowards,” she accused with heavy disdain oozing in her tone. “And you know…I do believe that, for an evil mastermind, you’re actually rather…disappointing.”


  Contempt set itself firmly on her face, and resentment strengthened her voice. “You just cut and run if one little detail in your plan doesn’t go how you outlined. You don’t even bother trying to salvage the op. Instead of improvising and adapting for success, you automatically accept your pathetic failure.”


  With a snort and a growl, she finished with, “You just roll over and show your belly…like a dog.”


  The accusation and conviction of Cassidy’s words had frozen Hensley. Now, he fumbled and dropped the box he held. 


  Sloan smacked him in the head and snarled, “Keep packing.”


  He took several strides toward Cassidy, and displeasure lined the features of his face. “The words of a dying prisoner mean nothing.”


  Cassidy wheezed a laugh before a fierce chill and nausea hit her. She dry heaved but she was still wheezing as it passed. “Then why do they bother you?”


  The right side of Sloan’s nose wrinkled. 


  Before he could reply, though, Cassidy straightened, tightened her hands into fists, and declared with a voice that echoed through the large room, “The best agents I worked with showed a hundred times the courage, grit, and determination for success than you. I realized that I don’t fear you, Sloan. I resent you and your weakness. Your fear of staying and fighting, of holding your ground is embarrassing.”


  “You’re the one who has failed here, Ms. Jackson,” retorted Sloan, his face darkening in his rising anger.


  The effort to move was tremendous, but she gimped as far as the chains would allow and leaned forward. “And I can’t believe that any spiritual force of darkness would agree to align with you. You’re such a coward of a human. Yes, I have failed but so have you. You’ve failed worse than me today because all of your costly best-laid plans are ruined…not just by me, but by yourself because you refuse to adapt.”


  “Enough,” grumbled Sloan, putting his hand on the holstered weapon at his hip.


  Laughing hurt, but Cassidy managed a few hitched chuckles. “I mean, adapting is one of the basic skills that baby agents learn. If there’s one thing that stayed with me over all these years as an operative, it’s that if you don’t learn how to adapt…it’ll come back to thrash your—”


  Sloan drew his weapon but didn’t aim it yet. “Shut. Up.”


  “What are you going to do? Kill me? You’ve already done that, remember? Or did your memory flee along with what little courage you possess?”


  Sloan raised the gun. “I said, ‘Shut up.’”


  She doubled over as more nausea clenched her stomach, and this time, she threw up blackish-looking blood. After spitting the taste from her mouth, she answered with, “No. You have no authority over me.”


  He swore at her.


  Cassidy wheezed another laugh. “Go lobotomize yourself.”


  Her muscles trembled from pain and weakness, but she stubbornly braced herself as a light sprang into her eyes. If anyone outwardly looked like Death had a hand on their shoulder, it was her. Yet, somehow, though she was dying rapidly, she looked more alive than ever.


  “Come on,” she goaded. “Prove your worth to your little demon friends. What do you say to a little Old Testament showdown, huh? You call on the name of your god, I call on mine, and we see what happens.”


  She tilted her head back to look at him. “Or, perhaps, your unseen friends are as cowardly and weak as you. It probably wouldn’t be much of a contest.”


  The electricity buzzed, and the lights in the room flickered and dimmed. A chill fell over them, and a deep boom of thunder shook the entire building. 


  Naphtali barged into the room then and announced, “Military forces are twenty minutes out. We have to move now.”


  “That’s what I thought,” mocked Cassidy to Sloan. “What a pathetic little man you have become.”


  Sloan swore at her again, to which she replied with, “Bite me!”


  “Sloan,” barked Naphtali. “There are two separate transports waiting. I’m not hanging around for you any longer.”


  Sloan turned on him with abrupt rage. “Fine! Run like a rat!”


  They launched into an egotistical shouting match, and Hensley took a few steps away from them. The darkness in Sloan’s eyes unnerved him, and being near the man made his skin crawl and gave him a frightful headache.


  Hensley glanced at the group of four hostages near Cassidy. They seemed strangely calm as they watched the fierce argument unfold. He then observed one of the young women place her hands over her mouth and close her eyes for a second.


  Hensley’s expression furrowed. What was she doing? Was…was she praying? 


  He looked at Cassidy and jumped. She was covered in her own blood and soaked with sweat from the fever raging through her. Yet, her condition wasn’t what held him. It was her eyes, blue and potent and clear.


  A wave of dizziness rolled over him. He touched his hand to his head as confusion swirled around his mind. The floor tilted a little, and he swayed.


  “That’s the thing about the supernatural,” she said, and he found it strange he could hear her over the noise Sloan and Naphtali were making. “There are all kinds of things going on around us…we just rarely get to see them.”


  Hensley wheeled in a circle and gawked. 


  What is this? Am I hallucinating? Where am I?


  He found himself standing in what he could only describe as “nowhere.” White stone under his feet ran into shades of grays as shafts of weak light shifted and danced around a dark gray void.


  His heart beat rapidly in his chest, his breaths shortened, and he broke out in a cold sweat. He closed his eyes and tried to steady his breathing.


  Hensley opened his eyes and went as stiff as stone. The surroundings had changed. A realm he could never have imagined were he the most creative person in the world stood around him. Magnificent architecture towered over him into a gray-golden haze and emanated power. He felt that even the pillars and the stones were alive. 


  He may have taken in more detail had it not been for the enormous beings that occupied this place. Some were made of light, others shadow, and all were in man-like form. Some passed by while others stood and spoke with each other. 


  “What do you think you are doing, little man?” asked a strong voice behind him. 


  Hensley’s shoulders jumped up to his ears as he spun. A being of light and great height loomed over him. His features were lovely yet terrifying, and his magnificent wings added to his stature. A mighty sword hung at his hip, and as he frowned down at the man as a shadow fell over his countenance. 


  “I, uh, hoo,” stammered Hensley, now literally trembling. 


  “How could you work with such evil men to shed the innocent blood of your fellow man?”


  Hensley had shrunk almost to his knees, which knocked together. He wanted to disappear for utter terror had seized his very soul in a steel-like grip. 


  To make matters worse, the closest beings were now looking at him. In this unearthly place, and he knew they looked not because he saw them looking. No, he felt their most seeing eyes gazing at his soul.


  A kind of squeak escaped him as he uprooted his feet and stumbled backward. He bumped into a shadow, and the contact sent a paralyzing shock of cold through him. 


  “I’m not helping you,” snorted the winged shadow with beautiful mocking green eyes. 


  The shadow looked at the angel. “Look at his spirit: he really is a weakling to the core.”


  The demon shoved Hensley toward the angel. “And we don’t want anything to do with cowards. There’s no place for you in our ranks as an ally.”


  And then, out of the great expanse, spoke a Voice which shook all realms. All beings, including Hensley, understood the speaker’s absolute authority. His word and judgments were right and true, that much was instantly understood. 


  “You have corrupted your purpose,” said the Voice. “You have lied, betrayed, and deceived to aid those who hunt My people. Instead of protecting, you have harmed. Instead of having courage, you have stood aside and let injury and death fall upon those in your charge.”


  The power of the Voice and the undeniable truth of His pronouncements shook Hensley to the ground. He cowered on his knees, shut his eyes tight, and clamped his hands over his ears. 


  “Why are you doing this to me!?” he shrieked. 


  Though he covered his ears, there was no shutting out the Almighty One of heaven who sat upon the great throne. His answer boomed in the man’s mind. 


  “I have done nothing to you except give you gifts and abilities that you have chosen to abuse and use wrongly. I have done nothing but hold back more hardships than you have experienced in your life, hardships that come with life in a fallen world and those fired at you by your demonic accusers.”


  Hensley wished with every ounce of his being to hide. He wanted to disappear to the farthest of far realms, anything to escape Him. At the same time though, he knew he could not hide or escape.


  “You are here as a product of your very own choices. But hear now, son of man, that I always clearly state My grievances against all beings. I do not manipulate or play games because sin and its consequences, as dictated by the Laws of Good and Evil and the Scales of Justice, are of the utmost seriousness. The chief of all offenses you have committed is the rejection of Christ. Even now, I would rescue you out of your current situation, yet you choose to push My hand away. But, tell me, mere man, is it just that I allow wickedness to endure indefinitely? Is it not just that innocent blood be rightly avenged and the scales balanced?”


  I want to die, thought Hensley, convulsing almost as dramatically as a fish out of water. 


  “Be careful what you wish for.”


  Silence. 


  Hensley slowly opened one eye then the other. He found himself in a dark chamber. The ground and even the air were black, and the far walls faded to crimson as they reached for the expansively arched ceiling. 


  He noticed the Prescence and His power were gone—and that absence was exponentially worse than being accused and in His presence. The isolation was horrible beyond describing.


  Next, he noticed the voices. Though he saw no one, he heard whispers and devious cackles. 


  Oppressive heat washed over him, scorching his skin though it did not visibly burn. With the heat came the sickening scent of death and rotting flesh. Screams of anguish rose from everywhere, though he still saw no one. 


  Pairs of gleaming eyes appeared out of the darkness before the creatures they belonged to followed. More demons.


  Their talons clacked together in excitement upon seeing this new arrival. As they laughed, they spewed smoke and sulfur into the air. 


  However, not all of them were so ugly that he could barely stand looking at them. Many that stood off a short distance were quite handsome looking, strong with a dignified air. 


  Princes, he thought, or high-ranking officials. Each of them regarded him with the utmost disdain.


  “I do love it when we get a new playmate,” cackled one of the lower-ranking fiends. 


  “They always look so shocked,” laughed another. “They look even more after you tell them.”


  Hensley blinked at the imp. 


  The first demon wrapped an arm around him and squeezed. “This place wasn’t originally made or intended for human souls. That’s what so many of you get wrong.”


  “Well, actually the likes of you get a lot of things wrong,” commented the second.


  A flickering light to the right drew Hensley’s attention. In the distance, he saw what appeared to be a pillar of flames, burning and crackling. As he stared, he noticed the pillar moving.  


  The smaller demons shrieked, from fear or delight he didn’t know, and hopped and skipped away from him. The nearby princes, still eyeing him with cold malice, took a dozen large steps back.


  When the pillar drew closer, Hensley saw it wasn't just a column of fire—it was a creature. Standing twenty feet tall, it walked like a man on powerful legs and clawed feet under which the ground trembled with every step. Massive and muscled, its lightly scaled body reflected the flames that rose from the thing itself. 


  The being had a tail like a dragon with thick spines running from the back of its neck to the tip of its tail. Its arms were thick and strong, and its hands were massively clawed. The being’s eyes were set on a werewolf-like face with a short muzzle. Horns atop the creature’s head curved backward sharply, and fire churned in its stomach.


  When the dark being’s gaze fell upon Hensley, he instantly became immobilized again. He felt the terrible rage and hatred that burned in the beast’s soul. 


  The fiery demon was a dozen strides from Hensley when it opened his jaws and belched a torrent of flames. 


  If this is a dream, it won’t hurt, he thought. But the fire consumed him. It was excruciating, dropping him to the ground where he screamed and writhed in torment. Indescribable pain chewed on his bones and intense heat scorched his lungs. He wanted to die, but he couldn’t.


  A low bellowing roar echoed through the chamber, and Hensley heard the imps nearby snarling and gnashing their teeth. 


  Hensley, aware the pain was gone, opened his eyes. Sitting up, he saw the big demon a dozen feet from him. That’s when a mighty male lion appeared out of the darkness, powerful and strong with muscles rippling beneath its rich golden coat. 


  The demon growled in fury as the lion put himself between Hensley and the beast. The Lion answered the growl with another roar of its own before lunging at the demon and tackling it to the blackened ground.


  The strength of the Lion was unsurpassable. With powerful swipes, it mortally wounded the beast with deadly claws. It then clamped its strong jaws on the throat of the demon and broke its neck. The dark being’s form vanished in a plume of awful-smelling smoke. 


  When the Lion first turned to Hensley, he felt a ping of fear. Then their eyes met. The emotions in the Lion’s were opposite of those in the beast’s. Instead of hate, there was love; rage was replaced with compassion and malice with peace. Yet, a distinct sorrow hung in His expression also.


  “Do you understand what you have seen, son of man?” asked the Lion in a rich voice. “Even now, I could save you, but only if you want to be.”


  Everything around Hensley blurred. He blinked hard a few times before finding himself standing in the warehouse again. Sloan and Naphtali still argued nearby, and Cassidy stood chained and looking at him. 


  Why does this always happen to me, he thought.


  “Because you still have some time,” answered the Lion before nodding at Sloan and Hensley. “Their downfalls are sealed, and their own evil will fall upon them swiftly.”


  He began walking towards Cassidy. “But know this: Jason is Mine. This entire town is Mine. Cassidy…is Mine.”


  The Lion turned and faced Hensley when He was a few feet from Cassidy. Steel now glinted in His golden eyes. 


  For the first time, Hensley noticed three big angels. Two stood on either side of Cassidy and the third near the four hostages. Their glowing blades were already in hand, and they fixed Hensley with unwavering scowls.


  He also saw the demons. They crawled all over the warehouse. When they realized that he could see them, they bared their teeth at him. 


  “You do not yet belong to Me,” spoke the Lion. “I reveal Myself not to coerce or intimidate but to display My nature and character. Truth and balanced justice bring terror to the wicked. I need not vent My righteous anger. I need only to reveal Truth and justice…and terror in itself follows after. Until you answer My call, you remain against Me.”


  The mighty Lion leveled his gaze on Hensley and swished his tail. “And I will defend My children.”


  He unleashed a terrible, bellowing call that sent the demons fleeing. He then sprinted straight for Hensley, crossing the distance in three long strides and lunging for him with terrible claws unsheathed and teeth bared.


   




  Chapter 53


  Showdown


   


  Sloan and Naphtali were still arguing when Hensley’s vision began. They also didn’t notice him staring in Cassidy’s direction in wide-eyed fear. 


  His piercing shriek brought a pause to the debate, and they turned to see him backpedal. He tripped over himself, splayed on the floor, scrambled to his feet, and sprinted from the room like his life depended on it. 


  Sloan and Naphtali stared at the door through which Hensley had disappeared. They blinked at each other before Sloan glared at Cassidy. 


  “What’d you do?” he spit with putrid hate.


  Cassidy looked at him innocently. “I’m chained up. How can I do anything?”


  “Don’t patronize me, girl," he warned, voice dropping to an unusually low pitch.


  She pretended to study her fingernails and offered a little shrug. “Well, you know…the weak-minded can be so vulnerable to visitations.” 


  Meanwhile, Naphtali had had more than enough of this spiritual, supernatural garbage. These people were nuts.


  “I’ll meet you at the rendezvous point,” he called over his shoulder before walking through the doors. 


  Sloan picked up his backpack and slung it over his shoulder. 


  “Do you seriously think they’re not going to missile your SUV or shoot your plane right out of the sky?” called Cassidy even as she slid back to the floor. “They have all your plans. What do they need you alive for? Target practice?”


  Sloan leveled a cool, taunting look at her. “Goodbye, Ms. Jackson.” 


  Then he turned and passed through the door Naphtali and Hensley had used.


  The fever turned up the heat. An immense ache settled in her muscles and joints. Breathing became a struggle not only because of her overall pain but also due to the fluid building in her lungs.


  She slumped shivering against the wall. She wheezed a few breaths before a fit of coughs seized her. When it ended, she grunted a few more pants and then spit a mouthful of blood onto the floor.


  Mike and the others watched with infuriating helplessness. To say it looked like Death was hovering over Cassidy would be a perfectly accurate statement. 


  Mike grimaced as she clenched her eyes shut and hugged her stomach. Yet, wonder overtook him when she opened her eyes, and he saw a fire blazing in them.


  Her mind was growing groggy, but she was coherent enough to understand she had to move. Now. 


  I thought you didn’t want to fight, ran a thought through her mind. 


  Shut up, she replied. I’m alive out of spite. It’s all I have left.


  Cassidy, blood running freely from her nose, wrestled herself to her feet, something her body didn’t appreciate. She pulled one arm over her head, turned around, and faced the wall so her wrists were crossed. She gave a hard tug against the chains. She couldn't remember where exactly she had lost the bobby pins, so she had to resort to this.


  She pulled again and again, each yank harder than the last. 


  Mike winced, barely able to watch. "Cassidy..."


  Finally, by about the twelfth attempt, Cassidy leaned back against the chains, almost sitting on the floor. 


  "Come on," she growled, twisting her wrists. Give it to me, you little…


   Some people instantly quit when faced with pain. For others, like Cassidy, the more pain they were in, the angrier they became and the harder they fought. 


  Something cracked, and Cassidy's hands slipped through the clasps. She toppled into a heap on the floor and was glad she hadn't dislocated her shoulders. 


  On your feet, you putz, she ordered herself. 


  She actually managed to stand again, though the virus had taxed most of her strength. She managed half a dozen steps before collapsing. 


  She resorted to half-crawling, half-dragging herself towards the desk. She hoped that the container storing the syringe Sloan had used might also hold other things like, perhaps, morphine. 


  Urgency pounded on her, and grief for Jason competed with it, trying to snag her attention and distract her. She pushed back against the sadness. No, she rebuked almost desperately. Not yet.


  With each passing second, Cassidy knew Sloan was getting further away. As if to add emphasis to her thought, she heard a squad of fighters roar overhead. 


  After what seemed like an eternity, she reached the desk and the container, which was actually a small refrigerator. Panting from her little trek, she yanked the door open. 


  Her eyes searched the handful of tiny glass vials. Precious seconds passed. She finally found the one she wanted. In a sliding drawer at the bottom were packages of syringes. 


  Cassidy snatched the morphine and then paused when another thought dawned on her. Technically, it wasn’t a thought. It was more like a sensation of an idea, courtesy of the death coursing through her body.


  Adrenaline. Right. Is there some of that? What’s the medical name for it…Come on, brain! Augh! Oh!


  Epinephrine. She saw that, too, and grabbed it clumsily.


  The dose of morphine came first, and the relief felt amazing. Being a spy, she had been required to learn recommended the dosages of various drugs for different body weights. Unfortunately, the thing about morphine was its effects came and left quickly. 


  Cassidy grabbed the adrenaline and considered it a moment. It was never a good idea to mix medications. She had also never given herself adrenaline before. 


  Hope I get the dosage right, she thought as she drew it up, or I'm about to put myself into cardiac arrest. That would be an interesting experience.


  Mike and the others started when Cassidy jumped to her feet. She rummaged through its drawers for anything that could be used as a weapon and found a pen. She shoved it into a back pocket. 


  Then her eyes fell on the knife sitting at the corner, the knife Sloan had used.


  Cassidy took it up and looked over at the four. "Reinforcements will arrive anytime. Believe it or not, it's best for you to stay where you are. The fewer moving bodies there are, the quicker the forces will be able to sweep through the building. Understand?"


  They nodded before Mike held her gaze a second longer. “Go get 'em, Cass.” 


  Without another word, Cassidy spun and sprinted out the door with a somewhat awkward gait. The door led into a wide but short hallway which opened into another vast and vacant room. 


  She noticed the side door half a dozen strides down the hall and ran to it. When she pulled it open, she discovered it led down some steps and into a tunnel. 


  Sloan's been busy with renovations, she thought, taking the steps into the tunnel. He probably had the idea from their meeting in the labyrinth of caves in Afghanistan. 


  Cassidy ran thirty feet before barging through another door and into a bunker. A line of narrow windows near the top of the left wall allowed her enough natural light to keep her from tripping over anything. Not that it mattered because the place was empty, but it did help her see the door at the far end. 


  Unfortunately, she didn't see the attacker lying in wait for her. He tackled her from the right, and they slammed onto the concrete floor. Supercharged with her own burst of adrenaline, Cassidy twisted and kicked the assailant off her. She leaped to her feet and stood face-to-face with her old "friend," Luke. 


  "Oh look, another traitor,” she said evenly. 


  "I would have thought such a holy person like yourself would have forgiven me after all these years," replied Luke snidely. 


  "Oh, I did, but I was referring to recent events," clarified Cassidy, knowing she didn't have time for this. "Rounding up the town for an evil sadist? You must not have a conscious seeing as how you enjoy playing Judas." 


  Cassidy had dropped the knife when she had been tackled; it was probably somewhere behind her now. "Of course," she continued, taking a few slow steps to the side, "that darker side of your demeanor didn't work out too well in Special Forces, did it?"


  That remark produced the desired reaction, and he jabbed, moving first as Cassidy wanted. She grabbed his arm, yanking it behind his back. 


  Luke sensed her move and elbowed her in the stomach before grabbing her leg and pulling it out from under her. 


  While she was falling, Cassidy grabbed the arm that had a grip on her leg and a handful of coat. She pulled him over her and sent him sprawling on the floor. 


  Using his momentum when he went tumbling, Cassidy pulled herself backward and into a crouch. Now, she was nearly on top of him. 


  Luke was already swinging and his first strike landed squarely in her stomach. Thanks to her little drug concoction, Cassidy barely felt it. 


  She deflected his next jab and smacked him in the face with her elbow. She then latched onto his wrist. 


  Luke knew that although she was small, she had a death grip. If he had hesitated even half a second longer, she would have been able to wrench his hand around and manipulate him however she wanted. Fortunately, he was larger and stronger than her. With a powerful twist, he threw Cassidy off him and gave her a kick to restore a little space. 


  They rolled to their feet at the same time, and Luke pulled a hunting knife from a sheath at his hip. 


  Cassidy withdrew the pen from her pocket—then spun and sprinted for the door. 


  Normally, one of the key rules of combat was "never turn your back on your enemy." But that assumed your opponent followed any rules at all. Some did, some didn't. When it came to a game of this caliber, however, the enemy and the spies only played by the rule: win by whatever means necessary. 


  Besides, she wanted to lure Luke in again without seeming obvious. Giving the impression that she was making a run for it worked perfectly. 


  She was strides from the door when she glanced over her shoulder. In her peripheral, she saw Luke close the distance and lunge for her. As he did, Cassidy spun and swung with her left hand, wielding the pen. It caught Luke across the face, drawing a red gash along his left cheek right before he hit her. 


  They went down hard again. She probably could have sprung to her feet and made it to the door if Luke hadn't grabbed her ankle. 


  Growling in agitation, Cassidy dodged the swipe of the knife and then kicked him in the face. 


  Luke let go, and they stood again. There was no time for taunts now as Luke advanced to her. Each strike was quick and decisive, and Cassidy barely managed to stay out of the way. 


  She waited for an opening and then swung at the same time he did. She dug the pen into the hand holding the knife, making him drop it. 


  Simultaneously, Cassidy swatted his other hand away before landing a sharp hook.       


  Luke countered immediately. She ducked his first swing, but it set her up for the kick to the stomach. He followed this through with a jab, which backed her against a wall. 


  Naturally, he had punched the side of her face that Sloan had cut deeply. Cassidy's vision blurred, but that didn't keep her from reacting. She threw herself at him, dropping her shoulder and driving into him. 


  It became a bit of a mix-up as they tumbled, punched, and elbowed each other. Luke would have ended up on top this time if Cassidy hadn't slipped out of his grasp at the last second and kicked him.


  He staggered back, which put him right next to his knife. In one fluid movement, Luke scooped it up and approached. His intent was clear as he reached for Cassidy. It was time to finish the fight. 


  Cassidy grabbed Luke's arm and pulled herself up to her feet, vaguely aware of where the knife was. 


  They ended up standing nearly nose to nose and glaring at each other. After a few seconds, Luke's anger turned to one of pain as he stumbled away. He touched his chest, and his fingers came away warm and wet. 


  He pulled in a short breath before his knees buckled, and he collapsed to the floor. 


  Cassidy glanced down at her own knife, the edge of the blade gleaming with fresh blood. She had stealthily retrieved it after tackling Luke for the last time. 


  Well, no time to get sentimental, she thought and rushed to the door.


  The door led her into a short hallway with a set of stairs ahead. She reached the first step but had to pause and wheeze a couple of times before expelling more blood. Her body felt odd. Despite obvious signs of severe illness, she was only vaguely aware of the first returning twinges of pain. 


  She spit the coppery taste from her mouth, jogged up the few steps, and to the door at the top. 


  She barged through it and was greeted by an angry burst of snowy air. The storm had intensified and frigid gales tore at her clothes, tearing at her exposed arms and face. She hadn't exactly had time to think about finding a coat, and she probably wouldn't be alive much longer to care.


  Cassidy searched the clearing in the fading light and driving snow. Fifty meters ahead swayed a thin stand of trees. Beyond that stand was a field, in which she spotted one large dark mass and one small one. She blinked against the flying snow stinging her face and made out an SUV and a lone, hunkered figure walking toward it. Knowing Naphtali, his driver would take Sloan to a private airstrip or somewhere he could make his escape.


  Cassidy wedged the knife through her belt at her back and then sprinted after him, the freshly fallen snow crunching beneath her shoes. Fighters came around for another pass, and the engines boomed against the peaks hidden by thick cloud and snow.


  She wondered how much longer the pilots would brave the storm. Their aircraft had instruments, but flying in or near mountains in a blizzard was not something pilots generally risked.


  There was no way Sloan could have heard her, not with the sound of the storm, the wind raging through the trees, or the thunder intertwined with the roar of the fighters. If he hadn't looked up and around at the gray sky to try to locate the jets, Cassidy could have snuck up behind him and ended it there. 


  But he did look around and spot an unknown individual twenty feet from him. He whipped out his gun as he realized who it was and disbelief crossed his face. 


  Cassidy Jackson. 


  Unbelievable, he thought. 


  She stood before him looking like a woman on the warpath. Blood ran from various wounds, and every muscle in her face was taut. But it was the expression in her eyes that said it all: cool resolve and a determination that would not lessen until the final task was complete.


  "Where you going, coward?" she called over the wind. "Afraid to try to finish what you started?"


  Cassidy did her best to hide the shiver as a fresh wave of chills washed over her. A sharp pain pinged through her gut, and she was again aware of pressure in her lungs. The drugs were beginning to wear off.


  "You are a foolish girl," he growled, voice deep and eyes dark. “I'm through wasting time with you."


  Sloan reached up and wracked the slide of the gun. 


  Cassidy didn't brace herself as he put his finger on the trigger and didn't close her eyes. Instead, she steadily held his gaze.


  Sloan squeezed the trigger. 


  Nothing happened. 


  Exhaling sharply, he wracked the slide and ejected the round from the chamber. He leveled the gun on her and pulled the trigger a second time. 


  Again, nothing happened. 


  Sloan unleashed a snarl of utter rage before sending a venomous glare at Cassidy.


  "I hate you!" he screamed, fists clenched in utter fury. 


  Cassidy clenched her jaw against a fresh wave of pain that stabbed her gut. However, this didn't prevent her from taking a small amount of pleasure at seeing a grown man throw a tantrum. 


  As Sloan slowly started for Cassidy, he pointed a finger at her. "I curse you and your God." 


  Lightning struck nearby and a peal of thunder jarred the landscape. 


  Sloan was still approaching, lips moving. But he wasn't speaking to Cassidy. Between the gusts of wind, she caught words here and there. He was speaking a different language.


  Cassidy grimaced against a distinct, very sharp pain that pierced right through her forehead. He was speaking some kind of incantation. 


  It didn't matter whether a person knew or didn't know what they were doing when it came to occult, rituals, and spells. Even when it came to "innocent" games, people often didn't realize the doors they were opening that let Evil loose into their lives. It was, in fact, a very serious matter.


  In Sloan's case, he actually believed he was in control of the darkness he had communed with for years. 


  Lightning flickered amongst the clouds as a long, hollow rumble of thunder rolled around the sky. 


  They came then, the familiar snide voices from her nightmares. They whispered doubts into her ear. They told her she was powerless against this foe. She didn't stand a chance and would finally die and join the rest of her team. 


  But Cassidy knew far better. She would have figured after all these years they would have taken the hint that she never fell for this trick. Evidently, they were dumber than she thought or they clearly had no one better to harass.  


  "Oh, push off," she retorted. 


  At the snap of a finger, the voices fell silent. 


  Sloan, less than a dozen feet from her, halted his approach. 


  "Save your lies for the weak-minded," she chided, her gaze drifting to Sloan. "You have no power here. This town is no longer a stronghold, and your friends do not hold this territory." 


  Sloan's eyes were so very dark, and Cassidy literally felt the hate rolling off him and pounding against her head. 


  He opened his mouth to speak, but she beat him to it, snapping her hand up to point at him. 


  "You can call down whatever curse you like. Call on the name of whatever god you wish," she declared, standing poised with confidence, "but you still can't top the authority of Christ." 


  And there it was. The Name, the one that raised peoples' hackles and stirred up heated debate. The Name that healed, saved, and sent demons fleeing in terror. The One that caused evil men to slightly overreact. 


  Sloan spoke once more in that unknown language, his voice in a low growl as disdain and murder burned in his eyes. Wracking the slide once more and ejecting yet another round from the chamber, he aimed the gun at Cassidy.


  Her face twitched as the last of the drugs faded. She had experienced internal bleeding before and knew what hemorrhaging organs felt like. It was what she was feeling now. It stole her breath, and a wave of dizziness hit her. However, the defiance never left her face as she sank to a knee.


  His finger went to the trigger. 


  Cassidy closed her eyes and whispered a prayer. 


  Sloan instantly felt the results of the prayer, manifesting itself in a sharp stab of pain through his head. Face twisting into a sneer, he gave the trigger a steady squeeze.


  Cassidy didn't see if the flash was from lightning or something else. But it came instantaneously with the gunshot, loud as it cracked across the clearing. What she also found strange was the sound of Sloan howling in agony.


  When she opened her eyes, she saw Sloan holding his right hand, covered in crimson.


  She raised her eyebrows. It seemed that all the stops were being pulled so she had one more chance to do what needed to be done. Some might have called it "luck," but she didn't believe in such things. Divine Providence, that's what she would call it.


  Cassidy still needed him to close the final ten feet, though. Even on her knees, she couldn't keep herself upright without feeling lightheaded. She still had the knife and was glad she had concealed it from him. Otherwise, he might have run, forcing her to give chase. Running wasn’t a feat she could perform at this point.


  So, she started laughing. Oh, it hurt her stomach and ribs fiercely. However, Sloan was already enraged, and there was no more sure-fire way to push him over the edge than by laughing in his face. 


  It only took a few seconds before he unleashed an unearthly snarl and threw himself at her. Nevermind the fact she had a fatal virus raging through her body, she was covered in her own blood, and therefore, might infect him, too.


  The force of the impact was impressive, and she slammed onto the snowy ground. Oxygen fled from her lungs, not just from the collision, but from the indescribable surge of pain through her. 


  Darkness flared in the back of her mind, not the dark of unconsciousness but that of the returning monster. 


  Nice of you to finally show back up, she thought.


  The combative side of Cassidy's brain fully engaged, and everything switched to autopilot. 


  Cassidy shoved Sloan off her but could only get one leg under her before he kneed her in the face. Next came the kick to the side which put her on her hands and knees. Every strike hurt, but it all seemed so moot. 


  When he moved in for another punch, Cassidy spun up into a crouch, grabbed his wrist, and slammed her palm up into his nose. She deflected the blind jab with ease and returned it with a stunning right hook. Pivoting with the momentum, she finished the maneuver with a swift kick to his core. 


  Both staggered back, Sloan from the strikes and Cassidy from almost blacking out. He recovered before she did and advanced. 


  Cassidy ducked under a punch and nearly fell over. She was aware of the jab aimed at her head but couldn't do anything about it. 


  The strike snapped her head to the side right about the time nausea washed over her. She fell and threw up red, the dark blood turning pink as it hit the snow. Her brain informed her that her body wasn't cooperating, but there wasn't anything she could do about that, either. 


  Cassidy became aware of Sloan walking around behind her. A second later, as she tried to restore some oxygen to her fluid-filled lungs, she felt him come in close. 


  He's going to strangle you, cut a thought through her foggy mind. 


  Before he could get into position, she spun and spat blood into his face. Sloan jerked back, hands going to his eyes. 


  Growling in angry defiance at her own pain and weakness, Cassidy pushed herself to her feet. Then she realized...


  Seriously, she thought as she crossed to Sloan, where is the knife? Why am I dropping everything today?


  An uppercut to his diaphragm continued to keep Sloan distracted. She slammed the heel of her boot into his knee, dropping him to one of his. He had enough of his wits about him to throw his elbow into her wounded side. 


  Cassidy was already in motion, throwing a hook when Sloan's blow struck her. The pain caused her to misdirect her strike, and she grazed his face. This put her in a good position to elbow him in the side of the head.


  Sloan saw the opportunity and drove his fist into her side again. 


  Cassidy toppled back into the snow and this time didn't try getting up. Instead, she lay there, panting and trying in vain to catch her breath. 


  "You're a very foolish girl," said Sloan, walking towards her. "You gave everything in your pursuit of me. You lost what few friends you had and now you will lose your life. Don't think that I won't come back to finish off your hometown, so you can die thinking about that. And even if you did kill me, there'll just be someone else to replace me. And around and around we go. So, really...what's the point?"


  Cassidy tried to push herself up to her hands and knees but no longer wielded the strength. Or perhaps more correctly, the pain made it too difficult. She was shivering madly, and she ached everywhere. 


  That’s when she noticed something under her hand. Looking down, she saw it, mostly hidden beneath the snow: the knife. 


  Cassidy sank back to the ground with a groan.


  "And I still don't see your God coming to rescue you," mentioned Sloan, much closer now. 


  Her impossible stubborn streak wouldn't let her rest. Come on, you pansy, she scolded herself, get him just a little closer and then finish it. Then you can lie around and make all the snow angels you want. Now do it!


  He heard Cassidy mumble something but didn't catch it. Sloan crouched behind her. "I'm sorry, are you still trying to be smart?"


  With an animal-like growl, Cassidy twisted around, grabbed him by the coat, and pulled herself up to her knees...where she sank the knife through his chest—the very same blade he had used to kill Jason.


  "I said, ‘You wanted to play with Evil, then Evil shall have you,'" she grumbled as she watched Sloan's face give way from surprise to pain. "Goodbye, Mr. Sloan." 


  Cassidy yanked the knife out, and Sloan's body collapsed to the ground. She remained where she was, sitting on her knees and shivering against the fever and the wind.


  It was done, she realized. She let the knife slip from her fingers. She also noticed the storm had quieted. Now, it was just the snow falling from the darkening sky. 


  The pain wasn't gone, though. It had intensified from excruciating to "unable to put into words." It was to the point where she couldn't remain still.


  She started crawling slowly, trying to drag herself. Every movement amplified her agony. She stopped after a couple of feet and rested the side of her face in the snow. 


  This was how it would end? She would die like one of the victims, and, well...it was what she felt like she deserved, rightly or not. It seemed like payment of some kind for all the people she had dragged into this mess and gotten killed. 


  Perhaps, this is a penance for all the lives I’ve taken…fair enough.


  Cassidy didn't know how long she had been lying there semi-conscious when she heard vehicles approach and slide to a stop behind her. Opening car doors were followed by the sound of countless boots crunching in the snow.  


  "Cassidy!"


  That voice sounded familiar. Do I know that voice, she asked herself. 


  "Get a medic over here! We have an agent down!"


  Now she remembered. John Terret. 


  Friend, he brain informed her.


  She heard more boots walk to Sloan's body before a pair ran up behind her. Cassidy managed to raise her arm with great effort. 


  "No," she grunted as Terret slid to the ground beside her. "No, stay back...don't...infected..."


  "If that's the case," replied John as he stripped off his coat and placed it over her, "then we can share a hospital room."


  "Cassidy," said another voice.  


  Its owner was difficult to make out, not because it was too dark, but because her vision was fading. She did, however, manage to figure out it was Chief Braxton. 


  "Cassidy," he said quietly. "Where's Jason?"


  Jason. Cassidy groaned and shook her head, looking away. 


  "I'm sorry, Cassidy," whispered John, carefully taking and squeezing her hand. "I'm so sorry." 


  Braxton carefully placed a hand on her shin and gave her a gentle squeeze. Then he glared over his shoulder at the first person he could find and barked, "Where is the medic? Do we have to do everything ourselves around here?!"


  She grunted angrily at the next stab of pain and grabbed John’s arm. She was barely hanging onto consciousness as she tried asking if they had found and stopped the distribution of the virus by Sloan's men. After several painful tries, John figured out what she was trying to ask. 


  "Yes," nodded John. "We're rounding them up now. It's over."


  The last thing Cassidy remembered before passing out was the sound of another vehicle pulling up behind them, and John saying, "It’ll be okay, Cassidy. You’re not alone. Everything will be fine."


  No, it won't, she thought as everything faded to black. Not this time.


   




  Chapter 54


  Back to Work


   


  It was a virus, not bacteria. There was no vaccine to administer that would cure anyone infected. It was a matter of treating the symptoms, making the patient as comfortable as possible, and letting the virus run its course. 


  Since no one had survived any of Sloan's viruses, no one held out much hope for Cassidy. She was medevac’d to Seattle where the doctors induced a coma. They also had no choice but to operate to stop the internal bleeding. This, in turn, required multiple blood transfusions. 


  She was in a coma for three days. On the fourth, they tried waking her but couldn't. On the seventh day, though, she exploded into consciousness in typical Cassidy fashion.


   To the complete surprise of the doctors, there was no sign that any internal trauma had occurred. Aside from the deeper scrapes and residual stiffness, she was healthy as a horse. It had been a miracle.


  "Yeah, great," Cassidy had said the same afternoon she woke up. "Can I get out of here now?" 


  She had been the only one who survived this unique strain of the virus. A total of one hundred and twelve people were killed by it. Granted, that number was minuscule compared to what could have been if Sloan had been allowed to execute his entire plan. 


   Because the man truly responsible for the attacks in the Middle-East and Europe was dead, relations calmed slightly. A very large bounty remained on the head of Morgan Naphtali. 


  In summary, Sloan was dead, and Naphtali had escaped. Hensley had been found stumbling through town in the snow and in a stupor of fear. He didn’t want the exhaustion of a trial and took a plea deal, after which he was sentenced to a life sentence at a minimum-security federal prison. 


  Initially, he had been admitted to the mental health ward because he kept waking up in the middle of the night screaming about hell and demons. However, one day three weeks into his stay, the nightmares stopped. The staff failed to realize the reason for it: he had become a Christian, not that he would tell anyone. They probably would have kept him in the psych ward longer if he had. He was returned to his regular cell and commenced serving out his sentence. 


  While Hensley didn't know all of Sloan's plan, he did confess to arranging the murder of Bob Dexton, who managed overseas logistics and served as a liaison to his division. Sloan had wanted to use Dexton to set up the East Africa ambush and keep tabs on Cassidy. However, not all loyalty was dead, and Dexton refused. Sloan killed him for it. 


  As for Cassidy, Nelson, her former trainer from the DIA program, had been waiting for her when she was released from the hospital. He had been working for the Agency the past few years, and her ex-boss suggested he be the one to extend a job invitation to her. She would have to have been out of her mind not to jump at the opportunity.


   She didn’t say it, but she felt mildly surprised that anyone offered her a position. There had been quite a trail of bodies left behind on her last case.


  After initially facing a setback from pushing herself too hard, it didn't take long for Cassidy to return to top physical condition. 


  Her mental recovery took longer. As expected, when she was out training, whether by herself or with other teams, everything was fine. She had something to completely focus her mind on. However, it was the downtime that proved difficult. It wasn't from the physical trauma. Heck, she had survived bombings, shootings, and interrogations by unscrupulous people. 


  She had lost people before, friends, close friends. So why is Jason's death such a problem, she asked herself week after week. 


  Perhaps it wasn't nice to think of it so crassly, but friends and colleagues in this line of work died. She simply wished Jason hadn't been one of Sloan’s victims. 


  Nelson assured her the struggle was perfectly normal. He did admit that Jason had gotten to her in a way that had softened her a little, though. 


  That only made her angry. She wanted things as they once were. 


   It took a true professional with unsurpassable patience to deal with her, and only Nelson had known Cassidy from the very beginning. He was fully aware of the high level of mental toughness she wielded or how “hard-headed” she was. He acknowledged it sometimes proved extremely difficult for reprogramming purposes. 


  After two months, though, things smoothed out, and Cassidy comfortably resettled into her usual demeanor. 


  Now, four months later, she was growing tired of being told "We'll see how things look next week." Cassidy was on the verge of saying "Forget the Agency."


   She was in perfect working condition and tired of sitting on the bench. She knew herself well enough to know when she could handle being put back to work. The only thing preventing her from going rogue and hunting Naphtali was the fact it wouldn't look very good on her record.


  Presently, Cassidy hung upside down from a pullup bar at the gym doing crunches. She uncurled after completing another set to let herself hang a few seconds and found herself staring at someone's chest. 


  She twisted around. "Oh, hey, John."


  "Cassidy."


  She flipped from the bar and grabbed her towel to wipe her face. "What can I do for you?" 


  "Just wanted to give you a heads-up that you're being put back in the field."


  "Well, it’s about time," she declared definitively before starting down a row of weights that would take her to the locker room. 


  With her back turned, John knew he could safely grin without facing a fiery repercussion. He was about to when she spun and pointed at him. "This better not be a do-surveillance-on-the-nephew-of-a-terrorist-suspect's-cousin's case from a backwater hut in Indonesia somewhere." 


  He coughed to hide his laugh. "No, I don't think it's anything like that." 


  As he turned for the door, he added, "Just wanted to let you know myself. You'll receive details in a couple of days." 


  John exited the gym and left Cassidy standing there for a moment. For the first time in four months, she felt a real smile form on her face. 


  Ooooh yeah, she thought, turning back for the locker rooms. Time to get back to work.


   




  Chapter 55


  Unexpected Developments


   


  The restaurant was outside on a large second-story balcony of a hotel. It was a new business, and as such, no one else was dining. 


  Cassidy instantly decided she liked this spot. It offered a nice view of the street, though kept her out of any obvious line of sight from pedestrians below. Plus, the sun was out and the temperature warm with a pleasant afternoon breeze. 


  She was also glad she had brought a newspaper because whoever she was supposed to meet was late. 


  Cassidy was skimming through articles in the International News section when she heard the footsteps.


   "You're late," she pointed out, not looking up from the paper as the person pulled out the chair across from her and sat down. 


  Ignoring her statement, he asked, "So, are you ready to get back in the field?"


  Cassidy snorted. "I'm insulted you'd even ask—"


  That was when her brain informed her that she recognized the voice. And it wasn't John's. 


  After remaining frozen a moment longer, she cautiously lowered the paper…and lurched back, standing so quickly that she knocked over her chair.


  I must have lost my mind and no one told me, she thought, only remembering to breathe when her lungs started burning.


  There, across from her spot at the table, sat Jason Stayton. 


  Cassidy clamped her eyes shut and shook her head. When she opened them again, Jason was still there. 


  "Easy, Cass," he said. “You're not hallucinating."


  "Oh, uh…how…" 


  Feeling rather lightheaded, she sank unsteadily to a knee and put her head down. She raised her hand, asking for a second. Never in a million years had she expected anything like this.


  Head still down, Cassidy cleared the lump in her throat. "Would you, uh, explain all of this to me?" 


  She heard his chair scrape over the ground and sensed him draw near.


  "I was clinically dead," began Jason. "And then—”


  His voice trailed off, and his face softened as some sweet memory surfaced in his mind. “I wasn’t.”


  His expression brightened a little. “You can imagine the scare I gave the medical examiner when he opened up the back of his van.”


  Now that the ground no longer felt like it was leaning, Cassidy slowly stood. She looked up at Jason, standing close. This time, she didn’t reflexively shy away. There was no trace of fear or distrust anymore.


  At that moment, a flurry of emotions assailed her all at once.


  Anger came first, the emotion that covers deeper emotions. Jason watched her face harden and darken. Her nostrils flared, her fists clenched, and her eyes flashed.


  Jason’s death had hit her harder than most other losses. She had mourned him and still had been until this very moment. Her heart had ached deeply in his absence and the possibility of what could have been. She had secretly lamented that they hadn’t been friends, and she hadn’t realized how attached she had become until he was gone. 


  As quickly as the anger came, it melted away. Her features softened and changed.


  Guilt gripped her heart coldly. Next, and rather unexpectedly, the empath in Cassidy, the part she had deeply buried years ago, reached through a crack in its prison wall and touched her. 


  She thought about the agony Jason had suffered. She reflected on his hardships, his personal losses, and his trials—that is, putting up with her stubbornness. She considered the pinnacle of his sacrifice and the torture he had endured but hadn’t deserved. 


  She had a very good imagination and could put herself directly in someone else’s perspective. This ability, a gift she had believed was a curse in her youth, was one she had imprisoned and buried. She once felt too much, and she had hated it because people were so callous and cruel. Somehow, working with Jason had uncovered the prison and cracked the wall without her realizing it. 


  A keen sense of failure followed guilt and pushed on Cassidy’s shoulders. When she looked at Jason again, traces of fear and regret lined her face, and her eyes gleamed with tears.


  Jason read the emotions clearly, and gentle understanding tempered his features.


  Cassidy blinked hard a few times and cleared the tightness from her throat again. 


  “I’m…uh, I’m glad you’re okay,” she managed to say without her voice cracking.


  Okay? she immediately chastised herself. The man was dead.


  A smile pulled at the corner of Jason’s mouth, and he extended a hand.


  Cassidy stiffened as she looked at it. She remained rooted with indecision. No, not indecision. She knew what she wanted to do, but she was afraid to do it. 


  Taking every last ounce of courage she possessed, Cassidy gently pushed Jason’s hand away, stepped forward, and hugged him. 


  When Jason returned it, he felt her shudder, though not from fear. She had begun crying silently, and his throat tightened.


  “It wasn’t your fault,” he said quietly. “None of it was, no matter how many lies you try to tell yourself.”


  “I’m just…so sorry,” she whispered. 


  When he merely answered with “hmm,” she stepped away. As she did, he gingerly caught her hands and held them. 


  “What happened,” he replied, “and how it happened…it was the best way to stop Sloan…if that makes any sense.”


  His eyes searched hers. “It’s okay, Cass.”


  A weak smile pulled at her mouth. He had spoken those words so many times before his death. Hearing him say them now brought peace, calm, and gladness. 


  One more tear slid down her face before her smile broadened. “It’s so good to see you, Jason.”


  Her smile abruptly vanished, and she turned her head away a little. “Can…do, uh…you think we could…be friends?”


  Jason’s eyebrows drew down, and a funny smile appeared on his lips. “Be friends? Cassidy, we are friends.”


  She looked at him shyly. They held each other’s gazes a moment more before Jason squeezed her hands. Then they stepped away and returned to the table. 


  As Cassidy, having composed herself, sat, a thought occurred to her. “Wait…did John know you were alive?”


  “Who do you think sent me here today?”


  Cassidy’s gaze narrowed. I’m going to have some very specific words for him the next time I see him.


  Jason seemed to read her thought. “Hey. Do you think it was easy for me seeing you in the hospital in the state you were in?”


  Cassidy eyed him. His wife died of cancer, and he probably had all sorts of unpleasant memories from hospitals. 


  She gestured to him. “How’s the, uh, wound?”


  Jason rubbed the spot on his chest where the blade of the knife had been. "Other than occasional soreness, just fine. Seems I'm gathering my own collection of battle scars."


  Cassidy fell silent briefly and then shook herself from her thoughts. “Okay. What’s the assignment?”


  Jason pulled a single, folded piece of paper from his back pocket and handed it to her. 


  "I think it's something right up your alley," he answered with a twinkle in his eyes.


  Cassidy took the paper and unfolded it. On it was only one thing: a picture of someone they both knew very well. Her gaze bored into the image.


  Jason smiled. He could almost see the spy side of her brain take over as she processed who she was looking at and begin rapidly piecing together a plan of action.


  “Glad to see you’re back to your old self,” he remarked genuinely.


  At length, Cassidy’s eyes lifted to his.


   "Well then," she said, a dark smile pulling at the corners of her mouth. “Looks like it's time to go hunting."


  When Jason observed her expression, he thought, heaven have mercy on her target…because she won’t.  


   




  Chapter 56


  Hunting Conclusions


   


  He cut down another narrow alley, his pursuers hot on his trail. The passage spit him out into a road crowded with people and vehicles. Traffic wasn't moving fast, but the front bumper of a car clipped him. 


  He spun around and would have fallen into the road, but a taxi in the next lane gave him something to slam into and stop his fall. Twisting about, he skirted the rear bumper of the taxi and scampered back into a run. 


  Another surge of adrenaline coursed through him when he saw them approaching from both directions. They were dangerously close. 


  He sprinted into the next side street and ducked into a narrow passage on the left. This one took him up and around a cluster of dumpy stores and shacks. He caught sight of a shadow above him, and panic tingled through him. They were even on the rooftops!


  He ducked right and down another unnamed alleyway. It was more like a tunnel and got him out of sight of the spotters on the roofs. 


  A pair of men, with their faces covered and rifles trained on him, appeared at the end of the alley. 


  He slid to a stop and spun, but two or more were already behind him. Before he could do anything rash, four rounds caught him in the legs, two per thigh, and dropped him. It took him a few seconds to realize that these men used rubber bullets. 


  Morgan Naphtali had completed this thought when someone pulled a cloth bag over his head and secured his wrists. They lifted him to his feet and led him along for a minute before shoving him into a car. 


  This was an unusual experience for Naphtali. The last time he had been treated like this was when he was first hired by his boss. That was before he instigated a coup within the organization and killed him, of course. The last time Naphtali had been captured by a government was…never.


  No one spoke for a solid twenty minutes, which he estimated was the length of time it took to get out of Nairobi. He knew they were finally out of the city and on a trail somewhere by how rough the ride became.


  At last, someone removed the bag from his head. He sat between two men. Another pair faced him, their seats facing backward behind the driver and passenger seats. 


  Their faces were hidden by tactical scarves and sunglasses, and each was heavily armored and armed. They reminded him of some kind of rogue special forces team.


  "Well, well, well," said the man facing him on the right and with a lovely, light British accent. "Morgan Naphtali. There have been a lot of people looking for you." 


  "Caused a lot of mayhem for your friend, Sloan," added the man facing him on the left and with a South African accent. “A lot of countries trying to place the highest bid so they can have a go at you once you've been captured."


  "So, who should we send him to?" asked the man directly on his right. "Egypt? The Muslim Brotherhood would have a field day."


  "How about Sudan?" suggested the man on the immediate left. "Give him to what's left of that rebel militia? You know, the one whose leader he gunned down?"


  "I like that idea," nodded the South African with a chuckle. "But who was it that suggested Iran? They send 'em to the choppin' block real quick."


  They all shared a laugh before the Brit said, "Yeah, who was that? Oh right, it was a friend of yours, Naphtali. Goes by the name of Cassidy Jackson. She sends her regards, by the way."


  Naphtali gawked. "No, that's impossible. She was infected."


  The Brit wheezed a laugh. "And yet she survived. You know how doggedly determined she is. Besides, you think anyone else could have hunted you down so quickly?"


  Naphtali silently cursed Cassidy. He was beginning to understand Sloan's hatred towards her.


  Yet, he thought, someone like her would want to be directly involved in the physical chase and capture. So, why isn’t she here if she really is alive?


  The South African seemed to read his thought, and Naphtali heard the grin in his voice when he said, “She took out Sloan, the much bigger threat. She considers you small fry compared to him and was content carrying out the preliminary hunting and arranging for your retrieval. You’re no longer worthy of her presence…Morgan.”


  The vehicle stopped, and Naphtali looked around, though he could see nothing out the windows. 


  "Where am I going?" he asked. 


  The South African pulled the bag over his head again before a hand slapped him on the shoulder. 


  "Naphtali," said the Brit. "It has been a displeasure knowing you." 


   


         ✧	✧	✧    


   


  From the dark shadows of a heavily forested rise in the distance, Cassidy watched Morgan Naphtali’s captors transfer him from one black SUV to another. She lowered the scope of her rifle and smiled. 


  Naphtali was headed to Iran. The radical Islamic government was baying for blood louder than anyone else. His death certificate had already been signed, and his execution would be swift. All the chatter within the government and among the terrorist cells themselves was vehement. While Naphtali had supplied a number of groups with weapons, he had ultimately betrayed them when he arranged the attack within their borders. 


  Naturally, the Agency would shadow him right to the executioner’s block to confirm his death.


  "Commander," she said, turning to the man beside her. "It's been good working with you again."


  "Always a pleasure, Cassidy," he replied with a grin as they shook hands. "Good to have you back in the field. Your dad would be proud."


  "Thank you, sir," she nodded before glancing at her watch. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I have to go see a man about some C4."


  The commander wheezed a laugh as she turned for her jeep parked at the top of the hill. "Always on the move, eh?"


  Cassidy looked over her shoulder and grinned. "Always." 


   


         ✧	✧	✧    


   


  Weapons fire cracked across the plain. It went on for another sixty seconds before twelve shooters secured their rifles and removed their hearing protection. 


  They chatted as they walked across the vast, secluded field toward their targets. The day was perfect for long-distance shooting: cloudy, pleasant air temperature, low humidity, and enough of an intermittent breeze to provide a challenge at six hundred yards.


  They reached their targets and assessed the results. There wasn't really any serious critiquing though, mostly excuses for any round that hadn't hit near the bull's eye.


  "The sun was in my eyes," explained one shooter. 


  "Allen," laughed one of his friends. “It’s cloudy, and the sun is to our backs."


  Special Agent Jason Stayton allowed himself a chuckle as the banter continued. 


  Officially, he was training, though it felt more like a vacation here in the hills. In the wake of the Sloan case, and mostly due to the inspiration of working with Cassidy Jackson, he decided he wanted a little more training: combat, firearms, basically everything.


   Since he was currently between cases, he figured he would get in some long-distance shooting experience. Out here, there were no spotters, no one to call out windage, or how many minutes to adjust to when they missed the target. 


   "You won’t always have a spotter," their instructor had said while looking pointedly at Jason. “Plus, it's just good practice learning to adjust to these things for yourself." 


  They hadn't started at six hundred yards but had gradually moved out to the distance that morning.


  It had been almost a month since Cassidy left to hunt Naphtali. Jason often wondered how that was progressing and literally where in the world she might be. 


  The banter continued another few minutes until someone asked, "Mind if I join the fun?"


  Conversation stopped, and Jason jumped at the voice that spoke behind him. He turned around and there she stood. 


  "Cassidy Jackson," said the instructor-owner of the land they were shooting on. Grinning, he strode over to her with his hand extended. "I've been wondering when you'd come by these parts again."


  "How are you, Joe?" she replied with a smile, shaking his hand. 


  "Just fine, just fine. Yeah, sure, do join in. I set up that extra stand over there, and I see you have your targets so…have at it."


  Conversation resumed as everyone replaced the disks. 


  "So, how have you been?" asked Cassidy to Jason, his stand beside hers at the end of the row.


  "Not too bad," he replied. 


  A breath passed between them before he shot a look at the others, caught up in conversation again. He glanced back at her, "Well?"


  Cassidy nodded. "It's done. The final loose end is tied."


  Jason looked at her directly. "You mean, you found him and everything?"


  She smiled and tilted her head. 


  "Impressive." 


  She threw him a cheesy grin. “I aim to please.”


  Jason couldn't deny she looked well, even better than when he had rendezvoused with her at the restaurant. She had returned from someplace with plenty of sun, and her face and arms were tan. She was strong and lean with focused gaze and eyes snapping at everyone. 


  And she was content and relaxed. He knew by her posture and expression. Born for action without a doubt, he thought, and to wander. 


  This time, he appreciated that trait instead of writing it off as a flaw. Their trek across the country during the case had actually sparked an interest to do some traveling of his own—though he would never admit that to her.


  Cassidy could have said similar things about Jason. She wondered how long it had taken him to regain his former strength because of the knife wound to the chest. How long had it taken for the muscle and tissue to fully heal? Yet, here he was, healthy and fit, with those keen blue eyes gazing intelligently at her. He was alive and well after all that had happened. It lightened her heart. 


  They had started back across the field when Jason said, "I’m glad to see you again."


  To his surprise, Cassidy slapped him on the shoulder. "Likewise, my friend," she smiled. "Likewise."


  “Are you going to be around for a while?” he asked, sounding almost hopeful.


  She glanced at him sideways and still with a playfully coy smile. “For a bit. Why? Ready to work together on another case?”


  At this, Jason looked at her with a somewhat pained expression. 


  Cassidy belted out a laugh and squeezed his shoulder a second time. 


  Jason regarded her with amusement while feeling like he had been knighted. He realized she was treating him like she did John and her other spy companions. It dawned on him that he was in her circle. 


  We really are friends now, he thought, chuckling along with Cassidy.


  When they returned to their rifles, and one of the other shooters saw Cassidy's weapon, he gaped. "Is that the—?"


  "MSR?" she asked, looking lovingly at her sniper rifle. "It is."


  "Alright," put in Jason, going prone on his spot. “Loser buys the winner three boxes of ammo."


  "Six," replied Cassidy, putting on her hearing protection. "Make it worth the gas I burned driving up here." 


   "Fine, but since you're an elite government agent, you have to shoot with both eyes closed," countered Jason. 


  "Oh, so you're conceding that my shooting skills are already superior?" asked Cassidy, a smile playing across her lips as she slid on her safety glasses. 


  Jason considered that this banter hadn't quite gone in his favor then slowly looked over at her, his eyes narrowing. "Never."


  "Fine, then," grinned Cassidy as she sighted through the scope and then disengaged the thumb safety on her rifle. "Game on." 


   




  Afterword


   


  1) A short word about "Chapter 52: Not Lacking Vision": 


  As we saw, especially at the end, there is an element of spiritual warfare in this story. Whether you believe in such a thing is, of course, your choice. 


  This is a fiction novel and what the character Hensley experienced is the product of creative writing. However, what is fact are people experiencing dreams of and visitations by Christ (primarily in spiritually dark places across the world) as well as phenomenal supernatural occurrences. This is happening in real life. Some experiences may be false, of course. However, the odds that every single experience is a lie is unlikely. Therefore, Hensley’s vision isn’t far-fetched.


  Sometimes a person is only reached through a supernatural event. We don't hear about it often here in the United States, though. Besides, such events wouldn’t make for very good media coverage.


  As always, the occult, whether an Ouiji board, pagan rituals, or communing with demons is nothing to be trifled with. It opens doors to let Evil into our lives and often in ways we can't imagine—even if it's just a "game."


   Also, those who travel a lot have to be careful about the artifacts or souvenirs they bring home from other countries. For example, in countries like Thailand, local gurus put curses on artifacts sold in stores that tourists buy—and with effects that can prove disastrous.


  I know from personal experience. Let me tell you, if you bring something like that back, strange things can begin happening and sometimes with serious consequences. Then you have to figure out the source, confront what's attached to it (in other words, demons), and destroy the object.


   


  2) A short word about "Chapter 48: Divine Intervention":


  Most of us have probably heard stories similar to what happened in this chapter. Someone is in trouble, a mysterious stranger shows up out of nowhere, renders aid, and then vanishes without a trace and without any reasonable explanation. These are incidents that cannot be explained and are only best described as a miracle or Divine Intervention.


  The idea for this chapter was inspired by a true event that happened to our church's missions pastor at the time he and his wife lived in Africa. 
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