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PROLOGUE



Oliver Dahlstrom ran his hand along the railing of the sleek new hundred-foot yacht. It had taken the master Greek shipwright three years to build it to Dahlstrom’s exact specifications. He had seen the boat in his dreams years ago, back when he was a poor kid living on scraps, attending an Ivy League school where his high school classmates said he didn’t belong. Look at me now, he thought with pride.

“Daddy, Daddy! I wanna go swimming!” His five-year-old daughter, Kendra, ran up and wrapped her arms around his left leg.

“Hold on, kiddo. It’s nighttime. We can’t swim at night.” He swept a hand over the horizon.

“But you said this is a vacation, Daddy,” Kendra pouted, her lower lip quivering. Normally, it would have convinced him. Not today.

“Honey, it’s dark. And you forgot, didn’t you?”

“Forgot about what?” The pout vanished.

“The surprise. You forgot the surprise.”

Her eyes went big. “Is it a dolphin, Daddy? Do we get to keep a dolphin?”

He laughed. “No, honey. It’s not a dolphin. Wanna guess again?”

By now he had knelt down, watching her face as her mind raced. Kendra, his little miracle. He and Sylvia had tried for years to get pregnant. Four rounds of IVF had failed. He had just turned fifty; she was forty-five. They had gone to Rome to celebrate his birthday and his appointment as Secretary of Transportation. Somehow, they had made a miracle. But he had lost Sylvia in childbirth, a loss he felt every time he looked at Kendra.

“You bought me a boat too?” Kendra guessed.

“Nope. Want one more try?”

Kendra shook her head. “Just tell me, Daddy. You know I don’t like surprises.”

His heart caught. That was exactly something Sylvia would say. He coughed past the lump in his throat. “How would you like to see a light show?”

“Like fireworks?”

“Yeah, just better!”

Kendra scrunched her face. “Well, it’s not a dolphin, Daddy. But okay.”

Oliver scooped his daughter into his arms and buried his face in her shoulder so she couldn’t see his tears. She was so much like Sylvia. If only his hard-won billions could have saved her. What was money if it couldn’t fix things? He’d do everything for Kendra, just like Sylvia would have wanted.

“Is Uncle Max going to miss the light show?” Kendra asked.

“No. Why?”

Besides the yacht’s crew, the two Dahlstroms and the man Kendra knew as ‘Uncle’ Max were the only ones aboard the yacht anchored off a tiny island in the Bahamas.

“Uncle Max went swimming, Daddy. That’s why I want to go too.”

That was news to Dahlstrom. He glanced at his watch. The show was starting in ten minutes.

“Why don’t you ask Nadia to make you a Shirley Temple and some popcorn? I’ll look for Uncle Max.”

Oliver smiled as his daughter ran off to find Nadia. The little girl loved Shirley Temples, even though more of her vocabulary was sounding like an adult’s.

Max wasn’t really Uncle Max. But Kendra didn’t need to know that. She’d never see him again after this maiden voyage. Uncle Max would be lost to childhood imagination.

When he returned to the foredeck, Kendra was waiting with her Shirley Temple and popcorn, but there was no Uncle Max.

“Is Uncle Max coming, Daddy?”

She had taken a real liking to their guest. How could she not? Uncle Max made friends everywhere he went. Oliver remembered that well from college.

“I couldn’t find him, honey. Don’t worry. I’m sure he’s gathering tall tales for you as he swims with King Triton and Ursula.”

“Those are just fairy tales, Daddy.”

Oliver sat next to his daughter and took a handful of popcorn from the bowl that could have fed ten moviegoers.

“Okay, honey. It’s about to start.”

He pointed towards the horizon just as his watch clicked over to 10 pm. The show began with a twinkling of lights.

“Oh!” Kendra exclaimed, hopping up and almost tipping over the popcorn.

The twinkling turned into a swirling mix of colors, forming the shape of a dolphin.

“Dolphin!” Kendra squealed.

For the next five minutes, all of Kendra’s favorite things appeared: unicorns, rainbows, a Lamborghini, a pile of soccer balls rolling as if kicked.

“Here it comes, honey, the grand finale,” Dahlstrom whispered as the drones swirled again.

The drones burst outward and, when they flashed on again, formed the shape of Kendra’s face.

“That’s me!” Kendra yelled, jumping up and down.

“Do you like it?” Dahlstrom hoped the crew member had filmed it all.

“I love it, Daddy! Can I have another Shirley Temple?”

Oliver laughed. How fast his daughter’s interests changed. He wondered if it would be the same with boys in high school.

“Sure, honey, why don’t you⁠—”

He was still looking at the fading image of his daughter’s face when the lights went from white to red. The shape changed again. When the drones stopped, they formed a large red X. The red light pulsed. Dahlstrom knew something wasn’t right.

“Kendra, honey, come he⁠—”

The last word never left his mouth as the explosive-laden drones enveloped the yacht. His last thought was, “Where is Uncle Max?”


CHAPTER 1



THE WHITE HOUSE, WASHINGTON, D.C.

President Brandon Zimmer looked at himself in the bathroom mirror. “When did you get so gray, old man?” He ran a hand through his hair and marveled at how little time it took to weather the man who led the most powerful nation in the world. Zimmer wondered if Napoleon or Julius Caesar had thought the same.

“Better get to it, old man.” He went through his morning routine of shaving, then rinsing, then applying all the lotions and potions his staff thought made him look younger and best for television. After combing his hair, he looked into his own eyes and said, “Not bad for an old timer.”

He chuckled as he left the bathroom and went to lay out his clothes. These were the everyday “man tasks” that he still insisted on doing. Sure there was White House staff that would be more than happy to select his underwear, lean him back for a straight razor shave, but Brandon Zimmer had recognized long ago that it was important to keep the little things that maintained even the tiniest semblance of normal life.

He was just picking out his tie when there was a knock at the door. “Come in,” he said, trying to decide between a scarlet red tie or a baby blue one.

“I’m sorry to disturb you, Mr. President.”

He looked up in surprise. “Mr. President? Let me guess, they installed cameras in my residence now,” he said as he walked to Marge Haines to give her a good morning kiss. She was his Chief of Staff, his most trusted adviser, and somehow they’d lovers. Zimmer hoped that, once he left office, it would become something more than that. He hadn’t mentioned it to Haines.

Instead of leaning in for the kiss, Haines held out a hand. “There’s been a development.”

There were always developments. President Zimmer had heard the word ‘development’ so many times and in so many dire situations that he thought about banning the word from the English language. A president could do that, couldn’t he?

“Who is it this time? Hamas? Iran? North Korea? Or let me guess, that petty dictator in the bowels of Africa is screaming for my head again."

When he didn’t get a rise out of Haines, Zimmer went serious. “What is it, Marge?”

“Oliver Dahlstrom.”

Zimmer felt a spike of pain in his chest. He resisted the urge to wince. The pains had come more frequently of late. He had told no one. Not Marge. Not his doctor. Not anyone. It wouldn’t do to have a weak president in the White House.

Oliver Dahlstrom was one of Zimmer’s closest friends, had been since school. Theirs was an unlikely friendship. Back then, Brandon Zimmer was the spoiled son of a U.S. Senator and Oliver Dahlstrom was the poor kid on partial scholarship whom the school had assigned to tutor young Zimmer so he wouldn’t flunk out of college. Zimmer was more than bright enough. Keeping his attention on schoolwork, not girls and parties, was the concern.

“What happened?” Zimmer asked, his mind floating back to those late nights in the library, when he’d realized that there was more to Dahlstrom than just his smarts and threadbare sneakers.

“He was in the Bahamas, with his⁠—”

“I know he was in the Bahamas, dammit! I sent him there.” Then he remembered. “My God. Was Kendra⁠—”

Marge nodded solemnly.

“Everyone on the secretary’s yacht is dead. We’ve got a team working with local authorities to identify the remains.”

“And we’re sure they were on that boat?”

“Ninety-nine percent sure.”

Marge just stared at him then, and for a long moment Zimmer couldn’t figure out why.

“No. Did he die too?” he asked.

“That’s the wrinkle.”

“There’s more?”

Marge nodded. “Per your orders, we had the Navy monitoring the area day and night. They reported a single form leaving the yacht approximately an hour earlier. Do you think he could’ve⁠—”

“No. Absolutely not. He was Oliver’s friend too.” Was that the truth and nothing but? No, maybe not. There’d been disagreements in the past, with him and Oliver being on one side and their friend on the other. But wasn’t that a natural consequence of Democrats vs. Republicans?

“No. It could not have been him,” Zimmer repeated, more sure now. “What else do we know and who knows it?”

Marge ran through the handful of people down the chain of command who knew a sliver of the situation. No one but Zimmer and Haines knew the complete story. And Dahlstrom and their friend, of course.

“I think we should bring in the FBI and possibly the CIA,” Marge said.

Zimmer winced. Bringing in any of the U.S. agencies would raise questions. Questions led to answers. Answers led to guesses. And guesses eventually led to the truth.

“No. We can’t bring them in, yet.”

Zimmer walked to the window and looked out upon the dawning day, the sun promising to make it a scorcher in D.C. that morning.

“What would you like me to do?” Haines asked.

Normally, she would’ve presented solutions. Not this time. Because this time the entire affair had been his idea. Some idea.

Someone found out. But how? He thought.

Then he knew what he needed to do.

“Get Cal on the phone,” he said, his voice steely. “Tell him to drop everything he’s doing and get up here now.”


CHAPTER 2



CAMP SPARTAN, ARRINGTON, TN

Cal Stokes yawned while listening to Neil Patel’s latest complaints.

“Cal, trust me, if the government and military weren’t stuck in the 1950s, I could revolutionize the appropriations process at a fraction of the cost and give them spiffier gadgets.”

“Take it up with your state representative, Neil. I’m sure they’d send you a polite postcard of thanks for your suggestions. And did you just use the word spiffier?”

Neil gave his long-time friend the middle finger.

“I’m being serious. Do you know how much grief the big guys are giving Palmer Luckey?”

“If you’re referring to the powerful defense suppliers who control Washington and Palmer Luckey, the creator of the VR headset Facebook acquired and current CEO of Anduril, I am aware of the challenges he’s up against. But Palmer’s a tough guy. He told me so last week over lunch at the club.”

“Did he really?” Neil said.

“Hook, line, and sinker, my friend. You make a lousy spy, you know that?” Cal said, patting his friend on the back. “Now, if there’s nothing pressing, I am going to hit the gym before the pancakes in the mess hall use their sweet siren call to entice me to breakfast.”

Neil rolled his eyes.

“We really need to talk about this stuff, Cal. If you want us to compete, we need to hire lobbyists, lawyers⁠—”

Cal held up a hand. “You know how I feel about the L words. Besides, why don’t you call Brandon? You’re not on his shit list. I’m sure he’ll pull some strings and get your latest gadgets into the hands of our snoopers and poopers.”

“Cal, you’re not listening, it’s the people who really run Washington who⁠—”

Cal stuck his fingers in his ears and hurried towards the elevator. “Nah, nah, nah, I can’t hear you.” He pressed the elevator door with his elbow and grinned at his friend when he backed in through the door. Neil gave another middle finger, something the owner of Stokes Security International (SSI) was very much used to.
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When he emerged from SSI’s R&D building, the Tennessee morning was already hot and soupy. Beads of sweat dotted his brow as he jogged toward the workout facility. Todd Dunn, the current CEO of SSI, had finally convinced Cal that a state-of-the-art gym was what they needed, not a bare-bones Marine Corps-style gym that Cal like grown up with. Cal didn’t mind it so much. Instead of decades-old rags to mop up sweat, now they had essential-oil-scented towels to finish a tough workout.

He’d just made it to the sliding doors when his phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket and saw that another former SSI CEO was calling.

“Well, if it isn’t the right hand of the king,” Cal said when he picked up. “Tell me, does his royal highness have one or two stewards to wipe his ass after he⁠—”

“Cal, this is not a secure line.”

Cal stopped mid-stride. His mouth had a way of running its own course.

“Sorry, Marge. What’s up?” He’d somehow resisted the urge to call her by her nickname, The Hammer, an impressive moniker she’d won for her powerhouse courtroom brawls.

“He needs to see you.”

“Now?” Cal asked. Even though he and the president were closer than friends (more like brothers), they were currently not on the best of terms. That sometimes happened when Cal and his teams went wandering where the civilized world said they shouldn’t.

“Yes, now.”

“Okay. I can be at the airport in thirty minutes.”

“No need. We’ve got a helicopter coming to get you now.”

As if on cue, a gleaming green HMX-1 CH-53 thundered into view. Cal had heard they were being replaced by Ospreys now. He sure would miss the 53s.

“They just got here,” Cal said. A crowd of SSI operators appeared from their respective training areas and watched as the Marine helicopter hovered to land on the SSI athletic field. “Do I have time to pack a bag?” he asked Marge.

There was no answer. When he looked down at his phone, he saw Marge had ended the call. That wasn’t a good sign.

There was nothing left to do but trot to the helicopter, wave hello to the crew chief who lifted him up the stairs with a, “Welcome back to the big suck, sir.”

“Semper Fi, Gunny,” Cal said, grinning. Then he sat back as they launched into the air not thirty seconds after they’d landed. Cal wondered what in the hell could be so pressing that a face-to-face meeting with Brandon was not so much requested as demanded.


CHAPTER 3



THE WHITE HOUSE, WASHINGTON, D.C.

The helicopter touched down, and Cal disembarked without ceremony, throwing a quick salute to the pilots and crew. Before he’d made it to the waiting Secret Service agent, the bird was back in the air.

“Welcome back, Mr. Stokes,” the linebacker-looking agent said.

“Thanks. Say, who do I have to pay to get you boys to call me Cal?”

“Boys and girls now, Mr. Stokes. We’re very particular about such things. Hadn’t you heard?” The agent was smiling.

“Right. You’ll have to excuse me. I never graduated from college and deep down, I’m just a staff sergeant trying not to let his mouth run away with the first potty word that comes to mind.”

The agent chuckled. “Understood, sir. Besides, I’m pretty sure the president would have me drawn and quartered if I didn’t offer proper respect to the Marine Corps.”

Cal grunted. “So my lessons are finally paying off.”

The agent led Cal into the White House, choosing what Cal now knew was the back way, away from crowds, tourists, and nosy politicians. They arrived at the president’s private residence, and the agent knocked on the door. He was rewarded with a “Come in” from inside.

“Have a pleasant stay, Mr. Stokes.”

“Thanks. Remind me whether we’re supposed to tip you guys?” Cal grinned as the agent shook his head and marched away.

Cal entered the president’s quarters, ready for a verbal spanking. It seemed to be the rule nowadays. He did not find an angry commander-in-chief. Cal found a president in his undershirt sipping on a crystal glass full of brown liquid, the bottle of Four Branches Bourbon sitting on the table next to him. Brandon was staring out the window.

“I see you got my present,” Cal said, pointing at the bottle.

“Grab a glass,” the president said without looking away from the window.

Cal thought better than to ask, so he found a glass at the small bar and poured himself a finger of the bourbon distilled and distributed by four of his good friends, each a member of one of the armed forces, all elite soldiers in their own regard.

“To Oliver Dahlstrom,” the president said, raising his glass and taking a long drink before lowering the glass again.

Cal took a small sip, watching his friend.

“Should I know who Oliver Dahlstrom is?” Cal asked.

Brandon Zimmer turned from the window and faced Cal. His eyes rimmed red.

“Oliver Dahlstrom was our Secretary of Transportation. Last night, in the Bahamas, while enjoying his brand-new yacht with his five-year-old daughter, he’s a widower, you see, someone thought it was a good idea to blow up my friend, his child, and the entire crew.” Brandon gripped his glass so tight Cal thought he might crack it whole.

“I’m sorry,” Cal said.

Then, to Cal’s complete surprise, Brandon pivoted in his chair and threw the crystal glass with all his might at the window. It hit dead center. The might of the blast-and-bulletproof window held while the crystal glass and bourbon sprayed. A second later, a Secret Service agent rushed into the room, armed and ready, eyes scanning the room and resting on Cal. Cal was careful to keep his hands in his lap until Brandon said, “I’m sorry, Ken. That was me. Lost my cool.”

The agent re-holstered his weapon. “That’s okay, Mr. President. We’ll have someone clean that up when you head to work.” The man left, and Cal examined his friend.

“Who was Oliver Dahlstrom to you?” Cal asked.

For a time, Brandon stared out the window. When he finally turned, there was a resolute look stamped on his features. “Oliver Dahlstrom and I went to school together. I won’t bore you with the details. The Cliff Notes version is that Oliver made billions and was always a good friend, even when I didn’t deserve it.” Cal was well aware of the president’s rebellious youth. Brandon readily admitted that he’d been a silver spoon rich kid. He’d come a long way, and no small part of that came from his friendship with Cal and the others at SSI and The Jefferson Group, their joint secret operations organization.

“I appointed Oliver to be Secretary of Transportation because he deserved it. He didn’t have to do it. He should be sipping on a virgin piña colada with his daughter right now.”

Brandon breathed heavily.

“You want me to find out who killed him?” Cal asked. He was prepared to carry out the president’s request, but wondered why none of the alphabet agencies were involved.

“Yes. That’s part of it. There’s more.”

“Go on.”

Brandon stood up, walked to the bar, and found another glass. Then he poured himself another healthy draft of bourbon. After taking a sip, he went on.

“Let me tell you about Uncle Max.”


CHAPTER 4



THE WHITE HOUSE, WASHINGTON, D.C.

“Uncle Max was a name Oliver and I gave to another classmate. You’ve seen The Sound of Music?” Cal nodded. “Uncle Max was the family friend, agent, something like that, who produced the music festival at the end of the movie. He helped the Von Trapps get out of Austria. We called our friend Uncle Max because he was a chameleon, like the movie character, and utterly ruthless when needed. You know how Dos Equis has the most interesting man in the world? Well, that’s Uncle Max, though the Dos Equis guy has nothing on my friend.” Brandon took another sip of bourbon. “While Oliver worked nights to pay his tuition and somehow found time to tutor my procrastinating young adult self, Uncle Max zipped off to Switzerland to learn how to ski from a Finn who’d fought the Soviets. The next week he’d zip off to Alaska to track grizzlies. He liked to get close. When he reappeared, he regaled us with stories of parties with supermodels, meals with shamans, service work in the Sudan. I asked to look at his passport once and he asked, “Which one?” Apparently he’d had to get a new one because he’d run out of room for new stamps.”

“Sounds like an interesting guy,” Cal said.

“He is. Very interesting. Now, to the point. We lost track of Uncle Max after graduation. Oliver went into business and I followed dad into politics. Occasionally I’d get postcards from far-flung cities: Singapore, Moscow, Juno, that kind of thing. I’d get a chuckle out of it and put it out of my mind. That was until last year. The CIA said they had an operative who said he knew me personally. I, of course, did not know who they meant until Uncle Max walked into the conference room at Camp David, suntanned and looking very much like an Italian playboy.”

“He’s a spy.”

“He is. Has been for decades. The Agency recruited him straight out of college. They threw him into every impossible situation they could, and he always came out smelling rosy and clean. That’s Uncle Max. I swear he’s got a lucky rabbit’s foot stuck up his rear.” The president chuckled, then seemed to remember why Cal was there. “Uncle Max did not visit because he wanted to rehash old college party stories. He had an operation that no one in the agency wanted him to conduct. He told me in confidence that he’d played dumb, let them think he was going to retire and wanted one last favor: to get a re-introduction to his longtime friend, President Brandon Zimmer. I can only assume that someone in Langley thought it might work to their favor.”

“What’s the operation?” Cal asked, intrigued by this Uncle Max, who instantly brought memories of Cal’s own secretive ‘friend’ Matthew Wilcox, the wily assassin with allegiance to no one but himself.

“He wanted to take down Cuba.”

Cal leaned forward. “Excuse me?”

“He wanted to overthrow the socialists. Sounds crazy, doesn’t it?”

“I thought we’d normalized relations. Hell, isn’t Cuba a vacation destination now?”

“We have, sort of, and yes it is. I’ve been there twice myself, before I became president. It’s a beautiful place with beautiful people. Amazing that much of it’s still stuck in the 1950s.”

“I’m sorry if I’m not figuring out the puzzle, but if it ain’t broke, why fix it?”

“That’s exactly what I asked. Uncle Max said he had it on good authority that the extreme of the extremists were cooking up a plot. He wouldn’t say what. He said he needed my permission to go look, see what he could find. Uncle Max is very convincing. Plus, he’s got the award-winning experience to back it up.”

Cal was beginning to understand. “So you kept it between friends. You asked Dahlstrom to give Uncle Max a lift. Is that what happened? Did the spy die too?”

Brandon shook his head. “That’s why you’re here. Uncle Max promised me he’d wear a GPS locator that would give me intermittent updates of where he was. That locator showed Uncle Max leaving the boat approximately fifty minutes before the explosion. The next ping was on the closest island. Then, nothing. No contact.”

“So you want me to find out who killed the Dahlstroms and find Uncle Max?”

“I tried to subtly restrain our people, but they’re already converging at the scene. They don’t, and can’t, know about Uncle Max. I think if you find him, you’ll find out who killed everyone on the yacht.”

Cal shifted in his seat, thinking. “I’m going to ask you a very uncomfortable question.”

“You’re wondering if Uncle Max killed Oliver.”

Cal nodded.

“No. It’s impossible. That’s like saying you had it in you to kill me. No, I’d never believe it.”

“Okay, then who else is on your list of suspects? And how did they find out where Dahlstrom and Uncle Max would be?”

Brandon set his glass down and locked eyes with Cal. “It has to be the Cubans. Who exactly, I don’t know.”

“Who else knew about Uncle Max?”

“Myself, Marge, and Oliver.”

“You’re sure? What about the Agency?”

Brandon shook his head. “I’ve already looked into it. They’re clean.”

Cal took that at face value, for now. And he knew Marge well. She was not a suspect. It had to be someone in Cuba. They’d found out. But how?

“Okay. We can look into it. What resources do I get?”

Cal wasn’t expecting free rein with the alphabet agencies, but Brandon’s response surprised him.

“Just you, Cal. This can’t get out. And if it happens, I need you to do something I really don’t want to ask.

The professional in Cal understood the next step. The friend in him felt a twinge of dread. “You want me to kill Uncle Max.”

Brandon grimaced and said, “Obviously, I don’t want it to come to that. But if comes out that the President of United States was actively pursuing another Bay of Pigs, you know what would happen.”

“I’ll do it.”

Brandon breathed a heavy sigh. “There’s one more thing you’ll need, plus there’s a file on the end table I want you to take.”

“What’s that?”

“Uncle Max’s real name is Trevor St. James.”


CHAPTER 5



THE BAHAMAS

Trevor St. James (aka Uncle Max) watched the United States Navy converge on the site of Oliver Dahlstrom’s murder. St. James allowed the rage to simmer. There would be time for grief later. His years on operations, a lone wolf, ingrained in him a coldness that was getting harder and harder to shake.

“What’s happening over there?” St. James asked the captain of the small fishing vessel he’d chartered.

“Something about an explosion,” the captain said, sucking down a cloud of vape from his husky liquid pen.

What St. James really wanted to do was sleep. He’d watched the drone show from shore, resting after his night swim. When the drones had gone from merry to angry red, his every fiber knew death was coming.

Objectively, as a professional, St. James knew the job was done well. And he held no illusions that the Dahlstroms were the true targets. He was the target. But how? No one knew where he was or why except for Oliver and Brandon. Oliver had always been tight-lipped. It came with the territory when you were the pauper amongst princes. Oliver would talk about it sometimes, how he never knew who to confide in. When Brandon was off being the playboy, it’d been Trevor St. James who put an arm around Dahlstrom.

“I’m going to miss you, old friend,” he whispered to the ghost of his classmate. Oliver Dahlstrom was the one man he’d kept in touch with from his old life. St. James came from an old money family spanning back five generations, all the way to the Civil War. It was during the war between states that the St. James men, once ardent supporters of the crown, found their true gift: secrecy.

Trevor St. James was only the latest male heir to serve his country as a spy. The others included his grandfather, who Colonel William “Wild Bill” Donovan himself handpicked to spy on the Russians. His father served in Vietnam, pretending to be a politician, but he was actually a genius at getting intel from the top Vietnamese commanders, both North and South.

St. James was a dualist. Not only was he an expert in gathering intelligence in a manner of ways, (it helped when your family owned countless estates and riches) he’d also become an expert in a very specific niche: the disposal of bodies after sensitive operations. When the high-speed shooters took out such-and-such dictator, agitator or former ally of America, St. James found new and innovative ways to swoop in, snatch the body and dispose of it. That skill had kept him busy and on the road most of his adult life. Even the president, his old friend Brandon, didn’t know that little tidbit. No sense tipping the president off to the location of every skeleton.

“You think I can drop a line in now?” St. James asked, playing the eager angler with too much money to spend.

“Yeah, bro. Go ahead.” The captain’s tone had a hint of condescension. He thought it was a waste of time and thought the rich passenger knew nothing of real fishing. The opposite was true, of course.

St. James grabbed a pole and cast the line into the water as a pair of helicopters roared overhead, thundering towards Oliver’s current resting place. And that beautiful little girl.

St. James pushed the thoughts away. Later, he told himself again. He focused instead on the line that he continued to let out alongside the boat as they chugged further and further away from his narrow escape with death.


CHAPTER 6



NASSAU, BAHAMAS

The private plane touched down and taxied to the VIP terminal. The customs check was brief and Cal drove away from the airport in a rental car ten minutes after landing.

“I’m on the ground,” Cal said, when the president picked up his call.

“Good. The Navy and federal agents are on the scene. No sign of Uncle Max yet.”

They’d agreed to keep with St. James’ nickname, just in case someone was listening.

“Okay. I’ll see what I can find.”

“Be careful, Cal. Call me if I can help.”

“Hopefully it won’t come to that, but thanks.”

Cal ended the call and kept his eyes on the road ahead. There were friends to meet, friends who would soon be pulled into the mystery of the missing Uncle Max.
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“One. Two. Three!” the bar owner yelled and the massive black hand released its pinned opponent from the arm wrestling table.

“He cheated!” the loser yelled at the crowd, his massive belly bumping into the table.

The huge black man standing across from him grinned. “No need getting pissy, friend. You lost fair and square. I’m happy to go another round if you’d like.”

“I ain’t givin’ you another chance to cheat, you fucking ni⁠—”

A short stocky man with a twin-braided beard stepped up and put a hand on the loud mouth’s arm. “Don’t go there, pal.”

The fat man shook off the Hispanic’s hand, flaring. “And who the fuck are you, burrito boy?!”

The shorter man looked to the huge black man, who nodded in reluctant acceptance.

“I gave you a chance to be nice,” the Hispanic said. In a blink, he’d hammered the sides of the man’s impressive midsection like he was working a punching bag. The fat man bent over at the waist. There was a collective cheer from the crowd.

“Get him out of here,” the bar owner said to the bouncers. They descended as a troop and hauled the gasping loser from the bar.

“Did you have to lay hands on the man?” the bar owner asked. He handed a stack of cash to the large black man.

Willie Trent, the winner and former Marine master sergeant, said, “Sorry. Gaucho gets very testy when someone calls me a name. You’d think he was my mother.”

Gaucho, the short Hispanic and Trent’s best friend, shrugged. “He’s my brother. What was I supposed to do? Anyway, I’ll bet he was a terrible tipper.”

The bar owner laughed. “You got that right. Here,” he handed Gaucho a hundred-dollar bill. “For taking out the trash.”

Gaucho didn’t take the money. “Consider it payment for a wonderful day. Seriously, if you ever want a couple of hardworking investors, call us.”

“Can’t see that happening, but I’ll keep you in mind. Can I get you boys another round?”

“No thanks,” Trent said, we’re meeting a friend. He glanced at the door and waved when he saw Cal. “I take that back. We’ll have another round. Make sure you make one drink super fruity with a couple of umbrellas too. For our friend.”

“You got it,” the bar owner said, moving to the bar to fill the order.

Gaucho was the first to reach Cal and wrap him in a brotherly hug.

“I’m not sure it’s possible, but you two are tanner than ever,” Cal said, releasing Gaucho and greeting Trent, who wrapped his fellow Marine in his massive arms and lifted him off the floor. “Jeez, Top, there are people watching.”

“I don’t care. I’ve missed you, Cal.” Trent planted a wet kiss on Cal’s forehead, then eased him back to the floor.

Cal wiped his forehead and pointed to an empty table in the corner. “That ours?”

“Privacy, just as you ordered, boss,” Gaucho said. “Don’t let Top’s show of affection sway you. I missed you too.”

Cal laughed. It was better than good to see his close friends again. They slid into the booth, Cal taking the center spot. “Tell me, how’s house hunting?”

Top and Gaucho had long talked about retiring from the international spy gig to retire in the Caribbean. After their last operation in Key West, they stayed south and spent months island hopping.

“I really loved St. John,” Top said. “Gaucho complained it’s too quiet.”

“It was!” Gaucho said. “I’m not an old man yet. When I retire, I want to be surrounded by beautiful women. No hermit life for me, thank you very much.”

The bar owner appeared with their drinks. Beers for Top and Gaucho. A monstrous margarita glass filled with pink frozen booze, a layer of fruit on top, and an umbrella kicker for Cal. “Let me know when you want a proper drink,” he said to Cal with a wink.

Cal shook his head, but grabbed the drink and sucked down a quick taste. “I think the joke’s on you two. This is pretty damn good.” He munched on a hunk of pineapple, smiling.

Gaucho frowned. “You’re no fun.” He chugged half his beer, then said, “So, you said this was urgent. Daniel okay?”

Daniel Briggs was possibly the most important member of their team. Not only was he one of the most skilled snipers in the world, he had a warrior monk mentality that made everyone around him infinitely better.

“Yep. He’s in Paris with Anna. Checks in every day.”

“That’s good to hear,” Top said. “Snake Eyes was in rough shape the last time we saw him.”

The last time they’d seen him was after being captured and tortured on a tiny Florida Key island by a pair of sadistic pricks who’d saved decades of spite just for Daniel.

“I’ve talked to Anna. She says he’s on the mend,” Cal said, taking a bite out of the strawberry drink accoutrement.

“I hope they get married,” Gaucho said. “He deserves to enjoy life, you know?”

“We all do,” Top said. “To enjoying life.” He raised his glass, and they all toasted, each knowing that the life they’d chosen to lead would always keep them on the razor’s edge between life and death. “Now, what’s so urgent that you interrupted our negotiations?”

Cal had thought about how much to tell his friends. He was taking a risk skirting the president’s orders of secrecy. But if Cal had learned anything in his career, it was that going it alone was stupid and deadly.

“First, Brandon doesn’t want me to tell you this.”

“What else is new? He’s a politician,” Gaucho said.

“Hey, he’s our politician,” Top said.

“Sure. But he’s still a politician, Top. C.Y.A. Cover your ass,” Gaucho replied with a burp.

Top shook his head and motioned for Cal to continue.

“You’ve probably seen the news by now. Last night, someone killed Secretary Oliver Dahlstrom, his daughter, and the crew of his yacht.” He explained everything that the president had told him, fully aware that Brandon would be less than enthused if he found out. As long as they found Uncle Max and the culprit, that wouldn’t be a problem. At least, that’s what Cal told himself.


CHAPTER 7



GEORGETOWN, WASHINGTON, D.C.

She traced her index finger along his shoulder and down his arm. He didn’t move, and that disappointed her. Bolder, she slid her arm through his and down his perfect abs. He grabbed her hand, and in a voice groggy with sleep, said, “It’s almost five. You shower first.”

She cuddled closer to him. “Can’t we stay in bed a little longer?”

She couldn’t help but admire his perfection, even after a late night and just waking up. Overcome, she tried to straddle him, but he eased her back gently.

“We need to get to work,” he said, dotting her forehead with three soft kisses.

“Okay,” she said, just a little pouty, still hoping that he’d ignore work and take her again.

He did not take the bait. She huffed a little and slid from the bed, more than a little self conscious of her body. While his was perfect in every way, she still held the college weight she’d had since freshman year. She kept telling herself to go to the gym, but there always seemed to be something to distract her. Maybe if she subsisted on wine and sex, she’d get skinny.

He slid to the edge of the bed and pulled her close, kissing her from chest down to her belly. She swooned and tried to move closer, but he held her in place.

“Go,” he said, grinning. “I’ve got next shower.”

She loved everything about him, including the way he looked when he lathered his perfect hair and stunning body.

While stepping into the shower, she marveled at her good fortune. The little subconscious self pity tried to creep in. “You’re not good enough,” the little voice said, working to get louder in her head. “He doesn’t like you.”

But he did like her. He’d told her many times. And still it surprised her.

She hurried to shower, eager to see him naked again, imagining the night before and hopefully tonight.

He did not disappoint. He was not self conscious about his body. Why should he be? Not with that body.

She brushed her hair and tried not to stare at his image in the mirror. Get a grip, she told herself.

Breakfast consisted of Nespresso coffee. The protein shakes went into their respective backpacks.

“Ugh. It’s so hot,” she said as they opened the brownstone’s door and walked out onto the sidewalk.

“I love it,” he said. “Feels like home.”

Miami was home for Rodrigo Mesa.

Hers was Sedona, Arizona. A place not nearly as exciting as Washington, D.C. Gone were the silly dresses replaced by smart suits and smarter conversations. If she was in a truth-telling mood; she’d admit that her father was right. The intern stint in Washington had been good for her. Look at the fine catch she’d made. And it hadn’t even been a year! Sure, the hours were terrible. But, much to her surprise, the average age of most Washington staffer was mid-twenties. They worked hard and partied harder. It was at one of those parties that she’d met Rodrigo. She was more than a little drunk, but he hadn’t seemed to mind. In fact, he’d seemed genuinely fascinated by her.

The biggest surprise was that he hadn’t slept with her that first night. Instead, he’d held her hair as she puked in the toilet, nursing her into the night and the next morning. They hadn’t gone all the way until after their third date. She’d given it to him willingly, and he’d been more eager than all the boys she’d been with combined.

“Have time for lunch today?” she asked as they crossed the street and hurried to catch the bus.

“Sorry. I’m swamped. Dinner. Late?”

“It’s a date,” she said. They parted with a kiss.

When she approached the White House security shack, the guard waved and greeted her by name. “Good morning, Ms. Merriweather.”

“Good morning. Is it always this hot in D.C.?”

“Only in the summer. Make sure you’ve got your badge on. Don’t want you to get in trouble again.”

“Right, thanks for the reminder,” Alice Merriweather said. Thoughts of Rodrigo had consumed her so much that she had completely forgotten about security. Her first week at the White House was a series of screw ups, ones that she was sure had gotten back to her high-powered-attorney father in Scottsdale. He’d nabbed her the job. It was more of a demand. It went something like, “You need to grow up, Alice. I won’t finance your country club escapades forever.”

Escapades. What escapades? There’d been one ‘incident’.

She clipped her badge to her tailored suit, the one she thought best hid her body. “Have a good day,” she said to the guard, who pressed a button to let her through.

As she walked into the White House, she wondered what Rodrigo was doing. Probably something very important. He wasn’t just gorgeous, he was smart and ambitious. He’d make a perfect husband, someone she could wave in her father’s face and say, “See, I am not a total screw up.”

Walking into the White House, she no longer noticed the history and majesty of the place. To survive another monotonous day, Alice imagined herself as a responsible adult discussing her day with Rodrigo. She’d do it for him. Her world was his, and she thought that the reverse was beginning to apply to him, too.


CHAPTER 8



TOP SECRET FEDERAL PRISON, PENNSYLVANIA

The man in the tan jumpsuit accepted the meal from the metal slit in the heavy door.

“Thank you,” he said politely.

The guard said nothing, just closed the hatch and stomped away.

His meal was simple and bland. He didn’t care. He estimated that his weight was thirty pounds lighter than the day they dragged him in. Not that weight mattered to the federal prison inmate. His identification and location were one of the highest held secrets in the country. Such were his sins. Such was the man.

He sat on the edge of his bed and lumped runny eggs on top of a piece of bread. Slowly, he ate his breakfast. There was no need to rush here. He was secure and alone.

Only he wasn’t alone. His mind was his best companion and highest asset. As he chewed the tasteless food, his mind wondered to what the current message might hold. He had to be careful. American law ensured that no cameras were allowed in his cell, although there were ways to bypass the law. In his case, they probably assumed he had been neutered, put in a hole, and left to dissolve into mush, much like his food.

The joke was on them.

On the outside, there were so many responsibilities that a single mission rarely took prime seat. That’s what had gotten him in the end; lack of focus. He rarely chided himself, having perfected the art of noting a deficiency, learning from it, and moving on. He’d learned his lesson and would not make the same mistake again.

Once he’d finished his first piece of toast and half the eggs, he grabbed the second piece of toast and flipped it over. Perfect. No signs of tampering. That was good. He paid the guard well for a reason. The man in the tan jumpsuit knew that over the previous fifteen years, this guard had squirreled away $3.2 million dollars helping inmates maintain contact with the outside world. His prices went up annually. Would he retire soon, or would he continue working the system until he got caught? The inmate didn’t care. None of his personal communications was decipherable unless a super sleuth had a copy of the obscure Russian folklore novel that the inmate had been gifted in 1989, a book he had memorized. A trusted friend on the outside had the hard copy.

He split the toast in half and pulled out the tiny rolled note. He unrolled it and committed the coded message to memory, then put the note in his mouth, chewed it three times, and swallowed it. His stomach acid would do the rest.

Edmond Flap, lifelong spy and, until recently, former director of the Central Intelligence Agency, sat back down on his bed and finished his breakfast, all while deciphering the message, smiling that he was getting closer to another jab at his hated enemies.


CHAPTER 9



WASHINGTON, D.C.

“Young men, I hope you’ll do me proud at this year’s Jamboree.”

Arkansas Congressman Leonard Potts smiled for the camera, arms wrapped around the Boy Scouts and their scoutmaster.

After the last pictures snapped, the scoutmaster lingered to shower Rep. Potts with thanks. Potts listened intently, understanding that the man needed to feel heard. It was his job, after all, to listen to his voters.

Rodrigo Mesa stepped into the office and nodded to his boss.

“You’ll have to excuse me,” the congressman said smoothly to his constituents. “I’ve gotta spend the rest of the day with boring politicians who don’t know a bowline from a bowtie.”

The scoutmaster and his scouts all laughed. One scout held up the rope he’d used to show how he’d won the troop’s speed bowline tying contest. Potts patted the boy on the back. A pair of interns escorted them out.

“Sometimes I wish I was a kid again. What I wouldn’t give to be a Boy Scout and tramp around the woods for a summer.”

Potts walked to a side table and poured himself a glass of ice water, wishing it was whiskey.

Mesa waited for his boss to finish. Potts waved a ‘give it to me’ gesture.

“Nothing new,” Rodrigo said.

“Too bad,” Potts said, refilling the glass and taking it to his desk. “How’s the girl? And sit down, Rod. You look more like a magazine cover model when you stand.”

Rodrigo smiled and took his usual seat in front of his boss’s desk.

“She’s eager.”

Potts’s left eyebrow rose. “And you? Too much eagerness for your tastes?”

Rod shook his head and laughed. “We’re doing what we have to do, aren’t we, Congressman?”

“That we are.”

Potts was entering his eleventh year as a United States Representative. Before that, he’d slogged his way through the Arkansas legislature after building a semi-successful trucking company that his brother now ran. He’d found his calling in politics. Not the game. Never that. Congressman Potts believed in the republic that was the United States of America to his core. He hadn’t traveled overseas until the Arkansas governor sent him to visit a Mexican company in Oaxaca to explore a partnership with a carpet manufacturer who’d promised to bring jobs and tax revenue to the Natural State.

Potts often thought about that first endeavor, how his excitement turned to revelation at the sad state of their neighbors to the south. He’d returned to the governor, recommending an immediate dissolution of ongoing negotiations. That’s when he’d learned his first lesson. The governor, short of votes for re-election, went with the Mexican industrialist. It was that very day that Potts rededicated his life to protecting his country. No more soccer games for his kids. No more date nights with his second wife. Work consumed him, and six years later, he narrowly won a seat in U.S. Congress.

He planned to stay indefinitely. They’d have to drag him out dead. Luckily, the re-election machine his sister ran back in Arkansas churned along with little input from Potts himself. That left him to his actual job, to protect the republic. In his mind, there’d never been a worse time, and that necessitated drastic action.

“How would you like me to proceed with Ms. Merriweather, sir?”

Good ol’ Rod. Not a Harvard man. No sir. He’d scraped by at the University of Central Florida, mostly because he’d worked full time to support his ailing mother and grandmother. When a scout found him at his cell phone kiosk in the mall, Rod became a part-time model on top of school and his full-time job. As if that wasn’t enough, he somehow found time to burn what was left of his midnight oil to work as an unpaid political campaign volunteer.

When Potts met him, they’d bonded over the indiscriminate dismantling of all things good: religion, proper immigration, and hard work. Potts convinced Rod to leave the going-nowhere Miami mayoral candidate and come work for him. They were a perfect match.

In Potts, Rodrigo Mesa found the father he never had. In Mesa, Congressman Potts found a kindred soul, a hard worker, and believer in the cause.

“Keep her close,” Potts finally answered after marveling at how far they’d come, and still worrying about how far they had to go. “And Rod…”

“Yes, sir?”

“Keep doing what you do best, son.”

“And what’s that, sir?”

“Keep smiling. The pot of gold is on the other side of the rainbow.”

They both smiled at the thought. Neither man was sorry for their role in the death of the Secretary of Transportation and his daughter. Dahlstrom, and those like him, were part of the problem.


CHAPTER 10



NASSAU, BAHAMAS

Gaucho burst into the hotel room. “I got a lead on our guy.”

Top and Cal looked up from where they’d been discussing probable routes Trevor St. James might’ve taken after leaving the scene of the drone attack. The president had confirmed the method of execution: explosive laden drones. Navy divers were still combing the area.

“Where is he?” Cal asked.

“Took a fishing charter this morning. Headed to a group of islands called Water Cays.

They all looked down at the maps that were spread on the coffee table. Cal stabbed his finger on Water Cays.

“How far do you think that is to Cuba?” he asked.

Top leaned in close. “Seventy or eighty miles?”

They all nodded.

“Any word from the captain of the boat?” Cal asked.

“Way ahead of you. They say the captain usually checks in, at least when he gets to where the guest wants to go. But today he didn’t.”

“How much you wanna bet this guy St. James is on his way to Cuba?” Top asked.

Cal traced a finger from Water Cays to Playa Flamencos in Cuba. “I’d say you’d win, Top.” He looked up. “Gaucho, how long will it take you find a boat?”

Gaucho grinned and held up a boat key on a float chain. “Like I said, way ahead of you.”

[image: ]


Fifteen minutes later, they left the protected Nassau harbor, laden with fishing gear, and a couple boxes of specially packed equipment Top had fetched from a local storage facility.

“How hard is it to get into Cuba these days?” Cal asked.

“Depends on how much money you have,” Gaucho said. Top was at the helm.

“How much money do we have? I forgot to stop at the ATM.”

Gaucho dismissed the excuse with a wave. “I know you’re good for it. Top and I came prepared, didn’t we Top?”

Top answered without taking his eyes from the water ahead. “That money was supposed to be for a down-payment on a boat, maybe a house too. I guess we can loan it to you if it means saving America’s ass again. You think Brandon would pay us interest?”

Cal didn’t need to answer the question. They all knew the answer. It was one perk of being on the president’s good side.

“Okay, boys, hold on to your hats. I’m putting her in overdrive,” Top said, easing the throttle forward. The boat took a few seconds to cruise up on plane. “There we go. Now, we’ve got about a hundred miles ahead of us. Calm seas ahead. Anyone want a cervesa?”

“I’ll take one,” Gaucho said.

“I’ll take the wheel. Just water for me, please,” Cal said, switching places with the taller Marine.

As Top fetched the drinks from below, Cal gazed out over the blue expanse. Maybe Top and Gaucho are onto something, he thought. They’d talked of buying a place and retiring on an island for years. Cal always assumed it was just talk. But this didn’t feel like idle dreaming. They were serious. He could see it in their demeanor, the way they soaked up the sun and grinned like little kids.

Top and Gaucho never complained, always showed up for the job. Just like Cal and Daniel. But unlike his friends, Cal didn’t have a plan for the future. Circumstances had always dictated his future. From 9/11 to his rude awakening after leaving the Corps, Cal felt like he was always one step ahead of disaster, not one step from bliss.

Top stepped up next to him and handed him water.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Top said, taking a pull from his Corona.

“It really is, Top. You think you guys will settle down here?”

“At some point.”

“When?”

Top’s chuckle was loud enough to be heard over the powerful engines. “When all the bad guys are dead, of course.”

It was a common joke among operators. It was easier than discussing reality.

“To killing all the bad guys,” Cal said, clinking his Mountain Valley glass bottle against Top’s beer.
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The manager of the marina where St. James chartered the fishing boat and where Gaucho rented their boat, picked up the phone and dialed a number from memory. It took three rings for the receiver to pickup.

“Yes?” the voice said. Even with a single word, the manager could hear the other man’s accent.

“I’m sending you the pictures. Three guys. All American. They were looking for the other two. I told them where he went, just like you said.”

“Good. Do you think they have weapons?”

“Probably. I saw them sneak in two duffle bags after I helped them load the fishing tackle. You think you can handle that?”

The man on the other end laughed. “Oh yes, my friend. We can handle it. Send me the pictures. I’ll cancel half your debt when we get the pictures and positively identify the men. The other half you get when we have them in custody.”

The manager licked his lips. To have one hundred grand of gambling debt wiped for a little intel and a few pictures was just fine with him.

“You think you can comp my next stay?” he asked.

There was a pause, and the manager realized he’d probably stepped over the line. Again. It was one of his weaknesses, overplaying his hand. It worked when it worked, but it bit him in the ass when it didn’t.

“Of course, my friend. And I’ll throw in a girl for you as well. You don’t think your wife would mind?”

The manager should’ve been worried that the man on the other end knew he had a wife. But his mind had already latched onto the idea of an extended weekend in Cuba, slinging the dice until he was drunk with winning.

“No. That’s fine. I mean, thank you,” the manager said.

“Good. We look forward to seeing the pictures. Call if anything changes.”

The call ended, and the manager hung up the phone slowly. He’d been in debt to the Cubans for eighteen months. Eighteen months when he’d thought of every scheme to get out from under the back-breaking pressure. His wife knew something was up, but was obedient enough not to ask. As a native Bahamian, she knew she had it good. Her husband had a fancy job, and they went out to expensive dinners with rich people. Tonight, he’d take her out for one of those dinners. Maybe they’d make love, or whatever they did in bed on the rare occasion he could get it up for her anymore.

The manager smiled, picked up his cell phone and texted the pictures to the Cuban. Once he got confirmation, the manager exhaled and looked out his office window at the marina below. Maybe he’d sell a boat today. Yes, his luck was changing.


CHAPTER 11



WATER CAYS, BAHAMAS

“Ihaven’t had a single bite,” Trevor St. James said to the captain who had one hand on the helm and seemed to doze off and on.

“Told you. Fifty miles southeast. That’s where we need to go.”

“I enjoy keeping land in sight. Good for my stomach,” St. James said.

The captain chuckled. He’d bought the rich guy city slicker routine many miles back.

“Hey, you think we can touch down on that little island over there?” St. James pointed to a patch of sand with a tiny stand of trees in the middle.

“Anything you say.” Your money, the captain thought. He turned the boat and soon he’d timed the tiny waves perfectly and beached the vessel with ease.

“You’d think I’d’ve gotten used to the rocking by now,” St. James said, rubbing his stomach. “Mind if I jump out and let the nausea settle?”

“No, sir.”

The passenger grabbed his backpack, slipped over the bow and headed for the trees. Backpack deposited, the captain watched as his passenger took a few deep breaths, eyes closed. Ain’t got his sea legs at all, the captain thought. His own stomach had turned to steel when his father took him out to sea at six years of age, all while a Category 4 hurricane lumbered closer. His mother was furious, but the boy was proud as his father told the story of how they’d survived the near disaster.

The captain thought of that day now, how he’d prayed for land and escape from the ever-rising swells that threatened to capsize him and his father with every roiling wave.

His passenger stripped off his t-shirt and wandering down to the surf, wading in presumably to let the cool ocean water sooth his nausea. After a time, the man went all the way into the water, stayed for a bit, then waded back to shore.

“Join me for a drink?” the passenger asked, pointing to the copse of trees.

He really shouldn’t. Maria will be mad at me if she smells I’ve been drinking, the captain thought. It’d be hours until then.

“Why not?” the captain said, grabbing a line and taking it with him.

“Worried that the boat’s gonna float away?” his passenger asked, pointing at the line in the captain’s hand.

“You can never be too careful. Don’t want to lose my boat. Seen it happen more times than you’d think.”

The passenger grunted and led the way to the shade. He unzipped the backpack and produced a bottle of expensive whiskey. “This work for you?” the man who’d introduced himself as Max asked.

The captain’s mouth watered. He’d stuck to beer for months. Whiskey made him unpredictable. “Maybe just a taste.”

Max twisted the top off and said, “The customer who gave me this would be mad if he saw me drinking right out the bottle, but unless you have thousand-dollar crystal and custom ice cubes on that boat, gotta make do. Am I right?”

The captain nodded, watching Max tip the bottle back and slug a good amount of whiskey down his gullet. He handed the bottle over and the captain sniffed it.

“It’s not poison. Promise,” Max said, bending over to fish through his backpack.

The captain’s sniff had the intended effect. Whiskey was his passion, and he found the scent emitted by the bottle even more captivating. This was the good stuff. He read the label and didn’t recognize the brand, though the bottle looked and felt expensive. Way too expensive for his meager budget. He took a healthy drink and felt the slip and burn of a perfect blend as a reward.

“That is smooth,” the captain admired.

“Have as much as you want,” the passenger said, still looking through his backpack.

“You sure?”

“Absolutely. I’m more of a gin guy. Or beer. You got any beer onboard?”

“Yes, sir.”

The captain was just lifting the bottle for another taste when the passenger stood up with the item he’d picked from his bag: a pistol.

“Don’t worry,” the stranger said. “I’m not taking the bottle back. And there’s food and a radio in there.” He pointed to the backpack. “But I’m taking the boat. Is that a problem?”

The captain thought about the predicament. In his time ferrying rich guests, he’d had many adventures. There were the partiers who spent more time laying down than standing. He’d spent three nights in jail once because an idiot from Los Angeles brought cocaine onboard; and the Coast Guard checked the boat for life preservers that day and found the bag of coke. But no one had ever robbed him though. He sighed.

“The radio work?” the captain asked.

“It does.”

The captain shrugged. “You better leave some line, maybe cut it like you tied me up.”

The boat thief nodded in agreement. The captain slipped the knife from his waistband slowly. No sense getting shot over a stupid rope. He cut the line he’d brought onshore in three places.

“Have a seat in the shade,” the passenger said.

The captain didn’t think he was going to be shot. He could read people. Max didn’t scream lunatic. He kept an eye on the gun as he took a seat under the withered tree.

“Last question,” the man said as he put the pistol in his pocket. “Which way are you going to tell them I went?”

The captain wasn’t stupid. He knew exactly where they were and what they were close to: Cuba.

“East,” the captain said without hesitation.

“Good man. Enjoy the whiskey, captain. That’s ten grand a bottle.”

“Tastes like it,” the captain said.

The man nodded, grabbed the line, and headed for the boat. The captain watched him go, noticing that he looked much more at ease, hopping aboard, stowing the line and prepping the boat for launch. The man was a pro. He waved to the captain, who did not wave back.

The captain thought about the radio in the backpack. He opened the pack and found two stacks of cash on top of a handheld radio. A last gift from the hijacker.

Might as well enjoy the day, the captain thought, taking another drink from the bottle, and settling back to close his eyes. It was the perfect day to be lost from the world on a deserted island sitting next to a pile of free cash. Didn’t need to tell his boss about the cash. No sir-ee.


CHAPTER 12



THE WHITE HOUSE, WASHINGTON, D.C.

Alice Merriweather waited until most of the who’s who had left the briefing room. She had a stack of papers for the president to sign, and no one seemed to notice her as she waited. That’s what she was here: a fly on the wall that no one bothered to see.

When the commanding general of CENTCOM left, it was just the president and his chief of staff, Marjorie Haines, left at the table. When she’d first arrived in Washington, Alice thought Haines was the epitome of a powerful woman. Not only was she smarter than most of the men in the room, she was tough without being bitchy. She was fit and beautiful. Why did the pretty ones always seem to get the goods? Alice thought.

But her first “judgement” of Haines had changed after a handful of run-ins where, had she been more self-aware, she would’ve understood that Haines was giving her a masterclass rather than a talking to. But that’s not how Alice saw it. She had a sore spot for being talked down to. Probably because her parents talked down to her since before she could remember. She bristled and fumed on the inside each time Haines ‘mentored’ her.

No, Marjorie Haines was not on Alice’s nice list.

“They’re in the Bahamas,” Alice heard the president say. “Cuba, I think that’s where⁠—”

The president looked up in surprise. “Oh. Alice. I didn’t see you there. I’m sorry.”

Of course, he didn’t see me. No one sees me. Everyone except for Rodrigo, she thought.

“That’s okay, Mr. President,” Alice said sweetly, filing away what she’d heard for later. There were perks to being invisible. “I have some documents that need your signature.”

“Bring them over,” the president said. “Marge, you know Alice, right?”

Haines leveled her with a stare Alice couldn’t interpret. Condescending? Calculating? Uncaring?

“Yes, Mr. President. How are you, Alice?”

“I’m fine, thanks for asking, Ms. Haines.”

Alice handed the stack of papers to the president, along with a pen. “They’re all marked with stickies, sir.”

The president went to work, scanning each document before signing the pertinent pages.

Alice felt Haines’s stare. She summoned some of Rodrigo’s charm and courage. “How’s your day been, Ms. Haines?”

If Haines felt surprised, she didn’t show it. “Busy. But what else is new in this place?” She said it with a touch of what Alice took as disdain, as if she disliked the important job of being the president’s closest advisor. That made Alice think. A beautiful woman. A good-looking president. Might there be something between them? How would Rodrigo take that sort of insight? Oh, how she loved to gossip with him. He had the goods on half the politicians in Washington.

“That’s the last one,” the president said, dotting the ‘i’ in Zimmer with a flourish. He handed the stack back to Alice. “Thank you, Alice. Please give your father my best when you talk to him.”

He always says that, Alice thought. “Yes, Mr. President. Have a good day, Ms. Haines.”

Haines nodded at her, and Alice walked to the door. Alice Merriweather had few talents and plenty of detractions. One thing she was good at was eavesdropping. Though facing the door, she couldn’t help overhearing the president whisper to his chief of staff, “I can’t wait to see you tonight.”

Alice filed that away too. Rodrigo would like that tidbit.


CHAPTER 13



THE BAHAMAS

Halfway to their destination, they’d gotten a call from the marina. The fishing boat carrying St. James had a tracker, and the manager shared access to the GPS movement of the boat they were chasing. Cal thought they were going to catch him at Water Cays because the boat meandered between the Cays.

Then, as if someone had warned him of their approach, the boat sped straight towards Cuba.

“You think he knows we’re following?” Top asked.

“I’ll bet the guy at the marina sold us out,” Gaucho answered.

Cal pressed the throttle as far as it would go. “He’s going to Cuba. Let’s take a vote. Should we follow him?”

The three friends shared a look and Top shrugged. “I guess we can act our way out if it goes to hell. Anyone know the maritime laws around Cuba?”

No one did.

“Let’s see how close we can get first,” Cal said. “We’re gaining on him.”

“It’s gonna be close,” Gaucho said. “You think we should dump the weapons?”

“Not yet,” Cal said, trying to calculate the probability of catching St. James in a straight race. According to the man who’d rented them the boat, they had more horsepower. But was it enough?

[image: ]


Trevor St. James knew Cuban habits. If he scorched into their territory, he’d get nabbed. He’d made this sort of run twice, but always at night. Today, he couldn’t afford that luxury. He had a feeling that time was working against him. He had to get there, and he had to get there without complications.

St. James adjusted the boat radio to a familiar frequency and talked into the microphone in perfect Spanish, “Are the pineapples ripe today?”

No answer.

Thirty seconds later, he repeated the call.

Please be there, he thought.

“Yes. The pineapples are ripe today.”

“How many cases do you have?”

The number of cases corresponded to the beach where he would meet his contact.

“Three cases today. But hurry, I have another buyer.”

The mention of another buyer meant that the powers inside the Cuban intelligence community were on alert.

Are they waiting for me? St. James thought.

He’d made these sorts of decisions most of his adult life. And while there’d been plenty of close calls, his gut always told him which contingency held the highest chance of success. Today, his gut told him to believe the contact, that he’d make it to Cuba untouched. He had to get there.
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“That’s him,” Top said, pointing west.

Cal saw the smudge of white against the outline of Cuba.

“Last chance guys. We keep chasing or we slow down and do a cruise by?” he asked his friends.

Getting caught by the Cubans was not part of the plan.

“I say we cruise in,” Top said. “I’m in no mood to sleep in a Cuban prison today.”

“Me neither,” Gaucho said. “I hear they don’t serve coffee or beer.”

That question settled, Cal eased back on the throttle and took a more northerly course, always keeping the boat ahead in sight.
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St. James saw the boat behind him but thought nothing of it. There were plenty of boats out. It was a beautiful day. He’d passed many on his way between the Bahamas and Cuba already.

His focus was ahead. He glanced at the GPS and guided the boat towards the agreed landing site. His watch said 4:19 pm. There was plenty of time until dark. Perfect, he thought. Tonight I make my move.

[image: ]


“Last chance, guys,” Cal said.

“I’m no chicken, Cal, but I stick with what I said before. There’s gotta be an easier way into Cuba, one where we won’t end up in prison.”

“But Uncle Max is gonna—” Gaucho stopped talking and pointed towards a wisp of clouds in the distance. “What the hell is that?”

Cal and Top looked that way, both shielding their eyes as they gazed into the Western horizon.

Cal could just make out a black dot.

As if on cue, three things happened at once. First, the black dot spread and Cal realized it wasn’t one thing flying their way, but multiple things. “Drones,” Cal said, yanking the boat to port and gunning the engine.

“Three boats coming our way!” Gaucho said, pointing back towards Cuba.

The third thing that happened just as Cal straightened out the wheel and tried to apply more pressure to the throttle, the engines sputtered and died.

“What the⁠—”

“Incoming!” Gauch screamed.

Cal felt strong arms wrap around him and throw him over the side. He dove as deep as he could, expecting but not fully prepared for the concussive blast. It shocked him, and when he came to his senses, he tried to look around and find his friends. His blurred vision didn’t spot them and his lungs screamed for air. As careful as he dared and as his lack of oxygen would allow, he swam away from the sinking wreckage.

He broke the surface with a gasp, sunlight temporarily blinding him. When his sight returned, he saw Top and Gaucho bob to the surface. The boat was burning, and the drones were gone.

But the boats he’d seen before getting tossed overboard were screaming closer, and as Cal gathered the rest of his sense, the boats flipped on flashing lights and blaring sirens.

“Hands in the air!” the voice said over the loudspeaker.

There was nothing Cal could do but comply.

He raised his hands and tread water, Top and Gaucho following suit.

Cal wasn’t afraid of much. His concern in that moment was what the president’s reaction would be upon learning of their capture.
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St. James heard the explosion and turned back to see the three Cuban boats descending on the burning vessel. At first, he wondered if he was next. He scanned the skies and saw a group of drones zoom back to Cuba. St. James fully expected another volley, but none came.

The rest of the float into shore was uneventful. His contact was waiting and when St. James asked if the man knew anything about what’d happened, the contact shook his head.

The American figured it was just another mystery he’d never solve. Cuba was full of them.


CHAPTER 14



CAMP SPARTAN, ARRINGTON, TN

“Shit,” Neil Patel hissed.

Todd Dunn, CEO of SSI, looked up from the report he was reading. “What is it?”

“I’m not sure you want to know.”

Dunn was not a man known for mincing words. When he had something to say, he said it. Not that he was rude. Far from it. He’d never learned the art of beating around the bush.

“What did Cal do this time?” Dunn asked.

Cal’s extracurricular activities were getting harder and harder for Dunn to ignore. SSI, while not a publicly funded company, wasn’t the secret organization its founder’s son seemed to think it was. SSI did business not only with the military, the federal government and foreign entities, but with blue chip public corporations. How long until Cal’s antics garnered public attention?

Neil didn’t answer at first. He scrolled and clicked away on his laptop. Dunn, ever patient, sat and waited. Finally, Neil looked up.

“They’re in Cuba,” he said simply.

“Who is in Cuba?” Though he could probably guess.

“Cal, Top and Gaucho.”

“Not on vacation, I take it?”

Neil shook his head. “I don’t know the details, but I assume it has something to do with Cal’s trip to Washington.”

The other wrinkle, Dunn thought. President Brandon Zimmer. How do you say no to a president who is a close friend of the family? Dunn had long thought that Cal and SSI’s relationship with the president would one day bite them all in the collective ass.

“How do you know they’re in Cuba?” Dunn asked.

Neil grinned. “Do you think I don’t keep tabs on everyone?”

“Okay. Is this something I need to take up with the president?”

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea. When Cal goes dark, it’s best to let him be, don’t you think?”

Dunn knew that’s what Cal wanted, but that didn’t mean it was best for the rest of the team. And that was what they were supposed to be, a team. Maybe it was time to remind Cal of that fact.

Dunn shook his head. That was a conversation for another day, but one that was coming.

“Tell me what you need,” Dunn said. “We’ve got friends in Cuba.”

[image: ]


Neil left Dunn’s office and rushed to the Bat Cave, the moniker given to his R&D facility on Camp Spartan. He knew SSI’s CEO was less than thrilled by Cal’s actions. Dunn was trying to run a business. A secret business. And if its owner kept running around the world killing bad guys, how long would that business stay afloat?

They’d run Cal off once. Would they do it again?

No, Neil thought as he pushed the button for the lowest sub level. He’d fight for Cal. As a vested owner himself, Neil Patel held more sway than even Dunn, though he rarely used his power card in any meaningful way. His purview was technology. That’s where he tried to stay.

“Shit,” he whispered, tapping his foot as the elevator descended underground. How could he help Cal?
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Todd Dunn, former Army Ranger, stoic leader of SSI, sat and stared out the window, watching as a squad of SSI operators in full gear headed to one of the many SSI training facilities. He was proud to be their leader. While he was far from gregarious, he knew he’d earned their trust. His door was always open, and he went to great lengths to take care of his men. The question now was how Cal affected Dunn’s care of SSI and its men.

He went through another cup of coffee before he decided. There was at least one other person on planet earth who understood the dilemma in which Dunn now stewed.
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Marge Haines looked down at her buzzing phone.

“Excuse me, gentlemen,” she said to the small delegation of litigators from Wyoming.

Haines left the room and found a private spot to answer the call. “Well, if it isn’t the best damn CEO east of the Mississippi,” Haines said.

She loved the way her compliment unsettled Dunn. It took him a moment to find his words, which surprised Haines. Dunn was a soldier, through and through. He was dependable and unflappable. “I’m sorry to bother you, Marge,” he said.

“No bother at all. I was just getting an earful from a room full of lawyers who think we’re being too harsh on their settlements. How can I help, Todd?”

“I’ll get right to the point,” Dunn said. “It’s about Cal.”

Haines exhaled quietly enough that the sounds didn’t go through her phone’s microphone. “Yes?”

“Do you know where he is?”

There were several ways Haines could answer. She went with the least incriminating.

“Should I know where he is?”

“I think you do.”

Was that an accusation or statement of fact? Knowing Dunn, Haines assumed the latter.

“Is he in trouble?” Haines asked.

“I don’t know. That’s what I’m trying to find out.”

“Why would you think he’s in trouble?”

If she were the one to answer the question, she’d say, “It’s Cal. Don’t we just assume he’s in trouble?”

That’s not what Dunn said. “Neil was tracking him.”

That was not what Haines expected. Damn, she thought. Cal was supposed to be keeping his business to himself.

“And where did Neil track him?”

Another pause. Then, Dunn said, “Cuba. What’s he doing in Cuba, Marge?”

Shit, Haines thought.

“I’m not sure, Todd.” She hated lying to Dunn. Haines handpicked Dunn to replace her as CEO. She not only trusted the steadfast soldier, she liked him. But her role as the president’s chief of staff came first. “Let me see if I can get you anything from Brandon. You around the rest of the day?”

“Call me anytime, Marge. I’ll be waiting.”

“Okay, Todd. I will.” Haines ended the call and put a palm to her forehead. What the hell had Cal gotten into this time?


CHAPTER 15



CAYO GUILLERMO, CUBA

He’d expected a dank cell or dirt hole that smelled like a pig’s ass. Instead, he was sitting in a not-quite lavish room at a beach resort, sipping on a glass of orange juice. Cal waved to the armed guard pacing back and forth on the porch. The guard did not wave back, but he kept his eye on the captive.

Night had fallen by the time Cal and his friends were unhooded and escorted into separate rooms. He hadn’t seen Top or Gaucho since then.

There was a knock at the door, and when Cal turned to look, a slim man in a blue linen suit stepped into the suite.

“Mr. Stokes, my name is Javier. Welcome to Cuba.” The man’s accent was barely discernible.

“Did you go to Yale or Duke?” Cal asked.

The man chuckled. “Florida State actually.”

Cal grunted. “Too bad we beat you in ’99. I was at that game.”

Javier smiled. “Ah yes! You attended the University of Virginia. You have a couple years on me, but I remember the game. Your team stopped us on the one yard line, no?”

“Anthony Poindexter with the one-inch save. We rushed the field and everything. A highlight for mediocre Virginia football. But I assume you’re not here to talk about a heartbreaking sports loss.”

“No, Mr. Stokes. Pardon me. I forgot to mention that I am a representative of our immigration service.”

“I didn’t know immigration was so popular in Cuba these days.”

Cal did not get a rise out of the man. The Marine assumed that meant that Javier was in the intelligence business, not immigration.

“While we don’t have the amenities of the United States, Cuba has its charms. You wouldn’t believe the number of tourists who enjoy their time without a cell phone. You’d think they were slaves to their tiny tablets.”

Cal shrugged. “It’s probably Candy Crush. I swear that game has the power to take down any civilization.”

The two men stared at one another. Javier broke the silence. “Is there anything I can get for you while we process your paperwork?”

“I don’t remember filing any paperwork. What I remember is my boat getting blown up while we were fishing.”

Javier shook his head. “Fishing was it? What were you fishing for?”

“I’m not picky Javi. Marlin, grouper, sand dollars… just give me a pole, some sunshine and I’m happy. Now, how about those missile-laden drones? Let’s talk about that.”

“I’m not sure what you mean, Mr. Stokes. Cuban maritime authorities rescued you when your fishing vessel floundered at sea. Your friends are even now giving us statement to that effect.”

“Are they now?”

Javier nodded earnestly. “Yes they are. Quite accommodating, your friends. Even the Mexican one. I’m surprised he knew how to swim.”

Was that a jab? Cal wondered. Javier didn’t show a hint of mirth or twinkle in his eyes. He looked like the proprietor of the hotel, not an intelligence professional. That meant he was good at what he did for a living.

“What did you major in at FSU?” Cal asked.

“Philosophy with a minor in Art History.”

“I didn’t realize your government allowed free thought, let alone philosophizing. When did that happen?”

“I think you’ll find there are many things you don’t know about Cuba, Mr. Stokes.” Then, for the first time, he showed a twinkle of his true nature. “We look forward to educating you, Mr. Stokes.” The tone was level and as promising as a punch in the gut. “Please, if there’s anything you’d like, use room service. The guard at the door can take your order.”

Javier walked to the door and Cal noticed the outline of a pistol under the man’s coat. “Welcome to Cuba, Mr. Stokes.”


CHAPTER 16



THE WHITE HOUSE, WASHINGTON, D.C.

It was the last batch of paperwork before his final briefing of the day, then an hour to soak up mindless TV and go to bed. President Brandon Zimmer was more tired than usual. Normally, the day-to-day affairs of being leader of the free world kept him fresh and invigorated. Sure, there were those awful days when hard decisions seemed to be the soup du jour. The rest of it made him feel like he made a difference.

But today… his mind wasn’t on his work or his visitors. It was all he could do to keep his attention on each meeting, each new or familiar face. Then there was the paranoia. It was easy for a man in his position to think that everyone was watching him. Technically, they were. It was the suspicion that could slip under a president’s skin and slither its way into his soul. Occasionally, it made him shiver.

“Please tell me this is the last one,” Zimmer said, handing the latest sheet of triple signed agreements to Alice, the intern.

“Yes, Mr. President.”

The side door opened and Marge appeared. She had one of ‘those’ looks. Not the good kind.

Zimmer exhaled and waved her over. He tried to scan the last document with a semblance of focus, but it completely left him when Marge whispered in his ear, “Cal’s in Cuba.”

Zimmer froze, pen in hand, then signed the document hastily and handed it to the intern. He forced a smile when she took it. “Thanks for waiting around, Alice. Have a good night.”

“You too, Mr. President.”

When the intern was gone, he turned to Haines. “What the hell happened?”
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Alice heard two things clearly. The first was “Cuba.” The second, just as she was about to close the door all the way was, “What the hell happened?”

She hurried to deposit the signed documents with the president’s secretary, an old woman who always seemed to regard Alice with a look of cool judgement.

Alice waited for the old bat to rifle through the documents.

“That’ll be all, Alice. Have a good night.”

“Thanks. You too.”

Alice tried not to run. Rodrigo was waiting, probably in bed. No time to waste.
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“How do you know he’s in Cuba?” the president asked in a whisper.

“Todd Dunn called.”

Zimmer fumed. Like it or not, the Oval Office was not the place to have this conversation. Thanks a lot, Mr. Nixon.

“Come on. I think we both need a drink,” Marge said, already making her way to the door.

Neither said a word as two Secret Service agents escorted them to the residence. They knew the routine, and didn’t ask if the president needed anything. By now, they could easily read his mood. Tonight, he didn’t want to talk.

“Thank you, gentlemen,” the president said to the agents, who closed the residence door and went to their posts.

Marge kicked off her heels and went straight to the bar. Zimmer slumped onto the couch, loosened his tie, and shut his eyes.

A kiss on the cheek brought him back to reality. “Here’s your drink,” Marge said, settling in next to him.

“How many of these am I allowed to have?” Zimmer asked, taking a healthy swallow.

“How bad do you want to feel tomorrow morning?”

For a time, they sat with their thoughts. Zimmer imagined Cal in a mud hole covered in leeches. When he’d finished his drink, he sat up straight.

“Okay, give it to me.”

Marge told him what she knew from Neil, which wasn’t much.

“Maybe this is part of Cal’s plan,” Marge said.

“You think it is?”

Marge shrugged. “Did you tell him not to go to Cuba?”

“No. But he just got down there. I thought he’d take a beat before knocking on Castro’s door.”

“Castro’s dead.”

“You know what I mean.” He looked at Marge, whose face slipped into a sly grin.

“You think this is funny?” he asked, not unkindly.

“No. Things are rarely funny when it comes to Calvin Stokes, Jr. Let’s not forget that you are the one who asked him to look into your old friend’s disappearance.”

“You think I shouldn’t have?”

Marge looked at him. “Is it even worth trying to go backwards?”

“Of course not.” It was a sentiment she often reminded him of. He could never go back and change a decision. He could move forward with a new decision, a better plan. She helped him through many a crisis with that reminder. “I think I’ll have one more drink and then we’ll figure out what, if anything, we should do. Deal?”

Marge nodded. “Only if you get me another drink too.” Like the real woman she was, his best friend, lover, and chief of staff downed her drink and handed the glass to Zimmer.

“What did I do to deserve you again?” he asked.

“You haven’t earned me yet, Mr. President. Go get our drinks before the ice melts.”

Zimmer leaned over, kissed her on the lips, then rose to refill their glasses.
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GEORGETOWN

Across town, Alice was slipping out of her work clothes and joining Rodrigo in bed.

“Maybe I should shower first,” she said, her hands going straight to his beautiful body.

“This first. Shower after,” he said, lifting her onto his lap.

Let Round One begin, she thought.

An hour later, showered and satiated for the moment, Alice microwaved some leftover Chinese food and brought it to the living room where Rodrigo was pecking away at his laptop.

“Are you still working?” she asked, pouting a little more to get his attention.

“I’m not like you, honey. I need to keep my job.”

She should’ve felt hurt, but she didn’t. Alice Merriweather knew that she’d either live on her father’s fortune or her husband’s. This little adventure in Washington was just that. Luckily, the adventure paid off in the form of the sexy specimen sitting shirtless at her coffee table.

“I know,” she said, “It’s just I was hoping we could talk. The president was in a real mood today.”

That got an immediate response from Rodrigo. He closed his laptop, grabbed the plate, and patted the seat next to him. “I’m starving,” he said. She had been, but now all she could think about was him. “Let’s eat and you tell me about your day.”

Alice thought it was cute the way Rodrigo was so fascinated by the boring comings and goings of the president. She’d asked him about his curiosity, and with boyish honestly he’d told her he wanted to be president one day. He’d read autobiographies and memoirs of most of the presidents, and while he was certainly smart and charming enough, Alice thought there was one thing that Rodrigo lacked, a trait she saw daily and one she’d grown up with in her father’s social and work circles: ruthlessness. Her Rodrigo was driven, but loving. He couldn’t sell his soul to the system. Because that’s what it took and Alice knew it. Like a macabre soap opera.

Rodrigo speared a shrimp with his fork and held it out for Alice. “Tell me about the president’s mood.”

And she did. She told him everything she’d seen and heard.


CHAPTER 17



CUBA

“The boat is on its way back to the Bahamas, Señor Max,” the short Cuban said to his employer.

“Thank you, Edmundo,” St. James said in Spanish. “I think I’ll get a nap and then borrow your bicycle, if that’s okay.”

“Night time is bad time to go, señor. Maybe wait until morning.”

St. James patted his supplier on the back.

“I’ll be fine. I promise. Will you join me for dinner?”

“Thank you, señor, but my wife is waiting.”

“Don’t let me keep you then.”

Edmundo turned to leave but hesitated.

“Is there something else?” St. James asked.

“Three Americans. The authorities got them.”

The boat. The explosion. St. James hadn’t mentioned it to Edmundo. In his mind, it didn’t concern him. The Cubans ran silly drills whenever they wanted. On a dozen occasions, he’d witnessed military drills with the Chinese, Russians, and even a delegation from Nigeria. All in America’s backyard.

“Do you know who they are?” St. James asked.

“No, señor. Would you like me to find out?”

St. James thought about it for a moment. “If it doesn’t get you in trouble, see what you can learn.”

“Yes, señor.”

If anyone could find out, it was Edmundo and his extensive island network. The older man didn’t look like much. Anyone would assume that the Cuban worked on a plantation and would die with a machete in hand. But Edmundo was not only whip smart with details, he had the gift of a near perfect memory. He wrote nothing down. Probably a byproduct of living under a communist regime for his entire life. He’d never once left Cuba. Not one time.

“Thank you, Edmundo.”

St. James ate a local dinner of rice, beans, and plantains. He loved the simple fare. He’d probably spent a year in Cuba at varying lengths of time. Sometimes he came in secretly. Sometimes he came as a tourist. This time, he was the former. He didn’t need the Cuban authorities to know he was here. St. James figured they were the ones who killed Oliver Dahlstrom and almost killed him. But how did they know where to find him? He’d officially been on Dahlstrom’s new yacht as a crew member, only relaxing once they’d been out at sea.

The American spy could only think of one leak, his college chum, Brandon Zimmer. Who had the president told about the Cuba operation?
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Javier left the hotel room of the man they called Gaucho. He was the most combative of the three Americans. Javier wondered idly if that had something to do with competing nationalities. He did not hate any other nationality, though his allegiance was to his home country. Educated in America with the blessing of the Cuban hierarchy, Javier was one of the many westernized sons of the revolution. Yes, they believed the revolution was still very much in play. No, it was not the same as the days when Castro and Che Guevara raged from pulpits and played guerrilla warfare in the jungles. This was a revolution with a socialist agenda but a nostalgic twist. Much like the Chinese, Cuban leaders understood that being isolated no longer furthered their agenda. Isolation meant you weren’t a part of the conversation.

Now, with mostly open borders and a liberal tourist economy, Cuba was slowly creeping into the present day. What made his country even more worldly were the sons and daughters of Cuba who traveled, learned and lived abroad. Initially, they received modest stipends, but they were expected to become self-sufficient quickly. Cuban citizens who were now maids in Miami, lawyers in Milwaukee, entrepreneurs in Ottawa, and traveling salespeople in Europe, always made time to come home. They were not deeply placed moles ordered to strap explosives on their chests and blow up an American cinema. They were expected to live and breathe their new life, but bring the lessons learned back to Cuba. Over the preceding twenty years, Cuban leadership watched, listened and learned as their friends in China and Russia immersed themselves in the Western diet of capitalism and greed.

Yes, the import of such world bacteria made it to little Cuba, but where their allies only bound their newfound tastes with Chinese and Russian culture, Cuba added one more important, possibly most important, element to the mix: religion. Cuba’s ties to the Catholic Church continued to strengthen, and it was said that in a generation there would be more Catholic priests and bishops of Cuban descent than any other nation in the world. That was not an accident.

Javier made a sign of the cross and kissed his fingertips. God willing, the world would soon understand the quiet strength of Cuba and its people. And they would see how far down the scale of sin America had fallen.


CHAPTER 18



HAVANA, CUBA

The dark room filled with what was arguably the best cigar smoke in the world. The attendees were patient men. They had to be. Theirs was a country stuck in the past, striving to regain its former glory. Once a month, they came together to discuss the future. More and more, they talked about the past.

“The protests must stop,” the eldest of the men said, the first of their number to speak.

“It’s the Americans,” another man said. “They enjoy stirring the agitators.”

“Put them in jail,” a third man said. “Whip them until their skin falls to the ground.”

“We’re not living in 1975,” a fourth man dared to say.

This was how the conversation went, back and forth. Familiar dancing lines of political power. While the men in the smoke-filled room held modest official positions in the government hierarchy, they were the actual power in Cuba. They were the soul of the Cuban communist party.

“We must do something about the latest failed agricultural yield.”

“It’s the Americans. They poison our water and kill our livestock.”

Lies littered with bits of truth. Just enough truth to keep the hens pecking for more.

“I think we should listen to the boy,” said the youngest of their number, a man who’d just passed fifty-nine years on Earth.

They all knew who the boy was. Javier Betancourt. American educated. Steeped in Cuban history from a bold lineage.

“He’s more American than Cuban,” said someone.

There were murmurs of both agreement and dissent.

“We should listen to him!” repeated the first.

“Because he caught three Americans?” asked another man. “Give me a rowboat and I’ll catch twenty Americans. They’re vain and stupid.”

Chuckles around the room.

“He is the only man I know who produces results,” came the retort. The mirth disappeared.

“Is that an accusation?” the eldest of them asked.

“I mean no disrespect. It is simply the truth, something I believe we should keep to instead of… instead of speaking the same stories every month.”

The line drawn, the murmurs turned to barbs and snaps.

A fist closed and bumped three times on the ancient wood table. The men fell silent.

“We should vote,” the eldest, a man who’d stood next to Fidel Castro at 18 when they’d taken over Cuba from the capitalists.

More grumbling.

“Who supports a talk with young Betancourt?”

After a moment of hesitation, one hand raised, followed by another, and then more.

When they counted the vote, Javier Betancourt’s approved appearance won by a single vote. The push and pull of the past and future continued.
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CAYO GUILLERMO, CUBA

Javier Betancourt was on his knees praying when word came summoning him to Havana. It didn’t surprise him. Annoyance washed over him. The Americans in his custody were, in his opinion, the key to Cuba’s future. The old men in Havana would never understand that fact. He was Cuban, but he was not stupid. Javier knew the men in Havana who controlled food production, the military, propaganda, and every other important function of the Cuban government were too stuck in the past.

Javier did what he always did when stuck with a dilemma: he prayed.

Father, please give me the solution. Show me the path to…

It struck him like lightning. Yes, he had it. He knew what to tell them. He knew what to do!

Javier Betancourt said a prayer of thanks and hopped to his feet. Reinvigorated, he called his driver on the old house phone and ordered him to be ready to drive to Havana in two hours. There were pieces to assemble before his journey. Yes, he would convince the old men of his plan. Like so many Betancourt men before him, Javier would show them.


CHAPTER 19



CAYO GUILLERMO, CUBA

Three armed men escorted Cal to a private pool deck. There, he found Top and Gaucho huddled over a table of food. They looked up when the escorts nodded for him to proceed.

“A very merry Cuban good morning to you, Cal,” Top said.

“It’ll be even more merry if you tell me you saved some coffee,” Cal said, sitting next to Gaucho on the lounger that looked like a well-tended 1950s relic.

Gaucho poured him a small cup of coffee that came out dark and steaming.

“Have a good night’s sleep?” Gaucho asked.

“Fabulous,” Cal said, looking around. “You think they’ll bring me a television and let me watch Netflix if I ask nicely?”

“I think you’d have better luck asking for a ride on a donkey,” Gaucho said.

“I’ve had worse days,” Cal said, taking a sip of his coffee. “This is good. Think it’s poisoned?”

“If it is, I’m double screwed,” Top said, refilling his cup. “You figure they’re listening to everything we say?”

“Does Cindy Crawford like Pepsi?” Gaucho asked, rolling his eyes.

“I hear she’s off the Pepsi. Moved on to vintage polar water from a private iceberg in the Arctic,” Top replied, winking at his friend.

Cal finished his coffee and stabbed a piece of pineapple with a fork. “We need to get out of here,” he said. “I don’t like that Javier guy. He’s good.”

“Yeah. I could smell the word ‘professional’ on him,” Top said.

The trick was going to be having this conversation without having this conversation. If the Cubans were listening, that meant a different kind of communication.

“Remember that time we killed the Czar of Zimbabwe?” Cal asked, chewing on the perfect piece of pineapple and forking another.

“Of course!” Gaucho said. “What did he have, like thirty-four hairless cats and moose name Barnaby?”

Cal nodded. “Took us three years to eat all that moose meat, remember?”

“Sure,” Top said, entering the meandering conversation. “Best damn moose burger I’ve ever made. All they needed was some heirloom tomatoes and a smear of mayo.”

“Duke’s mayo,” Cal said.

“Always and nothing but.”

The conversation meandered from here to there. Three times Gaucho doubled over in fits of laughter. Slow, measured, each man added a touch of truth to the story, referencing a past operation, or a scene from a movie they all knew. By the time the coffee was gone and the food eaten, they had a rough plan to escape.

“I don’t know about you guys, but I could sure use a nap,” Cal said, yawning.

“I’m gonna go for a swim,” Top said, stripping off his shirt. “You joining me?” he asked Gaucho.

“No thanks. I’m gonna see if they’ll bring more pastries. I love these things,” Gaucho said, taking a bite out of the sugar-covered round.

Cal rose from the lounger and whistled at his escorts. They marched forward like dutiful Marxists. “I want to go night-night.” They looked confused. “Translate,” he said to Gaucho.

The burly bearded operator did a comical expression of going to sleep and snoring, followed by an index finger pointed at Cal.

The light bulb went on, and one escort reached out to grab Cal’s arm to guide him on his way. Cal looked down at the hand and asked Gaucho, “How do I say ‘Too hot to handle, too cold to hold?’”

Gaucho told him. Cal repeated it to the guards. Again with the confused looks.

“You’d think their English would be better than mine,” Cal said. “See you after my nap, fellas.” He waved to his friends. What he really wanted to do was spin around, snatch the weapon from the first escort, shoot him, then his buddy, scoop up his weapon, toss it to Top or Gaucho, and flee from the hotel.

There were too many pitfalls to that idea. Audacity would have to wait.

[image: ]


Javier Betancourt listened to the report from the manager of the resort, who doubled as interpreter and surveillance expert. Every room in the resort was wired for video and sound.

“That means nothing to me,” Javier said, slipping his right arm into a fresh linen coat.

“That’s what they said, señor. You asked me to pass on anything unusual. Maybe they’re just being Americans.”

Javier asked the manager to replay the pool conversation. It meant something, but he didn’t know what.

“Monitor them. Double the guards if you can.”

“But the festival, señor.”

He’d forgotten about the festival. The locals used any pagan calendar reminder they could find to throw a festival. That meant most of the working men of Cayo Guillermo spent the festival day, and the days prior, enjoying copious amounts of Cuban liquor, food, and women. If Javier had his way, he’d wipe away pagan Santeria idolatry from Cuban soil. It had no place within the Catholic faith.

One demon at a time, Javier reminded himself.

“I will send extra men.”

“Thank you, señor.”

Javier looked at himself in the mirror. What would the old men say? How would they greet him? His spy on the council seemed optimistic, but cautious. Always cautious.

He could be cautious. Javier built a career on being careful, treading one step at a time. He reminded himself to be respectful of the council’s station, to remember what they could do to him if he stepped too far out of place. There were two men on the council who’d sentenced his grandparents to unpleasant deaths. Maybe one day he would repay that kindness. One day.


CHAPTER 20



HAVANA, CUBA

It was as close to a strip search as he’d had in months.

“My phone?” Javier said to the guard, who’d been a little too thorough in his posterior search.

“You may enter, señor,” the scruffy guard in a Castro-era uniform said, handing the phone back to the Minister of Immigration.

“Thank you,” Javier Betancourt said. He opened the door himself, cigar smoke greeting him in a gush of stale air. The room was so dark he could only see the outlines of the men around the room.

“Come in,” one of the gathered said.

Minister Betancourt walked into the room, set his government-approved cell phone on the edge of the table that wrapped around the room. He stepped to the center of the space and said, “It’s an honor to be called.” He didn’t feel that way, but it was what they expected. These men commanded groveling. They were used to it despite their proclamations of being men of the people. They hadn’t been ‘of the people’ since coming out of their mothers’ wombs.

“Minister Betancourt, tell us about your efforts.”

“Which efforts would you like me to explain, gentlemen? There are many,” Betancourt said, wondering if the men puffing away on peasant-rolled cigars had made any effort that might benefit Cuba other than getting out of bed today. Hide your disdain, Javier, he told himself.

“Tell us about your talks with the Vatican.”

The simple questions first, Javier thought.

“His Holiness has promised to look into your accusations regarding the disproportionate number of South American priests selected to be bishops over our Cuban-born brothers.”

“And has he decided on when he will visit?”

“He has not.” He let that hang in the air, nodding when he heard murmurs of disapproval. “Might I once again suggest renewing our campaign to convince the population to ease their focus on Santeria? His Holiness explicitly told a gathering of cardinals just this month that witchcraft and voodoo⁠—”

“What about the riots?”

“We anticipated a certain level of discord,” Betancourt said.

“A certain level? It wasn’t your house they threw Molotov cocktails at!”

More murmurs of agreement.

Maybe they wouldn’t throw flaming bottles of liquor at your house if you left your house to see the people, Javier thought.

“As you say,” Betancourt said. “It is but a suggestion if the matter of His Holiness visiting is of such importance.”

He knew the truth. They said it was important, but it wasn’t, really. These men practiced any faith that kept them in power. He knew three men staring at him now practiced regular voodoo rituals to keep their loins working.

“Let us move on,” one man said. “Tell us of the Americans in Cayo Guillermo. Who are they?”

“We believe they are business executives looking to engage smugglers,” he lied.

“What do they want to smuggle?”

“The usual items. Cigars. Medicine.”

“How long will you detain them?”

This was where he had to tread carefully. He’d already lied. How deep to take the lie?

“Three days.”

“Did you interrogate them?”

“It is delicate. What I would like to present to the council is an opportunity. If we allow the Americans to engage with smugglers, the loss for Cuba may be substantial.” Javier waited for that to sink in. He knew they’d understand his insinuation. Smuggling left unchecked meant these senior officials wouldn’t see a piece of the profits. However, if the Americans were persuaded to buy their supplies from certain parties, the men in the smoky room would fatten their purses. “If you give me approval, I have three suppliers who would be more than happy to supply the Americans with hand-selected items. For a fee, of course.”

The murmurs were louder and more content.

“Very well,” said a voice. “You may proceed with the Americans.”

“Thank you,” Betancourt said, giving the room a small bow.

He waited for more questions, feeling the minutes ticking by.

“You’ve done well for the Cuban people, Minister,” came another voice. “This council would like to remind you to tread carefully. While advancement is admirable, we must never forget that cautious forethought serves us all.”

Betancourt gritted his teeth, but bowed again. “Of course.”

“You may go, Minister. Keep us apprised of His Holiness and the Americans.”

Minister Javier Betancourt turned, grabbed his phone from the table, sliding his finger along its edges. When he left the room, he said to the guard, “They asked not to be disturbed. His Holiness is coming.”

The two guards perked up, like they’d been told to pop to attention.

Betancourt smiled at the men and went for the stairs. As he departed, he cast a last glance at the guards, winked, and tapped his phone screen discretely.

Thirty seconds, he thought, trying not to hurry. He wondered if the council members would notice the tiny robot spider drones that had crept from the hollow compartment in his phone and found thermal hiding spots in the nooks and crannies of the council members’ bodies.

Fifteen, fourteen, thirteen…

His driver was waiting, door open. He slid in the passenger side door, looking up at the second story as the engine gunned and they shot down the street.

Three, two, one.

The explosion rocked the neighborhood. His bodyguard drove on, eyes glued to the road.

Javier didn’t have to look back. He knew the explosion had leveled the second floor. The council members and guards were dead. No witnesses.

Javier picked up his phone. “It is done.”

“Viva Cuba,” said the voice on the other end.

“Viva Cuba,” said Javier.


CHAPTER 21



THE WHITE HOUSE, WASHINGTON, D.C.

“Mr. President, there’s a Mr. Patel who says he needs to see you.”

President Zimmer looked down at his phone. He’d missed three calls, all from Neil. Damn the busy mornings.

“Bring him in, please,” he said into the speakerphone.

A minute later, Neil Patel walked into the Oval Office. Zimmer rose and embraced his friend.

“How are you, Neil?”

Patel had a backpack on, and the hug was half hearted on Neil’s part.

“Where can we go to talk?” Neil asked.

“Hold on.” Zimmer pressed his secretary’s speaker button and said, “I need fifteen minutes. I’ll be in my office.”

“Already taken care of, Mr. President,” his secretary said. “I got you thirty minutes, just in case you need it.”

“What would I do without you, Anita?”

“Probably let the Russians take over Alaska, Mr. President.”

Zimmer laughed and let go of the speaker button. “Follow me,” he said to Neil, leading the way to his private office.

To Zimmer’s surprise, Neil was the first to move around the desk, plop his backpack onto the desk, and fish out his laptop.

“I found Cal.”

“Oh thank God. Tell me he’s on his way here.”

“Not exactly.” Neil focused on the screen. The president knew better than to interrupt the genius. “Cayo Guillermo. Do you know where that is?” Neil asked, without looking up from his screen.

Zimmer shook his head. “I assume it’s in Cuba.”

“It is. It’s a resort town off the east coast of Cuba.”

“Don’t tell me he’s on vacation.”

“Not exactly.”

“Neil, will you please tell me what’s going on?”

Neil didn’t answer for a moment, still clicking away. Then he turned the laptop so Zimmer could see. “I was hoping you could explain to me what’s going on, Mr. President.”

Zimmer looked down at the screen. It was a grainy video of men in bright yellow uniforms sifting through rubble and smoke.

“What is this?”

“That is Havana. There was an explosion fifteen minutes ago. The world doesn’t know it yet, might never know, but I suspect a cadre of Cuban leaders was just killed in that building.”

“How do you know that?” The president held up a hand. “I don’t want to know how you know that, do I?”

“Probably not.”

Zimmer took a breath. “Did Cal have something to do with this?”

“I don’t know how he could have. He’s in Cayo Guillermo, 400 miles away.”

“Neil, you come in here, tell me there’s been an assassination in Cuba, that Cal is in Cuba, and you assume I can put the pieces together? What the hell is going on?”

Neil wasn’t just staring at him, he was glaring.

“Mr. President, there’s something you’re not telling me. You know how I know that? First, Cal usually tells me where he’s going. Unless you tell him to go somewhere, and he’s not supposed to tell anyone. Second, you didn’t seem surprised that Cal was in Cuba. Third, I didn’t know about the assassination until I got to the White House back gate.”

“Neil, I didn’t send Cal to Cuba. He’s not supposed to be there.”

“You’re saying he’s not ‘supposed’ to be there? But we both know Cal. He’s rarely where he’s ‘supposed’ to be. That tells me he met Top and Gaucho in the Bahamas for something that has to do with Cuba.”

Zimmer turned to the wall and ran a hand through his hair. “Is nothing secret anymore?” he asked to no one.

“You know what they say about secrets, Mr. President. If more than one person knows the secret…”

The president spun around. “I know what they say, Neil. And let’s cut the Mr. President crap, okay? What happened to Brandon and Neil?”

“You know I’m a pretty laid-back guy, Mr. President, but I figured this sticky spot demands respect of the office, the office that you are so obviously using against me.”

How had it come to this? Zimmer thought.

“Look, regardless of what you, Cal and all our super secret buddies think, I can’t tell you everything. Not only would that put me in more delicate predicaments than I’d like, it’s illegal.”

“Now you want to use the legal angle against me? That never stopped you before.”

Zimmer’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll let that pass because we’re friends. But if you ever think that our relationship takes precedent over this country⁠—”

“I thought that’s what our founding fathers built this country on, Brandon. Brotherhood. Friendship. Doing whatever we can to save a buddy’s ass when he gets tossed into the lion’s den.” Neil smiled. “I promise I’m not here to bust your balls. I’m here because your secret operation has Cal, Top and Gaucho locked up in a private resort off the coast of Cuba, guarded by men with guns, all while someone’s going around blowing up Cuban communist leaders. So, can we talk about this? I pinky swear I won’t tell a soul.”

Zimmer exhaled.

“Fine. I’m sorry I lost my cool.”

“You can’t always keep it together. You should’ve seen me when they banned me from the Valorant esports championships because I was, and I quote, too old.”

“I do not know what that means.” Zimmer sat down. “Before I tell you why Cal’s down there, can you please tell me how you know where he is and that he’s being guarded with men with guns?”

Neil’s smile spread from his lips to his eyes. “Oh that. I had to access one of your super duper top secret programs that tracks people by their heart beats. I hope you don’t mind.”


CHAPTER 22



CAYO GUILLERMO, CUBA

Cal paced. Usually, he would sit and wait. But there was something in the air. It was a small thing. A furtive look between guards. Another called away, rushing back to whisper in his friend’s ear.

Night time. The hour of the operator. Cal’s time.

He switched on an overheard light. The guard outside rustled, turned to the light in the window. Cal waved to the man, yawned and walked to the kitchenette. Coffee first.

He took his time. What was the hurry? Would the guard think that making coffee was strange at this time of night? Maybe he thought all Americans were strange.

The place had to be bugged, maybe even wired for video. Keep up the charade. Wait for the sign from Top and Gaucho.

The coffee drip, drip, dripped until it was done. Cal cradled the cup and walked to the window. Only the guard and dimly lit resort beyond. He nodded to the guard. The guard snorted, turning away.

Fine, Cal thought, sipping his coffee.

Waiting. He never liked the waiting. He enjoyed being the one with cues, the man of action.

Where are you guys?

He saw it then. A blur of motion. Tried not to look that way. Not directly. More in his peripheral. There it was again. This time, the guard turned, weapon shifting.

Cal knocked on the window, lifted his coffee mug.

“Want a cup?” he asked.

The guard shook his head, attention tugging back to whatever was going on below.

Cal knocked on the window again. The guard gave him a look, even swiveled his weapon.

“Okay, tough guy.”

Cal marched to the door, opened it. That got a response.

“Inside!” the guard said.

“I just wanted to ask if you wanted coffee.”

“No coffee. Inside!”

Cal raised his hands.

“Okay, okay. And here I thought Cuban hospitality was dead.”

Then, the man was dead. A figure appeared behind the guard, dark and silent. The machete did not hesitate. It sliced the guard in the side of the neck, cutting halfway through. The gurgle and spurt preceded the fall. Cal rushed forward, snatching the weapon before it could clatter to the ground. He watched the life slip from the guard’s eyes.

Cal looked at the dark form, fully expecting one of his friends. The smile that met him was a stranger’s.

“Who are you?” Cal asked.

“We have mutual friends.”

Cal made a guess. “Uncle Max.”

The man gave him a strange look. “Come on. Your friends are this way.”

Cal followed, silent as his liberator. He noted the cameras along the walkway. They didn’t have the little green recording light on anymore.

Uncle Max, machete in hand, put his back to the building, moving slower now. Cal mimicked the movement.

A little farther. Uncle Max stopped, put a finger to his lips and pointed to the next door. Cal nodded.

Uncle Max inhaled, meaning to barge into the room. Instead, Gaucho’s head popped out, “Hey guys,” he whispered.

Cal’s liberator stood up a little straighter. Top came to the door.

“Where are the guards?” Uncle Max asked.

“Tied up in the bathroom,” Gaucho said. “We were just coming to get you.”

Uncle Max chuckled. “Great minds think alike.”

Top pointed at the machete. “You got anymore of those?”

“What happened to the guards’ guns?”

“They didn’t have any.”

“Damn,” Uncle Max said.

“What?” Cal asked.

“Things will move fast now. You guys good to run?”

“I thought you’d never ask,” Top said, cracking his neck back and forth.

“Come on.”

No sooner had they made it to the ground level that an alarm went off somewhere inside the resort. There were shouts. The lights went from dim to bright. Alarms screamed. A voice in Spanish on the overheard speakers.

Cal looked at Gaucho.

“They’re locking the place down,” Gaucho said. “What the hell did you guys do?”

“Killed a guard,” Uncle Max said, looking left and right, then sprinting across an open expanse. The others ran after him.

“Is that why they’re so pissed?” Gaucho asked when they were all together again.

“No,” Uncle Max said.

“You’re a man of few words, aren’t you?”

“Not usually. I’ve got things on my mind.”

Gaucho grabbed Uncle Max’s arm. “What the hell is going on?”

Uncle Max grinned. “There’s been a coup. The authorities are rounding up the usual suspects, especially Americans.”

“But that’s not why you’re here,” Cal said.

“Look, you wanna sit here and chat or get the hell out of Dodge?”

“It’ll take you two seconds to tell us.”

“Fine. Brandon found me. He called.”

“Wait, how did he⁠—”

Uncle Max held up a hand. “We get out now. Chat later.”

No more discussion. For the next ten minutes, they ran for their lives.
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“The response is appropriate,” Javier said.

“You were reckless.”

“Are they dead or are they dead?”

The man on the other side of the confessional shifted in the darkness.

“We had a plan.”

“One changes plans. We’ve talked about this. The question is what to do now,” Javier said.

They sat in silence for a time, as if the chaos wasn’t spreading all around them. It took less than an hour for the cronies of the deceased Cuban council to alert the authorities. The authorities did what they did best. They rounded people up in old trucks and shipped them to interrogation facilities that weren’t supposed to exist.

Javier thought back, making sure he’d covered his tracks. He had. But how well? At some point, someone would know he was alive. No one had seen him leave except for a room full of dead men and their dead bodyguards. The cameras that usually guarded the streets and alleys of their covert meetings would show nothing. Some not too smart investigator would surmise that the non-existent footage was yet another loss in the technological swamp that was Cuba.

“The spider drones worked perfectly,” Javier said.

“I knew they would.”

“You’re a genius. I’ve always told you so.”

“You don’t need to inflate my ego, Javi.”

“You’re right. We need to act, now.”

“What did you have in mind?”

Javier Betancourt told him. The man on the other side of the confessional smiled in the darkness.


CHAPTER 23



WASHINGTON, D.C.

Congressman Potts scratched his head with his number two pencil. Normally he’d have his writers prepare the document. Not this time. They couldn’t know that he knew.

Rodrigo Mesa, still looking like he’d just showered and dressed, burst into the office. “It’s started.”

“Tell me,” Potts said.

“Not much yet. Something about an explosion, roundups, minor insurrection.”

“Have the Cubans released a statement?”

“No.”

“Did you get this from Ms. Merriweather?”

“I got it from a staffer with Joint Chiefs. Turns out a Navy plane making its Caribbean rounds picked up Cuban transmissions.”

“Transmissions not meant for American ears,” Potts said, thinking. “Where is Ms. Merriweather?”

“At her apartment, probably.”

“Call her. Tell her to get back to the White House.”

“Sir, if I do that⁠—”

“I know. You’ll think of something, Rod. Make up a story. Something about the president’s staff needing her. I know she’s just an intern, but it’ll show initiative. She’ll like that coming from you.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll try.”

“Don’t try, Rod. Do.”

“Yes, sir.”

Rod rushed from the room. Potts looked down at the statement. He scratched out a line and rewrote it. Yes, that was better. He finished writing and went to his desk. From a slot at the back of the top drawer, he pulled out a cell phone. He powered it on, waited for the screen load.

His message was ten words long.

Potts watched to make sure the text went through, then powered down the device, plugging it back into the power bank and hiding it in the drawer.

Now, to find more about Cuba’s mishap.
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SECRET FEDERAL PRISON FACILITY, PENNYSLVANIA

There was a tap, tap, tap on the door. Edmund Flap sat up on his cot.

“Yes?”

The food slot opened, revealing a tray.

It was the middle of the night. Much too early for breakfast.

Flap walked barefoot to the door. “Thank you,” he said, grabbing the tray.

“This one’s extra,” the guard said.

“Understood. Thank you.”

Flap sat down. Two pieces of half-burnt toast on the tray. A cup of fruit in gelatinous goo too.

Same drill as before. He committed the ten-word message to memory. Flap ate both pieces of toast. He slurped down the fruity goo. The tray went to the hatch and the man who’d once been the most powerful spy in the world went back to his uncomfortable bed, face blank.

But inside he smiled. His brain had decoded the message. Ten words. Ten wonderful words.

Chaos in Cuba. Will tell you more when I know.

Congressman Potts. A true American patriot.

It was easy to manipulate patriots, which was quite amusing. That was a fact with anyone owing allegiance. Protect your tribe to your own doom. Flap’s allegiance was to one thing and one thing only: chaos.

He slept. He dreamed of chaos. He slept well.
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GEORGETOWN

“Hey,” Alice said when Rodrigo snuck into bed next to her. She pulled him close, wanting him.

“Not now, honey. Something’s up.”

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“Then what is it?”

Alice’s hands wandered down her lover’s body.

“Alice, you need to listen to me.” He grabbed her hands.

“I was asleep. You woke me up. What did you think I was going to do?”

“I know. I’m sorry. But you need to go to work.”

Alice froze. “What? Why?”

“Something’s happening. Something big. It’s about Cuba.”

“I don’t care about Cuba. I need to sleep. Unless⁠—”

“Alice, you need to go to work.”

She pulled her hands away. “You’re not my master, you know. Besides, it’s the middle of the night. What time is it anyway?”

“Just after two in the morning.”

“Rodrigo, there’s only one thing I want to do at two in the morning.” Her hands went back to this body. She thought she heard him exhale.

“Okay. But then we’re driving you to work. The president needs you.”

Alice slid closer. “Oh, does he? And what about you?”

He answered by slipping off her pajama bottoms.
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THE WHITE HOUSE

“Oh, hello, Alice,” the president’s secretary said. “What are you doing here?”

Alice held up the drink caddy. “I brought coffee. Real coffee. You like mocha lattes, right?”

The old secretary’s eyes lit up. “You’re an angel, you know that?”

Alice smiled and handed over the overpriced latte. Rodrigo was smart. He’d suggested stopping by the coffee shop around the corner. He said it was good to butter up your co-workers. He said it was an investment.

Alice didn’t believe in buttering people up, unless you wanted something. After seeing the secretary’s reaction, she filed away buttering up as a useful tactic for the future.

“What can I do?” Alice asked.

The secretary took her first swallow of latte. Alice thought the old bat actually moaned. That made her think of Rodrigo.

“Do you mind asking the president for his notes? He’s in the Oval with Ms. Haines.”

“No problem. Do you think anyone else needs a coffee?” Alice asked, pointing to the drink caddy.

“Why don’t you leave it right here? I’ll make sure they get to the right hands.”

Alice smiled as sweetly as she could.

The president and Ms. Haines looked up as Alice entered the Oval Office.

“Alice, what are you doing here?” the president asked.

“I’m here for your notes, Mr. President.”

The president and Haines shared a confused look.

“No, Alice,” Haines said. “I think what the president was asking is, what are you doing here at three in the morning?”

“I heard everyone else was coming in. I thought I’d come help.”

Alice liked the look on Haines’s face.

“That’s nice of you,” the president said. “Here you go. I’m not sure they make much sense yet, but I’m sure the experts can make it pretty.”

Alice picked up two sheets of handwritten notes.

“Is there anything else I can do for you, Mr. President? Ms. Haines?”

“No. But thank you again for being here,” the president said.

“It’s my pleasure, Mr. President.”

Alice strolled from the room. Before she got back to the secretary’s desk, she’d skimmed the president’s notes without making it look obvious. Certain things jumped out at her: “uncertainty with Cuba” “we support the Cuban people, not the regime” and most important of all, “American citizens on Cuban soil”.


CHAPTER 24



WATERS OFF CUBA

The old boat chugged along.

“Can’t this thing go any faster?” Gaucho asked.

Trevor St. James ignored the question.

“This guy’s a real piece of work. Hey, can you hear me?”

St. James answered, eyes focused ahead.

“Does your friend always ask stupid questions?”

“Only when he’s annoyed,” Top said.

“How often is he annoyed?”

“You want the truth?”

“Always.”

“Sixty-seven percent of the time.”

“That’s a lie,” Gaucho said. “I’m a peach.”

Top shook his head.

Cal pointed to the shore. “Did you see that?”

“Yes,” St. James said, steering the boat to where the light flashed. “Stay down. I don’t want you getting shot.”

“Shot by whom?”

“You’ll see.”

The old boat gurgled in protest as it made its way to shore, where a trio of weathered faces greeted them.

St. James hopped ashore first, talking to one of the men holding the boat in place, his voice soft whispers.

“Come on,” St. James said after patting the ancient man on the back. “I hope you don’t mind mosquitoes.”

“I hate them,” Gaucho said.

“Good. You’re in luck.”

“Luck. Seems like we haven’t seen a bit since coming to this cursed island.”

“Wait,” said Cal.

St. James turned. “What is it?”

“Is there a way to take these two off Cuba?”

“No way, Cal. We’re staying here. Mosquitoes be damned,” Gaucho said.

“This is not a discussion.”

“Why the hell not? Suddenly you’re pulling the boss card on us?”

“I need you to go to D.C.”

“He’s right,” St. James said. “Brandon needs you.”

Top and Gaucho shook their heads in unison.

Cal said, “If Max is right,” St. James told them to always call him Max or Uncle Max around the Cubans. “There’s a leak. You need to tell him that.”

“Let’s call him and tell him,” Gaucho said.

“Too risky.”

Gaucho gestured at St. James. “This guy rescues us in the middle of the night, knows every byway in and out of this place, and you tell me he doesn’t have a secure phone?”

Top nudged his best friend. “They’re right. We need to go.”

Gaucho looked like he was going to protest. “Fine.”

There was a quick conversation between St. James and the ancient men.

“They’ll take you,” St. James said.

“Please tell me we’re not getting back in that boat. It won’t make it another mile.”

St. James didn’t answer. He walked toward the treeline, Cal following.
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CUBA

It was a small monastery with deep Cuban roots. Forgotten by most of the island, it was a perfect hiding spot.

Javier Betancourt closed the door with a muted thunk. The place smelled of years of private worship. The main level housed the place of worship. Dripped out candles adorned stone ledges. The place was dark and still.

Javier marched through the crumbling pews, past the altar, and into the side hall. Looking left and right, he pulled a skeleton key from his pocket. The key went into a hidden nook in the wall. Clunk went the tumbler. Conditioned air hit him as he yanked the portal open, slipped inside, closing it behind him.

Floor level LED lights blinked on as he took the stairs down, down, down.

Another door. No skeleton key this time. A panel opened on the wall. Javier put his chin on the pad, waiting for the biometric scan to finish.

This time, the door that opened hissed in welcome. Unhurried, Javier entered.

His friend sat hunched over one of many metal tables, the priest’s cassock draped over his form.

“Was there trouble?” the man asked.

Javier walked to the small fridge and grabbed a bottle of water. “It’s Cuba. There’s always trouble.”

“Do they know it was you?”

“No. What are you working on?”

The Catholic priest placed the instruments on the table. “An idea I had.”

The priest always had ideas. Javier looked down at the man’s handiwork. “Remember the Atari game you made? What was that, our sophomore year?”

The priest smiled. “Junior year. My professor hated it.”

“I thought it was clever.”

“It was clever. Robots saving Cuba. What’s not clever about that?”

“He couldn’t see your vision.”

“You’re the only one who ever understood my vision, Javi.”

Javier was proud of his friend and of this place. Under the guise of Catholic servitude, they built a drone laboratory and manufacturing facility. It took convincing. Cubans distrusted technology. Javier convinced them it would help Cuba’s defense. It had. They had. Unbeknownst to the world, hidden in a backward country, one of the leading minds in drone technology, a man who’d taken the path of priesthood, helped Javier Betancourt develop a lethal army.

The two friends had survived much. Government purges meant secrecy ruled the day, always.

“Sometimes I wish we were young again,” Javier said. “I miss school.”

“You like the drama. Don’t pretend you don’t.”

At Florida State, it was the priest, then a brash and brilliant student, who’d run circles around his classmates.

“Doesn’t mean I can’t miss the old days.”

“Of course. Hand me that fin, will you?”

Javier picked up a thin composite fin and handed it to his closest friend.

“Do you think we made a mistake sharing your technology with them?”

“How else could we fund my research?”

“Drugs?”

The priest snorted. “No, thank you.”

“It’s not as dangerous as you think.”

“Not in your job, maybe. I’m a priest. What do you think the police would say if they found me with a kilo of cocaine?”

They shared a laugh, the priest tinkering away.

“It’s too late for that anyway,” Javier said.

“You think? We sent our enemies to the devil.”

“It was necessary.”

“It was reckless,” the priest said.

“It was necessary.”

The priest nodded. “Luckily, they’re too stupid to figure out how we did it. I’m sure they’ve arrested plenty.”

“They’re ignorant. Not stupid.”

“Javi, they’re ignorant and stupid.”

“Fine. But they’re ruthless. They won’t stop until they find someone they think is responsible for the killings. Be careful.”

That the priest wore a Catholic cross sometimes made Javier’s friend complacent. Like an invisible man.

“You sound like my mother.”

“If that’s what it takes to get what we want, fine,” Javier said.

“Okay, mother, hand me that pencil, will you?”


CHAPTER 25



THE WHITE HOUSE, WASHINGTON, D.C.

“Okay. Thank you.” The president put the phone in its cradle. “How many coffees have I had?”

“Enough,” Haines said. She was staring at her phone. “Drink more water. Take a shower.”

“I don’t have time for a shower.”

“You always have time for a shower.”

“How long do you think the Cubans are going to keep the attack secret?”

“As long as they can. You know how they operate.”

“Do we really know how they operate?”

Haines looked up. “Sure. What’s on your mind?”

“This feels different somehow.”

“What isn’t different about the way Cuba operates?”

“You’re not wrong. But this…” The president tapped his finger on the file. “I can’t put my finger on it.”

“The CIA’s working on it. I’m sure they’ll come up with something.”

“And Cal?”

“You said Uncle Max found him. We’ll see him soon, right?”
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Alice Merriweather checked to make sure there wasn’t anything left to do.

“I’m going to breakfast. Need anything while I’m out?” she asked the team. No one did.

She didn’t want to go to breakfast. But this wasn’t something she could get out of. Her mother called and insisted they get a bite to eat.

Alice checked her makeup, grabbed her purse, and left the building. The sun crested the horizon, and she stifled a yawn. She didn’t know how these people did it. Up all night. Up early. She’d be happy to be done with it. Her favorite wake-up time was noon.

The café had a line out the door. Alice scooted past, finding her mother in the corner booth. She looked newly Botoxed.

“I got you a green tea,” her mother said, leaning in for a side kiss.

“I’d rather have coffee.”

Her mother made a face. “Coffee is so last decade. Get with the times, Alice.”

Gloria Merriweather looked her daughter up and down. “Let’s go shopping. That dress doesn’t fit you.”

She poked Alice in the belly.

“Mother!” Alice said, her face going red.

“What? You need to workout more. A girl in your position can’t carry the extra pounds. Are you eating clean? You know what I’ve told you about the food you put in your body. Just enough to keep you moving, nothing more.”

Sometimes Alice wished she had her mother’s figure. She could wear a high school senior’s prom dress if she wanted. The mix of a bird-like appetite and a careful selection of medications helped.

“I know, mother. Jeez. Will you ever stop embarrassing me?”

“Embarrassing? Me? I wish you could’ve met your grandmother. Woman never let up. I’m easy breezy compared to her.”

Alice sipped the green tea, wishing she had a cappuccino.

“So,” her mother said. “tell me about work. Is it so exciting to see the president every day? You’re behaving, aren’t you?”

“I’m not twelve, mother. It’s an actual job, with actual work.”

“Do you know how many strings your father had to pull to get you that internship? Don’t screw it up, Alice. It won’t just look bad on you, you know.”

Oh yes. The family image. Gloria Merriweather always had the family image at the top of her priority list. Higher than her daughter’s eating habits, even.

“How’s Scottsdale? Any gossip?” Alice asked.

“I didn’t come here to talk about the club, Alice. I came here to talk about you.”

“Careful, mother, people will think you’re obsessed with me.”

Alice jumped when her mother pinched her leg under the table.

“Ow!”

“Now you listen to me, Alice Merriweather. A little bird told your father that you’ve been seeing a certain Latino gentleman.” Alice’s face paled. “That’s what I thought. Please tell me you’re using protection, Alice. I don’t want a mixed grandchild running around asking me for money.”

The family money was her mother’s. She’d funded her husband’s law school and legal career. When opportunities came to purchase flagging law offices, it was Gloria Merriweather’s fortune, money passed down from her grandfather, one of the last private oil barons, that made the takeovers possible.

“Mother, that’s none of your business.”

“So you’re not using protection.”

Gloria Merriweather held the paper cup in two hands, a glare leveled at her daughter. Alice hated that look. It brought back many memories from school.

“It’s none of your business, mother. And even if it were, I wouldn’t tell you.”

“Come now, Alice. We’re both grown women. I understand the need to spread your… wings for a time. Why do you think I spent the summer after college in Europe? But you’re not getting any younger, Alice. It’s time to find you a husband.”

“I’m sure you have someone in mind.”

“As a matter of fact, I do. Four gentlemen, actually. All full blooded Americans, I might add.”

“Rodrigo is American.”

Alice couldn’t believe she’d said his name out loud. She was immediately sorry.

“Rodrigo, is it? I’m sure he’s a fine young man, for his people. But you’re a Hinkle, Alice.” Her mother loved to use her family name when things were important.

“I thought I was a Merriweather, mother.”

“Don’t give me lip.” Alice expected another pinch, like a five-year-old scolding. “Here’s what you’re going to do. You have one more week with your Latin lover. Screw his brains out. I don’t care. Then, end it. I’ve talked to your father. Next month you’re coming home. I’ll take care of the rest.”

“I’m not leaving.”

“Oh yes you are. And I’m not leaving without you.”

Alice’s eyes went wide. “You’re staying in D.C.?”

Her mother laughed. “Of course, Alice. Do you think I’m going to let you out of my sight? I’ve learned my lesson, believe me. Now, tell me about the president. Is he as handsome as he looks on television?”


CHAPTER 26



CAYO GUILLERMO, CUBA

The Americans had escaped. One guard was dead. There would be consequences. It was the only language they understood.

“What about the cameras?” Javier asked the hotel manager.

Fat jiggled when the man answered, his brow sweaty. “Someone turned them off, señor.”

“You told me no problems. This seems like a problem.”

“Yes, señor. I don’t know what to say.”

Javier motioned to his escorts, a squad of loyal men. “Take him.”

There was nothing else to see. The Americans were gone. He would find them.
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MAINLAND CUBA

“Don’t worry, your friends will be fine,” St. James said.

Cal watched the vessel motor away from the dock. He waved to Top and Gaucho.

“If anything happens to them…”

“I said don’t worry. It’s taken care of.”

“What about the drones?”

“They knew you were coming the first time.”

“And how did they know that?”

“If you think it was me, it wasn’t. I’m red-blooded Americano, just like you.” St. James shouldered his backpack. “Come on. We can talk on the way.”

“On the way where?”

“You’ll see.”

The rutted road made a bumpy ride. No air conditioning. Cheap bottled water.

“Lovely country,” Cal said, looking out the dirty window.

“It is actually. You should see it when you’re not on the run. It’s paradise.”

St. James drove for a time without speaking. Cal didn’t know what to think of the man. He was capable. If what the president told him was true, he had skills Cal should appreciate. That didn’t mean he hadn’t tipped off the Cubans.
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WATERS OFF CUBA

Top scanned the coastline while Gaucho looked at the opposite horizon.

“I never liked drones, you know,” Gaucho said.

“Really? Didn’t you have remote control cars growing up?”

“Those weren’t drones, Top. Those were toys.”

“They’re all toys. You just have to figure out how to turn them off.”

Gaucho shaded his eyes from the sun. “Scares the hell out of me.”

The comment gave Top pause. Gaucho feared little. “I’m worried about Cal. You think he should trust that Uncle Max guy?”

“Does he have a choice? Besides, Brandon said he’s cool, so that’s good for me.”

“You don’t think the President of the United States makes mistakes?”

“I didn’t say that. I said I trust Brandon. Best to stick with trust. If I let my brain trip on possibilities…” Gaucho shivered. “Let’s just get the hell back home. I’m gonna give American soil a big fat kiss as soon as my foot hits pay dirt.”
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MAINLAND CUBA

“Here it is. Home sweet home,” St. James said.

The building, an 1800s relic, leaned left.

“Nice place. Does it have running water?”

“No running water. It has three comfortable memory foam mattresses, a hole in the ground toilet, enough mosquito netting for a platoon, and food. You hungry?”

Cal stepped out of the jalopy truck.

“I’m starving. Lobster and plantains for breakfast?”

“More like Spam and fresh fruit. And coffee. There’s always coffee.”

“Now you’re talking my language.”

The inside of the building was at least clean. Furniture was scarce. Bugs aplenty. But the place was livable. Cal had experienced much worse over the years.

While the coffee brewed, they ate a light breakfast of fresh fruit. “We need to call Brandon,” Cal said.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Oh? He’s the one who got us into this mess. I think he should help us get out.”

“You really think that, or are you just grumpy in the morning?”

“A little of both, truthfully.”

“Coffee’s ready.” St. James poured the black liquid into two metal cups. “I hope you don’t take cream and sugar. Fresh out.”

“Black is fine.” Cal sipped the coffee. “Not bad for an on-the-run cup of joe.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment. Something tells me you don’t hand them out like candy on Halloween.”

“How much of what Brandon said was true?” Cal asked.

“You tell me what he told you, and I’ll answer as honestly as I can.”

Cal took another sip of coffee. “You were some sort of cleaner, sorted out the bodies after we made them that way. That right?”

“Officially, the United States government doesn’t do that. Unofficially, yes. I get rid of bodies. I’m pretty good at it.”

“That’s a strange choice of career.”

“Not as strange as you’d think. You served right?” St. James asked.

“I did.”

“By the way you carry yourself, I’m guessing Marines.”

“That’s right.”

“The Marine Corps ever give you a job you didn’t want to do?”

“All the time.”

“You ever good at the job you didn’t want to do?”

“I guess so,” Cal said.

“That’s what happened to me. I won’t tell you where we were or what we were doing, but the usual cleanup crew was late. My boss told me to take care of the body. He didn’t tell me how to do it or where to do it. He just told me the world never needed to see that body ever again. I’m creative by nature. I figured it out, and the rest, as they say, is history.”

Cal didn’t detect false bravado in the man.

“And the Uncle Max thing? Is that really from The Sound of Music?”

St. James chuckled. “It is. I love that movie. Brandon and Oliver gave me shit about it all the time. I paid them back by marching around, throwing salutes and being a pain in the ass, just like Uncle Max in the movie.”

As St. James told more stories about college, about the pranks he used to play, Cal couldn’t help but grow a grudging admiration for the man. That didn’t mean he trusted him. If St. James stepped a toe out of line, Cal planned on putting a bullet through the man’s skull. He’d leave the body for someone else to clean up.


CHAPTER 27



GEORGETOWN

“Alice? Where are you, honey?”

“In the bedroom,” Alice called.

Rodrigo tossed his suit coat on the kitchen table and rushed to the bedroom. Alice’s eyes were red and puffy, and she was tangled in blankets.

“Honey, what’s wrong? Is it work? Did something happen?”

He slid onto the bed. She curled into him, sobbing.

“She’s horrible. Just horrible. I wish she was dead.”

“Who’s horrible, Alice? Was it the president’s secretary again? Or Haines? Did she say something to you?”

Alice shook her head. “No.” She sniffled like a two-year-old.

“Alice, look at me. You were hysterical on the phone. I was in the middle of a meeting.”

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” Alice cried.

“It’s okay.”

For a time he stroked her back as she poured tears onto his white shirt. After she finished crying, she moved her hand from his waist to his crotch. He grabbed her hand.

“Alice, I don’t mean to be harsh, but I’ve got work. Important work. Will you please tell me what’s wrong?”

Alice looked up at him. Normally, he looked past her plainness. It was all he could do not to scowl at her unattractiveness now. He reminded himself why he was here, what he was doing.

“It’s my mother,” she said.

A flood of relief washed over Rodrigo. He’d assumed the worst, that Alice had opened her big fat mouth and that the Secret Service would be after him and Congressman Potts.

He knew about her mother. The poor girl both hated and wanted to be like her mother, though Alice would never admit the latter.

“What about your mother, honey? Did she call? What did she say?”

“She’s here, in Washington. Mother wants to take me home. She says it’s time to get married. They’ll probably be lined up at the airport, waiting. Oh, Rodrigo, what are we going to do?!”

The sobbing renewed. He cradled her. This was a wrinkle he hadn’t expected. Gloria Merriweather, the staple of Scottsdale life (she’d adorned no less than three local magazine covers in the preceding year), was not only a woman of means, she was the rudder of Alice’s life.

“Does she know about me?” he asked.

“I told her all about you. I told her you were wonderful and handsome and smart. She doesn’t care. She wants me to marry some pale-skinned trust fund loser who can’t find a pair of tits with both hands.”

He almost laughed at her description. The poor girl really was starved for attention.

“Why don’t we invite her to dinner? I’m pretty convincing, right? How about I talk to her?”

Alice sat up and looked into his eyes.

“Oh, Rodrigo, would you do that?”

He almost laughed again. She always called him Rodrigo instead of Rod. He figured she thought it was more exotic to call him by his given name.

“Of course I’d do that, honey. Now come on, you need to get back to work. Did they like it when you came in early?”

Alice nodded. “They did. You were right.”

Of course I was right, you silly girl, he thought. Alice Merriweather didn’t have to work. She’d never needed a work ethic. He did. That was the only reason he was sitting there now.

“Good. Do you need help to get dressed? You should probably change. You’ve cried all over your dress.”

“How about you help me get undressed?” She slithered closer.

“Alice. Honey. We don’t have time for that.”

“I love you, Rodrigo Mesa. Is that wrong?”

He knew it was coming, but the blunt statement still surprised him. Two paths to take. He didn’t hesitate.

“I love you too, Alice Merriweather.”

She hugged him. “I knew it. I just knew it!”

This time, he let her hands wander. Soon they were naked, and Rodrigo Mesa was crafting the next set of instructions he would give her.
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THE WHITE HOUSE SITUATION ROOM

“They got out, Mr. President,” the head of the NSA said.

“You’re sure.”

“Yes, sir.”

Zimmer folded his hands in his lap.

“Thank you.”

The NSA chief nodded and left.

“You think it was smart to bring him in?” the president asked.

“Did we have a choice?” Haines said.

“Neil could’ve done it. Where is he anyhow?”

“On his way to Charlottesville. Says he’ll be on Camp Cavalier if you need him. And no, I don’t think we need Neil Patel poking around government servers. One day that’s going to catch up with him. He’s not a young hacker anymore.”

“I’ll have Cal talk to him,” Zimmer said.

“Speaking of Cal, have you heard from him?”

Zimmer shook his head. “The last I heard from Uncle Max was they were on their way to someplace safe.”

“And you still trust him? You believe his story?”

“I do. I think it was a coincidence. He got lucky and Oliver Dahlstrom didn’t.”

“Neither did his daughter or his crew.”

“Please don’t lecture me, Marge. I’ve got enough on my plate right now.”

“I’m not lecturing you. I’m reminding you. That’s my job.”

“You’re right, of course. You know, if I’m being honest, I really thought Uncle Max sold Oliver out. I thought I was going to have to tell Cal to either tie him up and drag him back here or kill him. What does that say about my friendship?”

“It says that you’re The President of the United States. It says that you’re practical. But… I don’t think we need to take those options off the table.”

“You think Uncle Max had something to do with Oliver’s death?”

“I’ll ignore the fact that you keep using that pet name and not his real name. And the answer is maybe. Maybe he didn’t hire whomever launched those drones against Secretary Dahlstrom. But St. James triggered the act. Let’s not forget that.”

“I won’t. But I don’t see how he could be part of it. He loved Oliver. He loved that little girl.”

Marge stood up. “How long has it been since you spent time with St. James? Thirty years?”

“Probably.”

“And during that time he was running around the world spying on people, getting rid of bodies, disconnecting with the real world. Are you saying it’s not possible, even remotely, that your Uncle Max has a screw loose? Maybe several?”

“Marge, I hear you. I really do. But Uncle Ma— St. James, despite the way he acts, is one of the most grounded, practical people I’ve ever met. I wouldn’t have sent him to Cuba if I’d had any doubt.”

“We’ll go with that for now. But I’m telling you, Brandon, there’s something that doesn’t smell right about your old friend. I suggest we tread carefully. And if the worse comes to worst, we let Cal do what he does best.”

Zimmer nodded, despite his obvious reservation. How had he gotten into this mess in the first place?


CHAPTER 28



CUBA

They crouched in the scrub brush. A military vehicle rolled by.

“You think they’re looking for us?” Cal asked.

“They’re always looking for someone. Why not us?”

Cal didn’t know what to compare the current Cuban posture to. He’d never been to Cuba, didn’t know how they acted on a normal ho hum Cuban day. There were still tourists everywhere. Cuban citizens didn’t seem scared or hurried.

“Is this normal?”

St. James shrugged. “I don’t know how many times I’ve been to Cuba. Not sure I’ve quite figured out what normal is. They live under a communist, socialist, Castro-ish regime. They’re part of the Roman Catholic Church. Sometimes they worship a sort of hoodoo voodoo called Santeria. Depending on who you talk to, it’s the best place in the world or the worst.”

“Why do you keep coming back?” Cal asked.

“It’s an anomaly. I understand Russia. Greed. Corruption. Pride. That’s an enemy I can fight. They’re not all bad, of course. But they make a great enemy. Same as whatever twat is running North Korea. Keep him fat with rice buns, away from the nuclear panic button, and I really don’t care. But Cuba… it’s closer to Washington than a lot of America. They’re our neighbors. Hell, they’re more like us than we think.”

“You sound like a convert.”

St. James shrugged again. “I’m intrigued. I’m curious by nature. Our mutual friend surely mentioned that to you.”

“Is that why you want to overthrow the government?”

There. He’d asked the nagging question. St. James was more of an anomaly to Cal than Cuba.

“It’s complicated.”

“Explain it to me. You got us into this. Your buddy Dahlstrom got killed over it. Tell me why you care so much.”

“I said it’s complicated.”

“And I’m saying I’m not going another step until you explain it to me.” Cal felt the weapon in his hands. He could end it all right here and now. No more trouble. No more mess. Let Cuba be Cuba. What right did this character have to change that? Cal wasn’t in the regime-changing business. Show him a bad guy and he’d take care of the problem. But government overthrow? That was best left to the hard hats, the big players. Cal held no illusions as to his role in the big game.

Three barks.

Cal and St. James perked up. “What was that?”

“Stray dogs. Probably.”

They’d seen stray dogs. Stray dogs didn’t bark like that. Trained dogs barked like that. That made Cal think of Liberty, his trusted German Shorthair Pointer. If she were here, he’d know.

“Wait, I think I see⁠—”

Two snarling mutts broke into view. No strays. Their muzzles slathered with drool, eyes locked on one spot: the spot where Cal and St. James were hiding.

“Run,” St. James said.

They ran.
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“Follow the dogs,” Javier Betancourt said to the man controlling the drones. These drones were designed for human pursuit. They’d follow and incapacitate.

He watched the screen, marveling at the speed of the two brutes chasing the men into the dense treeline.

“Kill or incapacitate, señor?” the drone operator asked.

Javier couldn’t wait until they developed an automated control system. He could press a button and decide a man’s fate. How easy would it be?

“I want them alive. Don’t lose them in the trees.”
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“Drones,” St. James said.

Cal glanced back. Sure enough, the red dotted eyes zoomed their way. Too many to count.

“Tell me you have a plan.”

“You’re not gonna like it.”

“Now you tell me.”

St. James stopped running and tossed his weapon into the brush.

“You’re kidding,” Cal said, breathing hard. The dogs were close.

“Do it. No way we can outrun them.”

Cal didn’t have time to ask whether St. James meant the dogs or the drones. He reversed his grip on the rifle and flung it away.

St. James put his hands in the air. There was nothing Cal could do but mimic the movement.
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Javier saw the men stop. He pressed a button on the remote in his hand. The dogs skidded to a stop on the screen.

“Surround them,” Javier said to the drone operator.

He waited until the swarm encircled the targets.

“Wait here,” he ordered.

Javier Betancourt kept the canine remote in one hand and the pistol in the other. He stepped off the road and strolled into the forest.
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“That was close,” St. James said, staring at the two dogs. The canines sat on their haunches, no longer slathering. Tongues lolled. They looked content, almost happy.

“Someone’s coming.”

“Let me do the talking,” St. James said.

“Fine by me.”

The man in the linen suit stepped into view, smiled, and waved.

“Mr. Stokes, it’s good to see you again.” He turned to St. James. “And you, I should’ve known you were part of this.”

“It’s good to see you again, Javier.”

“You have terrible timing, as usual, Max.”

“What can I say? I’m just a humble red-blooded capitalist. I have to get my yearly dose of backward living. Cuba’s the perfect vacation spot for that.”

Javier shook his head. “Mr. Stokes, how is it you know this man?”

Cal didn’t have to lie. “We just met.”

“Why does that not surprise me?”

“Because I’m a terrible liar.”

“Have you figured out that our friend Max is a wonderful liar?”

“Hey, that hurts. I thought we were friends, Javi,” St. James said. “Remember that time I brought you a Florida Gators t-shirt? Not my fault. I forget you went to Florida State. It’s the thought that counts, right?”

Cal thought St. James sounded like another friend, the assassin, Mathew Wilcox.

“Always quick with a reply, aren’t you, Max?”

“Are those dogs gonna bite my balls off if I put my hands down?”

“Only if you brandish a weapon.”

“Brandish a weapon, Javi? What are we, in the middle ages? I thought we’d thoroughly Americanized you. Americans don’t say ‘brandished’ unless they’d been radicalized in an Ivy League den of socialist sin.”

“That sounds like the kettle calling the pot black.”

“Touché.” St. James dropped his hands, eliciting a growl from the dogs. “Woah, doggy. I come in peace. I promised not to brandish my weapons.”

Javier barked a command at the dogs. They laid down on the ground.

“Your timing is horrible,” he said.

“Look, I don’t know what your history is,” Cal said, pointing at the two men. “I’m here to bring Max home. Let me do that and we’re out of your hair for good.”

“Why didn’t you tell me that when we last talked? Instead, you killed one of my guards, embarrassed the others. Or was that you, Max?”

St. James raised his right hand. “As an American citizen, I cannot tell a lie, nor will I brandish the truth.”

“Why should I believe you?” Javier asked Cal.

“Why should I lie?” Cal said.

“I assume your two friends are safely off Cuba. Why didn’t you go with them? If you had, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” He tapped his finger on the pistol. “Ah, you were curious, weren’t you?”

“A little.”

“And you heard about the disturbance.”

“Is that what you call the assassination of the most powerful men in Cuba?” St. James asked.

Javier ignored him. “Tell me, Mr. Stokes.” He raised the pistol and pointed it at St. James. “What would you do if I shot him right now?”

It was Cal’s turn to shrug.

“I’d let you do it. Seems like he’s more trouble than he’s worth.”


CHAPTER 29



CUBA

“Woah! Hold on a second. I thought we were on the same team,” St. James said, raising his hands again, taking a step closer to Javier.

“Don’t move,” Javier said.

“Okay. Okay. Cal, come on. You’re taking his side on this?”

“Javier seems like a reasonable man. He doesn’t smell like a sadist. In fact, he seems to have his affairs more in order than you do,” Cal said.

“And our friend? What will you tell him?”

Cal saw Javier’s eyebrow rise. “I’ll tell him I made a snap call. You’re a liability.”

“You don’t think he’s going to do the same thing to you?”

Cal looked at Javier. “I don’t think so. Am I wrong, Javier?”

“You’re not wrong, Mr. Stokes. The only question is where I will bury his body.”

The drone swarm still hovered around them. Cal felt their wrath. He hated them. Who was this Javier, really?

“I’ve decided. You will be my guests.” Betancourt pocketed the pistol. “Do not get any ideas. The man operating the drones will kill you with the push of a button.”

Cal didn’t doubt it.

He and St. James followed their two-time captor out of the forest.
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“You brought them here?” the priest asked, lowering his glasses.

“We have an opportunity,” Javier said, tossing the dogs a handful of treats.

“An opportunity to get blown to bits by the Americans, yes.” The priest looked up at the sky.

“I don’t think they’d be that rash. Besides, this Stokes seems like a reasonable fellow. I want to talk to him.”

“And the other man? He’s a known agitator.”

“Exactly,” Javier said.

“What do you mean, exactly? If the generals found out that you’d captured two American spies on Cuban land and hadn’t dropped them in a government controlled cell⁠—”

“I told you, this is an opportunity, my friend.”

The priest waited. Javier smiled.

“If we don’t get a morsel from the Americans, we take what we need.”

“And what is that?” the priest asked.

“We tell the government it was the Americans who killed the council. You can create the proper video to validate such a claim, no?”

The priest made a sign of the cross. “Yes, it would be a simple thing.”

“Good. Let us see how forthcoming they will be. Once they’ve outlived their usefulness, we will decide together. Agreed?”

The priest made another sign of the cross. He kissed his shaking fingertips.

“May God watch over us.”

“Yes. And may your swarms protect us.”


CHAPTER 30



WASHINGTON, D.C.

Top and Gaucho trudged into the hotel suite hot, tired and stinking.

“You’ll have to excuse our appearance, your eminence. Top wouldn’t let us stop for a shower and shave,” Gaucho said.

The president rose. “I’m just glad you’re safe.” He embraced each man. “But a shower is in your not-too-distant future. That’s an order.”

“Told you,” Gaucho said.

“I won’t keep you. And thanks for coming straight here.”

Neil Patel walked out of the adjoining room. “I could smell you from the bedroom.”

“Not all of us can chain ourselves to a desk,” Gaucho said.

“Have you heard from Cal?” Top asked.

“No,” the president said. “Neil’s been up to his usual no good. Tell him.”

Neil set his laptop on the table. The others crowded around. “Cal is right here.” He stabbed a finger at the screen.

“You’re sure?” Top asked.

“One hundred percent.”

“That’s precise, even for you.”

Neil glanced at the president, who shook his head. “I’ve been told not to divulge how I found and continue to track our intrepid leader’s location.”

“Let me guess, you stuck your digital nose into a government system you’re not supposed to stick your nose in,” Top said.

“No comment.”

“Neil, show him the file,” the president said.

A couple of taps brought up an official government photo with the Cuban flag in the background.

“Hey, that’s the guy from the hotel!” Gaucho said.

“You met him?” the president asked.

“Didn’t just meet him. I’m pretty sure he was going to take us for a round with rusty pliers and a car battery. Your buddy St. James showed up and swooped us out before that happened.”

“And you’re sure this is the same man?”

“Scout’s honor, your honor,” Gaucho said, raising three fingers in the air.

“That presents a problem,” the president said.

Top and Gaucho exchanged a look.

“How bad is it for Cal?” Top asked.

“Bad. But that’s not the worst of it. Neil, tell them.”

Another couple of clicks pulled up a video that was obviously taken by some sort of American spy aircraft. “Havana,” Neil explained. He zoomed in closer. As they watched, a building on the screen puffed in a silent explosion.

“What are we looking at?” Top asked.

Neil zoomed in closer and replayed the video. “That building, at the time of the recording, held the most powerful men in Cuba, a silent cadre who make the actual decisions concerning government, the military and international relations. They even tell, or told, the farmers what to grow.”

“And they just got blown up.”

“Yes.” Neil zoomed so close that only the building and the streets surrounding it were visible. “Now tell me what you see.” He pressed play.

Seconds before the building exploded, a solitary figure appeared and walks away from the building.

“He seems mighty calm,” Top said. “Who is it?”

Neil clicked back to the file. “This man. The one you met at the hotel. His name is Javier Betancourt. He’s officially Cuba’s Minister of Immigration. College educated in the United States, his family goes back three generations in Cuba.”

“He didn’t act like the Minister of Immigration.”

The president cut in. “That’s the problem. Mr. Betancourt is an unknown entity. I had the CIA and FBI do a background check. He’s clean. Not even a parking ticket when he was at FSU.”

“You think he’s a spymaster?”

“Based on this video, and your personal interaction, I think that’s a valid assumption.”

“Okay. Let’s run down that road. If that’s the case, what’s that got to do with the good ol’ U. S. of A?” Top asked.

“Neil.”

Neil nodded. He pulled up another panoramic shot. Top realized it was the same image they’d seen first, the one with Cal’s current location. Four dots appeared on the map.

“This is Cal. This is Trevor St. James, aka Uncle Max.”

“And these two?”

“I haven’t been able to identify the third man. The fourth is Javier Betancourt,” Neil explained.

“You’re sure?”

“One hundred percent.”

“What does it mean?” Top asked.

The president answered, “I’ve been over and over this in my head. What happened in the Bahamas? The whole thing. I think we have to assume the worst. Uncle Max duped me. I think he’s working with Javier Betancourt.”
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“Get me the cleanest copies you can,” Congressman Potts said to the private investigator. “I want them delivered, in person. Understood?”

“It’s your money, Congressman.”

Technically it wasn’t, but the PI didn’t need to know that. Potts’s job was to siphon information to a man under twenty-four-hour Federal watch. Edmond Flap would take that information, process it, and tell Potts how best to proceed.

Potts let his hired investigator out.

“We’re getting close, Rod.”

Rodrigo Mesa yawned. “Yes, sir. I think you’re right.”

“Late night, Rod?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Ms. Merriweather keeping you busy?”

“Not too busy to do my day job, sir.”

“I know that. I trust you. I think it’s time to turn up the heat.”

“What did you have in mind, sir?”
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TOP SECRET FEDERAL PRISON, PENNSYLVANIA

“Snack time,” the guard said when he opened the door slot.

“Thank you,” Flap said when he grabbed the tray.

Snack time was new. Something pressing from Potts, no doubt.

When he inspected and decoded the message, it read, Two subjects confirmed returned from the Bahamas, possibly Cuba. Friends of yours? There were accompanying pictures.

Flap looked at the black and white images. Yes, he knew them. Marine Master Sergeant Willie Trent and his ever-present friend Gaucho. They had the just-off-an-op look, tired and dirty. That meant movement. Where there was movement, there was opportunity. If the president was taking the chance of meeting them so fresh from the field, that meant rush and worry.

Good, Flap thought. Let’s see what we can do to ramp up that worry.

He chewed up the paper images and sat down to compose a reply.


CHAPTER 31



ARLINGTON, VIRGINIA

“That was a lovely meal, Rodrigo. Thank you,” Gloria Merriweather said, dabbing the corner of her mouth three times.

From what Rod had seen, Lady Merriweather took no more than two bites of her food.

“It was my pleasure, Mrs. Merriweather. And please, call me Rod.”

“I’m the only one who calls him Rodrigo, mother. I think it sounds so exotic.”

Alice’s hand gripped his forearm.

“Alice, darling, would you mind if I have a private word with Rod?”

Alice looked up at him. He saw her panic.

“It’s okay, Alice. I promise not to say anything stupid. Why don’t you meet me back at the apartment?”

Rod caught a glimmer of displeasure in Gloria’s Merriweather tight face.

“But I thought we were going to get ice cream on the way home,” Alice said.

“I’ll get some and bring it to you.”

“In bed?”

Alice made lewd comments during dinner and the stoic Matron Merriweather stomached every bit.

“Honey, I won’t be a minute, I promise. Look, the Uber’s almost here,” Rod said, pointing at her phone.

Alice pouted. She pecked him on the cheek and slid out of the booth.

“Good night, mother.”

“Good night, Alice. Watch your step. You know how wine goes to your head.”

There was a brief stare off. Alice left and Rod reached for more wine.

“Would you like more?” he asked.

“Thank you, no.”

Gloria Merriweather pushed her uneaten food to the side.

Here it comes, Rod thought. She did not disappoint.

“What is your interest in my daughter, Mr. Mesa?”

Mr. Mesa is it?

“I thought that would be obvious, Mrs. Merriweather.”

“Explain it to me, because, as I see it, a very attractive, very charming young man is sleeping with a frumpy, not-too-bright young lady who happens to be the one and only heir of a Scottsdale family fortune.”

Rod laughed. “You think I want your money.”

“I’m just stating facts, Mr. Mesa. What are your intentions with my daughter?”

“I like her and she likes me. Isn’t that enough?”

She thumped her fist on the table, shaking the silverware. “No, it is not enough. Your relationship does not add up. May I be frank?”

“Please do.”

“You’re beneath her station.”

“What station is that, Mrs. Merriweather?”

She looked left and right. “Don’t be coy.”

“I am never coy, Mrs. Merriweather. I simply want to answer your question to the best of my ability.”

“Fine. I’ll say it.” Another glance left and right. She leaned closer. “Until her father made her come to Washington, the only boys she dated were lily white and American bred.”

“You’re saying I’m not lily white.”

He was enjoying the duel.

“You know very well that you are not.”

“And that’s a problem.”

“I am not a racist,” she said.

“I didn’t say you were.”

She glared. “You will end this tonight. Do you understand?”

Rod sipped his wine. “I might not be lily white, Mrs. Merriweather, but I am American. And as an American, I know my rights. Those rights include the pursuits of life, liberty and happiness. Alice makes me happy.” He smiled in her face.

“Now you listen to me. I can see the conman behind those chocolate eyes. My daddy taught me to sniff you out like a snake in the yard. You’re a snake, Mr. Mesa, and you will not sink your fangs into my daughter.”

“What if your daughter likes it when I sink my fangs into her?”

Yes, this was fun.

The tinge of redness on her face eased.

“You’re enjoying this,” she said.

“Immensely.”

“Very well. How much?”

“Excuse me?”

Gloria Merriweather pulled a checkbook out of her purse.

“How much will it cost for you to tell Alice you never want to see her again and that she needs to move back to Scottsdale?”

Rod couldn’t help looking at the checkbook. The number she wrote was three times what he made annually. His throat went dry. He thought about his boss, about the future.

“I’m not for sale, Mrs. Merriweather.”

She finished writing the check, signing it with a flourish. Tearing it from the book, she waved the check back and forth.

“You’re sure? That’s a lot of money. Plenty of cash to put away for a rainy day, send to your mother, put a down-payment on a house…”

It was close. So close.

“No, ma’am. It doesn’t matter what number you put on that check, I can’t do it.”

Gloria Merriweather tore up the check and stuck it in her untouched wine glass, the paper soaking up the expensive red liquid. She stood.

“Thank you for dinner, Mr. Mesa.”

Rod watched her go. No more threats. No more looks. The woman was a pro.

He stared at the ruined check swirling in a brilliant red. Should he or should he not tell his boss about the offer?
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Alice was waiting on the couch. She ran to him when he came through the door.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, burying her faced in his chest.

“It’s okay, honey. I promise.”

“What did she say to you? Did she yell?”

The ride home gave him time to think.

“She wants you to go home.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“Did she say anything else?”

“Not really.”

“Well, I’m not going. I’m staying here,” Alice said.

“That’s what I told her.”

“Did you really?”

“You sound surprised,” Rod said.

“Kind of. It’s just that… well, few people stand up to mother. Not even my dad and he bullies people every day.”

“Honey, I’m not most people. And besides, I don’t want you to leave.”

“You mean it?”

He led her toward the bedroom.

“Would I be here if I didn’t mean it?”

“I just… I wasn’t sure.”

“Honey, what have we talked about? You’ve got everything. You need to be more confident. The world is your oyster, as they say.”

“You know what they say about oysters.” The words came out in a purr.

“Is that all you think about?”

“With you, yes.”

She unbuttoned his shirt.

“Let me take a shower first.”

“Can I come with you?”

He kissed her on the forehead, pulled off her dress, and led her to the bathroom.


CHAPTER 32



CUBA

Cal’s eyes snapped open. There was something in the shadows. Someone.

“Cal.”

St. James.

“How did you get in here?”

“No time for that. We need to go.”

Cal rolled to his feet and followed St. James out the door. How had he snuck in without Cal hearing? St. James was barefoot, shoes in hand. But still…

The drones would find them. Cal knew it.

“This way,” St. James whispered, rolling back a small rug to reveal tile floor. He stuck a finger in the corner of one tile, pulled, and four of the tiles rose on a hinge. The smell of earth rose from the hole.

“What is this?” Cal asked.

“Hidden passage.”

“How did you know it was here?”

“This isn’t my first time in this place.”

Before Cal could ask more, St. James hopped into the hole, landing some feet below. “Come on.”

Shaking his head, Cal jumped in. A dim light came from somewhere farther down.

“Help me close the hatch,” St. James said.

Cal gave him a boost.

“What about the rug?”

“No time for that. We need to go.”

“Where are we going?”

St. James closed the hatch and dropped to the ground again.

“You’re a Marine. Do Marines always ask this many questions?”

“Only when it feels like we’re being led into a meat grinder.”

“You’re gonna have to trust me. I’m happy to give you a boost back up. You can take your chances with Javi.”

Cal almost did it. But going backwards wasn’t his style.

“Fine. Lead on.”

St. James pulled something out of his pocket. It was a drone from before. “Rewired it myself.” He pressed something and the drone’s light illuminated the way. “Hold it for me.”

Cal took the drone while St. James put on his shoes. The tiny object looked like something Neil would make.

“Okay.” St. James took the light back. “Let’s go.”

He led them down the dirt-lined tunnel, hunching at the low height. By the time they stopped, Cal’s back ached.

“This is it.”

Cal didn’t see a door. Just more tunnel leading into ink black beyond.

St. James pointed the drone’s light at the wall, reached out, pressed something. A new hatch clicked open, letting in a stream of blue light. He eased the hatch open and looked inside.

“Clear,” St. James said, opened the hatch fully.

The room beyond was a cavernous warehouse. Small animals, probably rats, scurried from their approach.

Hugging the wall, the two men made their way toward the rolling door on the far end of the space. Empty racks sat in neat rows. No sound in the place. They made it to the door. St. James put his ear to the wall.

“I think we’re good. Let’s take it slow.”

Luckily, well maintained, the door rolled up with only a little noise. Cal scrambled under and into the moonlight. St. James came next, pocketing the drone.

“You sure you want to bring that?” Cal asked. “What if it’s tracking us?”

“I disabled the tracker.”

“You know how to do that?”

“Like I said, I’ve been here.”

Uncle Max. Man of mystery.

Cal still didn’t trust the man.

“Come on. We’ve got a couple miles to run,” St. James said.

Cal kept up easily. By the time they got to a row of shanties, they were both covered in sweat. St. James put a finger to his lips, then pointed at the third small structure.

Moving to the door, he rapped his knuckle two times on the metal. Cal heard rustling inside, then the sound of a deadbolt sliding. The door creaked open and a single eye appeared. It looked at Cal and then St. James. Cal couldn’t be sure, but the eye seemed to narrow when it looked at St. James.

The chain latch unhooked. The door opened and St. James pulled him in.

The space smelled like that night’s dinner. An old fan fluttered in the corner, doing its best to move the hot air through the place. The owner of the eye was an old woman. She said something to St. James in Spanish. She was angry. He smiled and responded like he was delivering an apology. Finally, looking mildly appeased, the old woman moved aside and let them pass.

There was a tiny rickety bed in the corner with a three-legged table siting next to it. The crucifix on the wall was the only adornment.

The old woman said something as St. James passed.

“What’s she saying?” Cal asked.

“Oh nothing.”

It didn’t sound like nothing.

A thick curtain covered the wall in the back corner of the shanty. St. James moved the curtain aside, revealing a door. He knocked twice again, this time opening the door without waiting for a reply. Cal realized the door led to the unit next door. He followed St. James through, his eyes taking a moment to adjust.

St. James embraced a young woman whose eyes looked at Cal casually. Even in the dim light, Cal could see she was beautiful. Stunning really. Something rustled and two heads appeared. Two little girls under a blanket.

St. James went to them, picked them up and kissed them to giggles. The young woman stood watching Cal. He didn’t know what to say.

St. James turned with the little girls in his arms and said, “Cal, meet my wife, Mariela. And these,” he squeezed the little girls, who giggled more. “These are my twin princesses.”

All Cal could think was, what the hell is going on?


CHAPTER 33



THE WHITE HOUSE, WASHINGTON, D.C.

Alice whispered to herself what Rodrigo told her. “Be indispensable. Be indispensable.”

Her boss, a middle-aged staffer who looked halfway to a heart attack, didn’t look up when Alice set down a pile of files.

“Finished?” he asked.

“Yep. What else can I do?”

“I have nothing for you right now.”

“Do you need any coffee?”

That made him look up. He squinted through his glasses like he was seeing her for the first time.

“Sure. Thanks, Alice.”

“No problem! One cream, three sugars, right?”

“That’s right.”

“Okey-dokey. Be right back.”

She smiled at his surprise. That’s what Rodrigo said, that her new attitude would surprise them.

“Smile and keep volunteering. Find work without them having to ask.”

To Alice, these were new tactics. She didn’t have a proactive bone in her body.

Marge Haines was filling her coffee mug when Alice entered the break room.

“Good morning, Ms. Haines. I love your suit.”

“Thank you, Alice.” Haines sipped her black coffee. “Having a good morning?”

“The best. You?”

“Busy. Always busy.”

Alice nodded. “I can’t imagine what you and the president have to put up with every day. How do you do it?”

That seemed to surprise Haines. See, said Rodrigo’s voice in her head.

“It’s difficult. Some days are harder than others. I’m sure you can imagine.”

“Yes, ma’am. The bad guys don’t sleep, do they?”

That actually made Haines smile. “No Alice, they don’t.”

She walked away and Alice took one more chance.

“Ms. Haines?” Haines turned. “I was wondering.” Alice looked down at the ground. “Well, I don’t want to waste what’s left of my time here. I was wondering if, when you have time, if you could tell me your story.”

“My story?”

“Yes, ma’am. I’d love to know how you built your career. I’m thinking that maybe I should take my future more seriously, you know?”

Haines cocked her head to one side. “That’s good to hear, Alice. Tell you what, how about you come up with a list of questions and I’ll see if I can carve out some time to sit down with you. Sound good?”

“That would be wonderful. Thank you!”

Haines nodded and headed back to the Oval Office.

Uppity bitch, Alice thought, careful not to let it show on her face.

Be indispensable, she said to herself.

Rodrigo wanted her to keep an ear out for anything about Cuba. Why? He didn’t say. But if he wanted it, she would get it. He’d told her he loved her, said he didn’t give a damn about her family’s fortune.

Alice figured it would all work out. Maybe her mother would croak from the Washington heat, and then she could work her budding charms on her father. Surely he would hire Rodrigo and one day her lover turned husband would run the Merriweather empire.

Those were the dreams running through Alice’s head as she thought of every way to be indispensable to the White House staff and stay as close as she could to the Oval Office.
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“You look confused,” the president said when Haines returned with her coffee.

“I am.”

“Enlighten me. It’s not every day that I see the mighty Hammer confused.”

“It’s nothing. Only, I guess people surprise you sometimes. You know the intern?”

“Alice?”

Haines nodded. “I’m not sure if she wants something or is serious about buckling down.” She told the president about the interaction.

“Don’t overanalyze her, Marge. Any time we can take a twenty-something and educate them on the real world, I think we should take the opportunity. Don’t you?”

“Of course.”

“Good. At least that’s a bright spot in our day. In fact, why don’t you have Alice sit in on the meetings she’s cleared for? Could go a long way with her father, too.”

“I thought you didn’t care about currying favor anymore,” Marge said.

The president shrugged. “I’m not running for reelection, but that doesn’t mean it hurts to have favors in my pocket. Who knows, maybe I’ll run for city councilman of Scottsdale one day.”

“I hope not. I don’t think I could stand the summers out there.”

The president put a hand on her waist.

“Are you saying you want to spend summers with me?”

“You just figured that out?”

“You’re a hard mark to read, Ms. Haines. Has anyone ever told you that?”

She kissed him on the cheek.

“Behave yourself, Mr. President. There’s work to do.”

His hand lingered on her waist, then dropped to his side.

“You’re right. What the hell are we going to do about Cal and Cuba?”
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WASHINGTON, D.C.

The meeting adjourned. Congressmen and senators filed out. Only one, a surly stalwart from Texas, stayed behind to re-state his case to the president.

“Mr. President, I promise you, if we don’t deal with this right here and now, the bastards will be up our ass in a red moon second.”

President Zimmer gave the senator his marquee smile.

“Can’t say I’ve heard that one before, Jim. Let’s talk more tomorrow.”

The Texas senator grunted. “Thank you, Mr. President. Ms. Haines.” He gave her a nod and left the room.

“He will not let up. You know that, right?” Haines said.

“I don’t blame him. His state gets the brunt of the immigrant push. I wish we had more resources to send him.”

“Priorities,” Haines said. A now familiar punctuation. “Speaking of which.” Her attention was drawn to Alice Merriweather, who was focused on collecting the briefings from the long table. “I had a discreet conversation about our problem.”

Zimmer perked up. “What sort of conversation?”

“If you’re right about your old friend, maybe we should do something.”

“As in…?”

Haines glanced at Alice again. The young woman had let a brief slip to the ground, casting the sheets in a heap.

“We have assets on the ground.”

“What?” Zimmer said.

“Long-term assets.”

“Why did I not know about this?”

“It’s impossible for them to brief us on every asset we have. This team has been in place for years. Natives.”

“Let me guess. Once we press that button, the button’s all used up.”

“That’s about right.”

Zimmer exhaled. “What do you think?”

“I’m not you.”

“Don’t give me that, Marge. This thing is my fault. Tell me how to fix it.”

“First, it’s not your fault. Your old friend lied to you. It’s the only explanation. Second, that being said, what do you want to do about him?”

Zimmer finally caught on to what she was really asking. “You think we should kill him?” he asked in a whisper.

Alice stood up, re-stacked the briefs, not looking like she cared at all that the president and Haines were whispering.

Marge leaned in close. “I didn’t say that. But if it comes down to it…”

“He’s my friend, Marge. I need to talk to him.”

“And what if that’s not an option? What if the Cubans get him first?”

This was Zimmer’s deepest worry, beyond even the suspected betrayal.

“Will we have the opportunity to decide one way or the other? Or is this a fire and forget situation?”

“I’ll have to confirm, but I think there’s a little wiggle room.”

“Okay then. Do it.”

“You’re sure?”

“No, I’m not sure. But I don’t see a better solution, do you?”

“I don’t.”

“Then do it. And tell me as soon as you know whether I’m going to have a conversation with Max or say a prayer at his funeral.”
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“There’s an art to being a fly on the wall,” Rodrigo had said. “You want them to see you, but not care that you’re there.”

That’s what Alice was trying to do. And it worked. She memorized the bits and pieces she heard. Alice didn’t understand them, but years of gossip collection allowed her to craft a makeshift story in her head that she’d relay to Rodrigo.

Remember the story, Alice, she told herself, letting herself out of the conference room. She wanted to run to him now. But that would look suspicious. And his schedule was full. That’s what he said. ‘Packed to the gills’ were his exact words.

Well, she could keep busy, be indispensable. The image of Rodrigo in the shower kept her plugging along until it was time to leave.


CHAPTER 35



CAMP CAVALIER, CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

The alert popped up in the corner of Neil’s screen. His curser slid over and he clicked on the message, skimming it.

“Son of a…”

Neil closed his laptop with a slap.

What to do?

Stay out of it, Neil.

But he couldn’t. He had to do something.

No one would ever know that he was spying on Haines and the president. At least that’s what he hoped.

How much time did he have? Could he get there fast enough? How quickly would the Cuban assets act?

“Shit,” he said, stuffing his things into a backpack and hurrying to the door.

“You going to get coffee?” an SSI employee asked, looking up with bleary eyes.

“No,” Neil said. “I’m, uh, I’ve gotta make a stop.”

“Where?”

“Houston,” Neil lied.

“What’s in Houston?”

“A girl.”

The man’s eyebrows went up.

“Oh. Cool. Have fun.”

Neil nodded, pushing his way out the door. Fun wasn’t exactly on the wish list. He just hoped death wasn’t on the menu.
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CUBA

The middle-aged man heaved a sack of grain over his shoulder. It was the last to go in the truck. Once it was in the bed of the old beast, he closed the tailgate and slapped the side. The driver gave two toots of the horn and rumbled down the road.

He wiped his sweaty hands on his pants. The day was hot already. It would only get hotter.

“Martin, phone call,” the clerk called from the shop window.

“Coming.”

He trotted over and picked up the phone.

“Yes?”

“Your uncle is sick. Can you come to see him?”

The man didn’t have an uncle.

“Yes, I can come. Is now okay?”

“Yes. That would be best.”

“What was that?” the clerk asked when the man hung up the phone.

“Sick uncle.”

The clerk nodded gravely. “Ah, I lost an uncle to cancer last week.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

“It’s okay. He wasn’t a good man. But he was still my uncle. Are you leaving now?”

“Yes. Tell the boss my work’s done, will you?”

“Of course. May God be with your uncle. See you tomorrow.”

The man wouldn’t see the clerk tomorrow. He suspected he’d either be in another part of the world or dead. Either way, it didn’t matter. This was what he was here for. He had to gather the others. Then, once they finished whatever mission came, maybe, just maybe, someone would allow him to move back to Connecticut. He missed the winters there.
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“I can see you’re mad,” St. James said. They walked through the small town, perusing the fresh produce in the market.

“You don’t get to tell me how I feel,” Cal said.

“But she’s great, right?”

“Sure, pal, your secret wife’s just great. Your kids are even better. That doesn’t mean I don’t think you’re full of shit.”

“What are you going to tell Brandon?”

“I can’t believe he doesn’t know.”

“I couldn’t tell him. It’s not like I planned it.”

Cal’s first impulse was to find a phone, call the president on the White House main line, get the hell out to Cuba and let St. James fend for himself.

“You should’ve told him,” Cal said.

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“Sorry’s not gonna cut it with him. You have zero impartiality. You know that, right?”

“I came here to help the Cuban people,” St. James said.

“Because you married a Cuban woman.”

“That’s only part of it. The rest, everything I told you about this place, was true. It’s a great country. They need our help.”

Cal picked up a ripe mango, the shopkeeper watching him. St. James said the place was safe. Was that bullshit too?

“Seems like they’re doing just fine.”

They’d discussed what was slowly becoming public knowledge: that the informal council of Cuban veterans who pulled the strings behind the government were all dead. Cal didn’t enjoy being stuck in a web when he couldn’t see the spider.

He replaced the mango on the pile and moved to the next bin.

“Do you think Betancourt had anything to do with the thing in Havana?”

“I don’t. He’s smart. He’s ruthless when he needs to be. But I don’t think he’s capable of that.”

“Even with his drones?” Cal asked.

“They’re toys.”

“They’re not toys. They’re weapons. You can do a lot with those weapons.”

“I don’t know about that. Besides, from what I’ve heard, someone blew up those guys in Cuba. They’re pretty sure it was some Cold War era Russian explosive that did the deal,” St. James said, paying the vendor for a pair of pineapples.

Cal thought that St. James seemed very sure of many things. Complete surety was a liability in their line of work.

His hand was reaching for a starfruit when he looked left out of habit. A look lingering longer than he liked. Ignoring the starfruit, Cal walked away from the stall.

“Hey, I’m not done yet,” St. James said behind him.

“I’m hungry. Let’s go.”

Cal caught St. James’s eye. He caught the hint.

“You’re right. I’m starving.”

St. James caught up to Cal.

“What did you see.”

“Guy, three stalls down. You recognize him?”

St. James adjusted the pineapples in his hands and pretended to fumble them, giving him a chance to glance back.

“I don’t know him,” St. James said. “He doesn’t belong here.”

“Should we run?”

“Not yet. Let’s see what he does.”

Chatting casually now, the companions took a turn in the opposite direction of where they’d come. When they did so, they saw that the suspicion man with thick forearms now had three companions.

“Now we run,” St. James said, dropping the pineapples.

The race was on.


CHAPTER 36



CUBA

The deep-cover American asset team knew the area. They knew the people. They did not run. Passersby noticed nothing amiss. When their targets ran, they pursued at a leisurely pace. Cuba was a small place, a place where the team felt at home, at one, though it wasn’t their home. The only thing they knew was that the target needed to be eliminated. But the final call would go to their team leader.
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Cal looked back. “I think we lost them.”

“Don’t be so sure.”

The press of people was as stifling as the heat. Running was impossible now.

Cal looked back again. Sure enough, there they were. Inconspicuous but following. Relentless.

Bells rang through the square. At first, Cal ignored the sounds.

“Shit,” St. James said.

A line of priests was walking through the crowd. The lead priest had a bell on a chain, his companion swinging a brass thurible smoking with incense. They chanted as they moved through the crowd. Cubans slid aside and the few tourists gawked and took pictures.

“Let’s go around,” St. James said.

They tried to. The crowd wouldn’t allow it. Cal felt the incessant press of warm bodies, wanted to elbow past them. He could feel their pursuers moving closer.

The chanting priests with their bell and incense were mere feet away. Cal thought to push through them if needed. He didn’t get the chance. The one with the bell looked up, locked eyes with him and smiled, grim and determined. From his robe came his gun.

Cal didn’t think. He spun and dropped to the ground as gunshots filled his senses. Screams erupted. He managed to get to his feet despite almost being trampled. St. James was trying to wrestle the gun from the priest. More weapons came from priestly robes.

Cal grabbed St. James by the back of the shirt and pulled him away, the pistol coming with them.

More gunshots. Rounds sped towards them, hitting bystanders and knocking them to the ground.

Somehow, miraculously, Cal didn’t feel the sting of pain. St. James had his footing again. They bobbed and weaved away from danger. At least that’s what they thought.

When they found cover behind a low stone wall, a hand clamped down on Cal’s shoulder. Something hard pressed into his lower back.

“Don’t move,” the voice said.

Cal glanced at St. James who had his own problem pressed to his back.

“What about the priests?” St. James asked.

Cal felt the decision being made by silent glances.

“Move quickly,” the voice said, yanking Cal in a way that told him he would be dead if he tried to run.

This damned country, Cal thought.

Sirens split the screams as they hurried away from the mayhem, Cal and St. James in the hands of yet another adversary.
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“Go after them!” Javier screamed into the radio.

The men dressed as priests, the idiots who’d fired before being told, picked up their pace. Javier watched them from the church bell tower. He saw the two Americans get snatched and extracted.

Another team in play.

“Run!” he said into the radio, the police closing in with their screaming sirens. What a mess. It was supposed to be a simple job. Seven men against two. No violence. No killing.

When he linked up with his priest-garbed team, the lead man gave his quick report. “They had trucks waiting.”

“How many?”

“People or trucks?”

“Trucks.”

“Two.”

He should’ve gone with the drones. Unfortunately, his synthetic army was down for maintenance and updates. Hence the need for living humans. Humans made mistakes. Humans made poor decisions. Like shooting a weapon in a crowd of their own countrymen. Idiots.

“Why did you shoot?”

“The target had a weapon.”

“Liar.”

“Señor, I wasn’t⁠—”

Betancourt’s pistol came up fast. Two shots to the head and the discussion was over.

“Take the body,” Betancourt ordered.

Two men were already grabbing the dead man by the feet.

“I need them alive. Do you understand?”

There were nods all around.

“Get changed. Be ready in an hour.”

He switched the radio frequency, and the men went to their tasks. “Is the update complete?”

“Three more hours,” his friend said.

“I need them now.”

“Impossible. They’re not ready.”

“If I don’t have them now, the Americans will disappear.”

“You didn’t get them?”

Javier gripped the radio hard. “What do you think?”

“I told you to wait. They blocked the borders. They can’t leave until we let them.”

It was true. The reminder helped bring Javier’s blood pressure under control.

“Fine. Speed up the process. I need the drones as soon as you can.”

“Javi, it does not work that way.”

“I know how it works. Just do it.”

“Very well.”

Javier pocketed the radio. He’d underestimated the Americans again. Javier would not repeat that mistake. The next time he had them, he would use them to galvanize the country. Before that happened, he needed help from another American, the American who’d told Javier about Uncle Max’s schemes.


CHAPTER 37



GEORGETOWN, WASHINGTON, D.C.

“This is good, Rod.”

Congressman Potts ate another spoonful of ice cream. The only other customer in the shop focused on her iPad.

“It’s my favorite,” Rod said, glancing at his watch.

“How much time do you have?”

“I told her I’d be back in half an hour.”

“Good. This won’t take that long.” Potts pulled out a piece of paper. “Burn this after you leave.”

Rod scanned the handwritten notes.

“So the president is meddling in Cuba.”

“Confirmed.”

“Why don’t we take this to the papers now?”

“It’s not time.” Potts pointed at the paper with his spoon. “We’re going to pin this son of a bitch down for good. If we fly in with allegations now, that slimy prick is libel to squirm his way out of it. We need proof, Rod. Definitive proof.”

“I wish we could record him Watergate style.”

“Me too. But he’s too smart for that.”

“Maybe he’s not. What about Alice?” Rod asked.

“What about her?”

“What if she records him?”

“I doubt that would be admissible.”

The congressman wanted Zimmer nailed to a pike in the middle of public opinion. That meant cornering the Massachusetts democrat and using legal tactics to trap him. Potts insisted on it.

“What if it doesn’t have to be admissible? What if we dump enough proof on his lap that he has to admit it to the people himself? He’s always going on about honesty. Let’s use that against him,” Rod said.

“Do you really think a sitting president would voluntarily torpedo what’s left of his career, his legacy? No way. He’s in protect-his-ass mode. That’s how we get him. Push him hard enough that he makes a mistake so monumental that he has to take the fall. Then we use his professionalism against him.”

“I don’t see how we can make that happen, sir.”

“If we apply the right pressure—” Potts reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. He smiled when he looked at the screen. “Looks like we might not need that pressure after all.”

“What happened?”

“The president activated a deep cover unit to rescue his friends. He just signed his life away.”
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TOP SECRET FEDERAL PRISON, PENNSYLVANIA

“This is going to cost you,” the guard said, eyes glittering with greed.

“The cost isn’t a problem,” Edmond Flap said, handing the burner phone back to the guard. “Payment is on its way.”

The guard checked his own phone to make sure. He nodded when he saw the latest deposit.

“At this rate, you’ll be able to retire in no time,” Flap said.

“Who said anything about retiring?” Flap saw the truth of the man. He knew the guard had a girlfriend on the side, an illegitimate child on the way, two trucks with high monthly payments and a Harley being built from scratch. The man was so underwater he would never retire, not even if Flap paid him triple.

“You’re right, of course,” Flap said. “Don’t forget to get rid of the phone.”

“I’m not stupid.”

“I didn’t say you were. Old habits.” Flap tapped the side of his head.

“I’ll let you know if there’s another text.”

The guard closed the hatch and stomped away.

Using cell phones was a risk. What could they do to him now? Kill him? That didn’t scare him. He’d been dead before. Death was boring. This… this was thrilling.

His plan was going better than he could have imagined. With unlimited time and mental faculties, Flap was free. Cuba meant nothing. Revenge meant something. But not blind revenge. Fully thought, fully planned revenge was the meal of the day.

Flap sat down and closed his eyes. He imagined the unfolding scene. Zimmer using deep cover assets was no small thing. Flap didn’t expect the president to pull that trigger so soon, but it wasn’t a shock considering the man’s penchant for covering for his friends.

Friends were a waste of time. Friends were a liability. Friends would be the chess piece that finally knocked Zimmer off his high and mighty perch.
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GEORGETOWN

The maroon Toyota Corolla left the spot across from the ice cream shop seventeen minutes after Congressman Potts and Rodrigo Mesa departed.

“Audio good?” the driver asked.

“Yeah. Crystal clear.”

“Send it.”

“You think she’ll pay us now?”

“She already did.”

“Good. Maybe there’ll be more.”

“Shut up and send the file, will you?”

The man sitting in the rear seat press Send and the audio file flipped through cyberspace to their employer.
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ARLINGTON, VIRGINIA

Gloria Merriweather sipped her champagne. It was dreadful stuff. Far from her personal collection. The tang was too sweet.

“Another champagne, Mrs. Merriweather?” the bartender asked. He tried to look cool, but he knew who she was. In her experience, bartenders smelled money like sharks smelled blood.

“No, thank you.” She slipped a hundred-dollar bill from her wallet and put it on the table.

“Change?”

“Keep it.”

The bartender made the bill disappear, wiped down the small table, and went back to the bar. He was a magnificent piece to look at, Merriweather thought. Too bad he was gay. He tried hard to hide it, but she knew. She always knew.

Her phone dinged. Finally.

She pressed the phone to her ear. No one would be the wiser if they saw her listening. Her face never changed.

When she’d absorbed the entire recording, she slipped another hundred-dollar bill onto the table and left. There were things to do. The first, a conversation with her daughter. It was time to lock that one up for good.


CHAPTER 38



CUBA

No one mistreated them.

“Who are they?” he asked St. James. The operative was pouting in the corner.

“Who cares?”

“This is your fault.”

“Don’t you think I know that?”

Cal walked to the barred window. “Feels like the clock’s ticking.”

“Explain.”

“It’s like we’re counting down to something. Don’t you feel it?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

It was the first time Cal saw St. James so dejected. Had to be about his secret family. So much for a casual stroll to the market to buy produce for lunch.

Cal heard footsteps. “Get up.”

“Screw you.”

Cal ignored the comment and faced the door.

“It’s for you,” the man who entered said, gun in one hand, phone in the other.

Cal took the phone.

“Hello?”

“Oh, thank God.”

It was the president.

“You sent these guys?”

“Yes. And at significant risk. Where’s Max?”

Cal glanced to the corner where St. James sat with his head in his hands.

“He’s here.”

“Let me talk to him.”

“It’s for you,” Cal said. His co-captive didn’t move. “I said it’s for you, Max.”

St. James looked up through bleary eyes. “I’m not in the mood.”

“Take the call.”

“Fine.” St. James stood, shuffled over, and took the phone. “Max’s house of delectable Cuban cuisine.”

“You’re alive.”

“Yeah.”

“How did you get away when... well, when our friend died?”

“I got lucky.”

“Doesn’t smell that way,” Zimmer said.

“How does it smell?”

“Like you lied to me.”

St. James sniffed.

“What do you want me to say, sorry?”

“That’s a start. We need to get you out of there, now. Then we can talk about it.”

“I’m not leaving,” St. James said.

“Excuse me?”

“I’m not leaving.”

At first the president didn’t answer. Cal could hear every word. He watched St. James’s eyes.

“Give the phone to Cal.”

Cal took the phone.

“I want you to get him to Virginia,” Zimmer said.

“No problem,” Cal said.

“And Cal.”

“Yeah.”

“Don’t let him out of your sight. It’s my fault you’re down there. I take the blame. Understood?”

“Unnecessary, but sure. We’ll see you soon.”

Cal handed the phone back to the man who’d stowed his weapon.

“When do we leave?” Cal asked.

“Now. Truck’s waiting.” He led the way out. St. James, head hanging, followed without a word. Cal didn’t think a pep talk was worth the effort. They’d figure out St. James’s family afterward.

The truck had tinted windows. Cal slid in first, making room for St. James. What he wanted more than anything was a shower and a good night’s sleep.

“Come on,” Cal said. St. James was taking his time.

“I can’t go.”

“Yes you can. Get in.”

“My family.”

“We’ll get them out. I promise.”

St. James stood there, unmoving.

“Listen, once we’ve explained things to you know who, we’ll make sure your family gets out.”

St. James shook his head.

“That’s not good enough.” He lifted his head and Cal tried to read the look.

Alarm bells went off in Cal’s head. He lunged for St. James who fell back at the exact moment an explosion took the back of the truck and flipped it end over end. The last thing Cal saw before his consciousness left him was St. James running down the road.
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“You didn’t kill them, did you?” Max asked.

“You asked me not to.”

“Just answer the question.”

Javier made the sign of the cross. “I swear they’re still alive.”

“Good. Let’s go.”

Javier Betancourt opened the car door for his new ally. There was much to discuss.
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JUAN GUALBERTO GÓMEZ AIRPORT, VARADERO, CUBA

Neil Patel handed his passport to the immigration agent.

“Reason for your visit?” the agent asked.

Neil held up the camera he’d picked up at a Best Buy on the way to the Charlottesville airport. “Photography.”

“What kind of photography?”

“Wildlife. Mostly birds. They fascinate me. Do you know that there are⁠—”

The agent raised a hand. “Welcome to Cuba, Mr. Patel. Please do not take pictures inside immigration. Enjoy your stay.”

Neil took his passport back. “No problem. Have a good day.”

He followed the stream of tourists out of the airport and toward the taxi queue. It was hot and sweat prickled down his back. He watched a line of military trucks rumble by.

“Taxi, Señor?” a man in a livery jacket asked.

“Yes, please.”

The liveried man showed him into the second taxi in line. Neil handed him a five-dollar bill. “Thank you.”

“A pleasure, Señor.”

The door closed, and the driver turned his head. “Welcome to Cuba. Where would you like to go, Señor?”

Neil read off an address from his phone.

It took fifteen minutes to get to the small hotel frequented by cash-strapped American twenty-somethings. At least the room was clean, and the lights worked.

Neil locked the door, quickly checked the room for bugs, then got to work. In five minutes, he was online, secure, and looking for Cal. And he launched his program to locate a certain private island network he’d identified shortly before takeoff.


CHAPTER 39



THE WHITE HOUSE, WASHINGTON, D.C.

Gloria Merriweather strolled into the intern pool.

“Pack your things,” she said.

Alice looked up in surprise.

“Mother?”

“I’m meeting with the president. When I’m finished, you will be ready to leave. Understood?”

She didn’t wait for Alice to respond.

“Gloria Merriweather to see the president,” she said, though it was unnecessary. Everyone who was anyone knew about the last minute addition to the president’s schedule.

“Go right in, Mrs. Merriweather,” the secretary said, pointing to the door leading to the president’s private office.

“Gloria. How nice to see you again.”

President Zimmer went to give her his hand, but Gloria stood her ground.

“You might want to hear what I have to say before you offer pleasantries, Mr. President.”

“I should’ve known when you requested not to see me in the Oval Office.”

Both took a seat.

“First, I’d like to say that, despite what you may have heard of me, I am a diehard American patriot, Mr. President. As was my father before me and a long line of my ancestors. We’ve fought in every war since the Civil War, and we don’t care a lick about who’s in office.”

“This sounds like a preamble to a very interesting story.”

“Interesting for the movies, yes. Interesting for your administration, no.” Gloria sat up straighter. “What I’m about to tell you will incriminate a member of my family. My daughter, Alice. I want assurances that you will not bring any charges against her.”

The president shifted in his chair. “I’m not sure I can do that.”

“Could you do that if the information I provide incriminates a member of Congress?”

“That depends.”

“And if it answers certain questions you might have, namely, how word of your recent involvement in Cuba got out?”

Somehow, the president kept his composure.

“Okay. You have my attention,” Zimmer said.

“Do you promise to keep my daughter out of investigations or reprisals?”

After a beat, the president said, “Very well. I promise.”

Gloria Merriweather’s well-manicured hands reached into her Louis Vuitton clutch and pulled out her phone. She gave it to the president. “The code is 1776.”

“How American.”

The president tapped the screen then put in the code. It went straight to an audio file.

“Press Play,” Gloria said.

The president pressed Play.

He listened to the recording straight through, unable to stop from cringing inside. The recording ended.

“Who are they?”

“Congressman Leonard Potts of Arkansas and his de facto chief of staff, Rodrigo Mesa.”

“Thank you for bringing this to my attention, Gloria. The recording⁠—”

“Keep the phone, Mr. President. And don’t worry about my discretion. It’s yours.” She stood. “Now, I have an unruly daughter to deal with. If you’ll excuse me, Mr. President?”

The president nodded, and Gloria Merriweather left the room.

He went to his desk and pushed a button.

“I need you to find Ms. Haines. Tell her it’s urgent.”

He let go of the button and played the recording again. When would this mess in Cuba finally be over?
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Alice hadn’t waited. She’d run as fast as her legs could move, stopping only to log out, mumbling something about a dead uncle, the tears in her eyes stressing her rush.

She tried calling Rodrigo two times. He didn’t pick up. With no option left, she went to his office. He wouldn’t like it, but she didn’t care.

“I need to see Mr. Mesa,” she said breathlessly to the eighteen-year-old intern manning Congressman’s Potts outer office.

“He’s in a meeting right now, Miss⁠—”

“Listen to me. If you don’t get him right now, I’m going to scream so loud that half this building will think someone got shot.”

The intern’s face paled.

“Let me see what I can do.”

Mesa looked up from his paperwork. The counter bill was due today, and he’d told every staffer to hold all calls and deny all meetings.

“Mr. Mesa?”

“You’re kidding, right? I told you not to⁠—”

“Sir, there’s a woman here, and she⁠—”

“Rod! I need to speak with you!”

“It’s okay. I’ll handle it,” Mesa said, tightening his tie as he went. “Alice, what are you⁠—”

“It’s my mother. She told me she’s taking me home. She says⁠—”

“Okay. Okay. Why don’t you come into my office?” He turned to the intern. “Get us a glass of water and sedative. Xanax if we still have any.”

“I don’t want a sedative,” Alice said, but she was already leaning against him.

Mesa motioned to the intern to do as he said. He led her to his office and eased her down onto the couch. When the water and Xanax arrived, and Alice finally swallowed the pill. Rodrigo said, “Okay. Start from the beginning. What happened?”

Alice told him about her mother strolling into The White House like she owned the place, what she said, how she acted.

“This is it. It’s over. She’s never going to let me see you again.”

But that’s not what Rodrigo was thinking about. He was more worried about why Gloria Merriweather wanted to see the president. He had a sinking feeling, and it was all he could do not to run and find his boss to tell him the news. First, he’d calm Alice down, maybe hide her somewhere. Then, he’d find the congressman. Surely they could work through this together. With Potts’s friends, Rodrigo convinced himself that they could get themselves out of this bind, even if the president knew the truth.


CHAPTER 40



ALEXANDRIA, VIRGINIA

“He’s here,” Gaucho said.

Top stirred from his nap.

They let the secret service agents in first. Once the sweep was complete, President Zimmer hurried in with Marge Haines.

“I take it you’re not here for a beer and a game of Yahtzee,” Top said when they were all gathered in the kitchenette.

“We don’t have much time,” Zimmer said.

Top couldn’t help but think that they passed down that line from president to president.

“Is it Cal?”

“Worse. Show them.”

Haines set a cell phone on the table and played the recording.

Top and Gaucho looked at one another.

“Who was that?” Gaucho asked.

“Congressman Leonard Potts and his chief of staff, Rodrigo Mesa.”

“I assume you didn’t sic the FBI on them.”

“You know I can’t do that.”

“Okay, you want us to handle it?”

“Do I have a choice?” Zimmer said.

“You always have a choice,” Haines said. “We’ve been through this. Maybe it’s time to let the wheels of government do the work.”

“You know what happens if I do that. Everything we’ve worked for, it’s all thrown out or questioned.”

“You don’t know that. Maybe they’re fishing?”

“And you don’t know that either.”

Top cut in. “Look, why don’t you let us have a chat with these guys.”

“Just a chat?” Haines asked.

“Depends on what they say.”

“You can’t kill a United States congressman.”

“It’s been done before,” Gaucho interjected.

The president slapped a palm down on the table. “I don’t want anyone else to die. Not on my watch. Top, Gaucho, talk to them. See what else they know.”

“Okay,” Top said. “And if things get testy?”

“I trust your judgement.”
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WASHINGTON, D.C.

“Take her home,” Rodrigo Mesa ordered the two interns.

“I’m not going!” Alice said. There was less fight in her now. The Xanax was doing its job.

The interns looked uncomfortable.

“I said take her home. Now.”

“Yes, sir,” the female intern said, reaching out to pull Alice down the hall.

“Don’t touch me. Rodrigo, please come with me. We can fix this.”

“Sure, honey. I’ll be right behind you.”

That seemed to placate her because she stopped complaining and allowed the interns to lead her out of the office. He’d have to have a talk with them, make sure they kept their damned mouths shut.

He tracked down Congressman Potts in the congressional cafeteria. The man loved a good tuna sandwich while cobbling deals together. Mesa caught the congressman’s eye and motioned to the door.

“Sorry to eat and run, gentlemen,” Potts said to the pair of lobbyists. “To be continued.”

Mesa took his boss’s food tray, dumped it, and whispered to Potts. “We have a problem.”

“Not here,” Potts said, waving to a familiar face.

They picked the first private room they could find.

“Tell me,” Potts said, the affable smile gone.

Mesa told him.

“Sounds like mommy wants Alice home. I don’t see the problem.”

“Sir, something stinks. I don’t want to pull the fire alarm yet, but⁠—”

“Then get to her place and talk to her. Find out what she knows. Make her talk, Rod.”

“When you say make her talk…”

“I mean use all your charms. Don’t be stupid. You understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. I’ll see what I can find out. Call me as soon as your girlfriend spills the beans,” Potts said.
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GEORGETOWN

“Where is she?” Rodrigo Mesa asked the interns, who looked a little too cozy sipping coffee in Alice’s kitchen.

“In the bedroom.”

He was about to tell them they should’ve stayed with her. But that would make them more suspicious. Right now, they probably just thought she was crazy about her mother. A spoiled rich girl having a weekly tantrum.

“Thanks for bringing her home. Please keep this to yourself. She has a history of mental illness and, well, you know how that gets around.”

They both nodded and left without a word.

“Alice?” Rodrigo said, his eyes adjusting to the darkness in the bedroom.

“There you are,” Alice said sleepily. “Come to bed, lover. I want you.”

“Honey, let’s talk about your mother.”

“I don’t want to talk about that bitch. She can’t make me go home. I’ll talk to Daddy. He’ll let me stay.”

Rodrigo wasn’t so sure.

“Alice, did your mother say what she was going to see the president about?”

“No. She marched in, looked down her nose at me, then did her best Queen Victoria and swept off the see the president.”

Rodrigo grabbed her wrist.

“Alice, think. Could there be any reason for⁠—”

“I told you! I don’t know. Besides, who cares? They’re old friends or something. But if you ask me, the president just keeps people like mother around because they have money. Who in their right mind would volunteer to spend time with people like her?”

We went too far, he thought. The president knew. Why did he have that feeling? Should he believe Potts? His boss knew what was what.

“Maybe it’s best if you go back to Scottsdale for a bit,” he said.

Alice sat up. “What?”

He was thinking on the fly now.

“Yeah. Take the family plane back to Scottsdale. Talk to your dad. When the time’s right, I’ll come too.”

“I don’t believe you. You’re getting rid of me.”

“I am not.”

“Yes you are. I’m not stupid. You think I’m stupid.”

“Alice, I⁠—”

“No. You listen to me. I’ve been listening to the president for you. Because I love you. You think you’ve been sneaky, but I didn’t care. I love you. I want to be with you. I’d do anything for you. Don’t you know that?”

Holy hell. I underestimated her.

“Honey, you’ve got it all wrong. My boss and I, we’re just trying to do what’s right. We’re⁠—”

“It’s called blackmail, subversion, spying. I told you, I’m not stupid.”

His hand clamped down tighter on her wrist.

“Ow. You’re hurting me. Let go.”

She tried to pry his hand off, but couldn’t.

“You’re hurting me!”

Now who’s stupid? he thought. His other hand went to her throat.

“You are stupid,” he said, desperate now.

“Rodri—” she choked out.

“Shut up, you stupid rich bitch. I’ll tell you what’s going to happen. You’re going to⁠—”

The words caught in his throat the instant a hand clamped down on his neck and heaved him off the bed. Rodrigo looked up at the biggest black man he’d ever seen.

“That’s no way to talk to a young lady,” the man said. The massive hand squeezed as the edges, then the entirety of Rodrigo Mesa’s vision went dark.


CHAPTER 41



CUBA

Trucks and vans with loudspeakers rolled through cities and towns. Tourists were told to go back to their cruise ships and hotels.

The authorities ordered Cubans to stay home. A day of remembrance. That’s what they called it. A convenient way to sequester a population.

“Look, they have guns,” a student who’d recently dropped out of NYU to travel the world for a year pointed out to her friends.

“Hurry. Drive faster,” her friend said.

There were long lines at the airport. Airlines struggled to handle the onslaught. The word was out. Cuba was shutting down.

“Did you do this?” Uncle Max asked as they went around the line of taxis at the port.

“I did not,” Javier said.

“Convenient, don’t you think?”

“For you, maybe.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” St. James asked.

“I don’t know. Why don’t you tell me why you didn’t come to me sooner?”

“You’re saying I should’ve told Stokes that we’ve been working together?”

“Of course not. Don’t be foolish.”

“I needed to know what he knew, which was nothing. He came here to find me.”

“Who sent him?”

“You know what I do for a living, Javi. Name the agency and they probably want their hands on me.”

Betancourt swerved around a tractor being pulled by a team of oxen.

“You’re lying.”

“Javi, tell me what you want me to say, because you obviously don’t like the words coming out of my mouth.”

“I want you to tell me it was President Zimmer who sent Stokes and his friends to find you.”

St. James hid it well.

“You’re crazy.”

“Am I?”

“You’re trying to take over a country, so yeah, I’d say you’re a little crazy.”

“And look who’s been helping me,” Javier said. “I know the truth. You went to school with the president. He’s an old friend. Admit it.”

“You’re nuts.”

“Admit it.”

St. James didn’t answer at first. “Who told you?”

“I have my sources.”

“So I’m supposed to tell you my deep dark secrets and you’re not gonna tell me yours? How about I run and tell your government that you covered up the murder of your predecessor, that he did not, in fact, defect to the U.S., and that you killed him with the same gun that’s in your hand? When you didn’t know what to do, you called me and I cleaned up your mess.”

Javier drove on, honking at a gaggle of farmers who were trying to herd goats off of the road.

“Fine,” he said. “It’s a congressman. Does that make you happy?”

“A congressman for a president. That doesn’t seem fair.”

“So you admit it.”

“Does it do any good to deny it now? If you have some all-powerful congressman on your side, which doesn’t exist by the way, someone else must be pulling the strings. Why don’t we just go along with your version of the story, kick off your revolution, herd Cuba back into the arms of the church, and bibbidy boppity, the country is yours.”

“I don’t want the country,” Javier said.

“The hell you don’t. Now’s not the time to hold back that enormous ego of yours. You play the pious servant, but you and I know the truth. Don’t we?”

Betancourt didn’t answer. He didn’t have to.

Though St. James didn’t like the fact that his ally knew about his relationship with the president, he was more than relieved that Javier hadn’t mentioned the most important thing in St. James’s life, the thing that he’d risked his career and country for: his family.
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Neil heard the announcements. He watched as the Cuban government took down public access to the internet, ushered foreigners home, and basically devolved a hundred years in a matter of hours.

He’d locked himself in his room after paying for his last night’s stay in cash and making a show of leaving for the hotel manager’s sake. Neil was the only one left at the small hotel. That was fine with him. He’d brought his web access with him. The government lockdown did nothing to slow him. With coffee readily available and snacks for his sustenance, he did what he’d done so many times in his life. He tracked down the chess players and hacked into their networks. The board was becoming clear. And when he had all the pieces in his sights, he’d make his own moves. Neil hoped Cal could take care of himself until he could make that happen.
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TOP SECRET FEDERAL PRISON, PENNSYLVANIA

“I need the phone back,” the guard said, tapping his baton on the metal door.

“Just a moment.” Flap watched the clips from CNN. Cuba On Lockdown. The top story of the day. He thought about sending a message. But what could he say now? Chaos descending, just as he’d hoped. As far as he knew, Potts, his little pawn, would soon link all this Cuban mess back to the president. As Zimmer got dragged in front of the American public, Zimmer’s best friend would die in the mess he’d helped orchestrate.

Flap set the phone on the hatch.

“I’d like to see that again soon.”

“It’ll cost you,” the guard said, pocketing the phone.

Of course it would, Flap thought. Every deception had its cost.
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GEORGETOWN

The pressure eased off of Rodrigo’s windpipe. The impossibly strong black man dropped him to the floor.

“Stay,” the man said.

Rodrigo nodded, gulping his guts back into place.

“Miss, are you okay?”

“Who are you?” Alice asked.

“I’m here to help.”

Alice slipped from the bed and wrapped herself around Rodrigo.

“You hurt him. Look. His eyes are watering. Rodrigo, can you talk?”

Rodrigo nodded. He didn’t have his nerves back yet.

“Ms. Merriweather, there’s a car outside. The driver has instructions to take you to⁠—”

“I’m not leaving him! I’m not leaving!”

She gripped her lover so tight that he made her ease off.

“Alice, honey, it’s okay. Maybe you should go.”

“No. I don’t know who this guy is.”

“My name is Willie Trent, ma’am.”

“Is that name supposed to mean something to me?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Then get the hell out of here. This is my place.”

“I can’t do that. I have orders⁠—”

Alice stood up suddenly, wobbly on her feet. She jabbed her index finger in Trent’s chest. “You know what you can do with your orders?”

“Let’s not say things we’re gonna regret, ma’am.”

He looked down at her, calm and reassuring. Alice’s arm dropped to her side.

“You promise you won’t hurt him?” Alice asked.

“Not if he promises to behave.”

Alice went back to Rodrigo.

“You’ll behave, won’t you, Rodrigo? I’ll call Daddy and he’ll get it fixed. I promise.”

Rodrigo wasn’t so sure. But what choice did he have? He’d felt the tremendous power of Trent’s hands. Best not to temp that power again.

“Okay, honey. You get dressed and I’ll go with Mr. Trent.”

Alice kissed him full on the mouth.

“It’ll be okay, I promise.”

Top thumped the top of the car and waved to Alice Merriweather.

“Poor, stupid girl,” he said.

Inside, Rodrigo Mesa backed away as best he could. He was tied to one of the fireplace columns.

“I can pay you,” Mesa said.

“Sorry. Already have a job.”

“Do you know who my boss is? He’s a powerful man. He won’t stand for this.”

“You really want to lead with that, Mr. Mesa? Hide behind your boss’s skirt?”

“I’m not hiding. I’ve got nothing to hide.”

Top took a knee and looked Mesa in the eye.

“When I walked in here, you were about to choke the life out of that girl. Is that what you mean by having nothing to hide?”

“That… that was an accident.”

“Oh, you mean like this.”

The jab came fast and thumped Mesa in the center of his chest, blasting the air from his lungs.

“Don’t worry. That was an accident,” Top said. He patted Mesa on the back. “You forgive me, right?”

Mesa nodded, gasping for air.

“That’s it, Mr. Mesa. Take your time. Get your breath back.”

It took a minute.

“What do you want?” Mesa asked.

Top pulled a phone out of his pocket and pressed Play.

Mesa’s eyes couldn’t lie.

“Where did you get that?”

The phone went back in the pocket.

“Doesn’t matter. What matters is you’re gonna tell me everything.”

“I want to talk to my attorney.”

The jab hit Mesa in the chest again.

“Go ahead. Take a minute,” Top said. “I want your undivided attention.”

Mesa gulped and gasped. “My… attorney.”

“I don’t think you have an attorney, Mr. Mesa. How about we skip the lawyer bullshit and get to it? Tell me the entire story and I promise we’ll try to get you a cozy cell without a cellmate who likes to snuggle.”
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WASHINGTON, D.C.

Congressman Potts got into the backseat of the Uber. His focus was on his phone. He tried calling Rod again.

Still no answer.

“Hey, I know you,” the driver said.

Potts looked up.

“Can you please just drive? I’ve got a very important meeting.”

“Sure thing,” the driver said, pulling away from the curb and merging into traffic. “You mind if I play some music?”

“I’d rather you didn’t.”

“What, you don’t like music?”

Potts gripped the door handle.

“I like a quiet ride, Mister…”

“Gaucho. Just call me Gaucho.”

“Thank you, Mr. Gaucho.”

The driver nodded. Seconds later, he started humming. The humming turned to whistling as Potts tried calling Rod again. No answer.

Dammit, Rod.

Potts looked out the window.

“You’re going the wrong way.”

“Nope. Just going around rush hour traffic.”

“You don’t just go around rush hour traffic here. Is this your first day?”

“Kind of. This Uber stuff is fun. Last pickup was a gaggle of interns who were still drunk from last night. Funny as hell. Had to help them up the stairs of their brownstone. Tipped me a hundred bucks, though. Can you believe that?”

“This town never surprises me,” Potts said.

“That’s too bad.”

“What’s that?”

“I said it’s too bad this town never surprises you. Surprises are the spice of life. Didn’t anyone ever tell you that?”

“Look, I’ve got a lot on my plate right now. Would you mind if⁠—”

“Oh no. I’m so sorry. It’s just that I’m a talker by nature. My best friend Top says I should learn to zip my lips. Too bad I’m a slow learner. My apologies.”

“It’s not a problem. If you don’t mind.” He held up his cell phone.

“Sure, sure. Not a problem, Congressman Potts. But if you’re trying to call Rod Mesa, that ain’t gonna happen.”

Potts froze.

“Who are you?”

“I told you.”

“Do you know who I am?”

“I just said your name, so yeah, I know who you are.”

Potts reached for the door. The door was locked.

“Let me out up here.”

“Can’t do that, Congressman.”

“Let me out. I am a United States Congressman. This is kidnapping. I’ll have you⁠—”

“You’ll have me what, Congressman? Sent to Cuba?”

Potts’s eyes went wide.

“Let me out,” he said again, his voice barely audible.

“No can do, Congressman. It’s chatty-chat time.”

Potts tried to pry the door open, frantic now.

“Are you Cuban?” he asked, his calm demeanor long gone.

Gaucho laughed. “They wish I was Cuban. No, sir. One hundred percent American red, white and blue. By way of Mexico, of course.”

“This is kidnapping. And in our nation’s capital.”

“You said that already. Just relax, Congressman. Whether you know it or not, kidnapping happens all the time around here.”
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CUBA

The Cuban military squad surrounded the private plane and waited for the door to open.

The plane’s hatch opened and steps folded down. A female attendant stepped out, shielding her eyes from the sun. The squad’s weapons came up. “You were told not to land,” the squad leader barked. His commander had been explicit. Make the plane leave.

The attendant didn’t ruffle.

“One moment, please.”

The next person to appear in the doorway wore the garb of a Catholic cardinal. Tradition overruled discipline, and the entire squad went to their knees.

“Ah, Cuba. How wonderful it is to see you again,” the cardinal said, eyes shining.

“Your Eminence,” the squad leader said. “No one told us you were coming. If we’d known…”

The cardinal, a robust man, walked down the steps and motioned for the soldiers to rise. “It was supposed to be a surprise.”

The soldiers gathered around like they were asking a celebrity for an autograph.

“Your Eminence, the timing, I don’t know if⁠—”

“It is fine, sergeant. Why don’t you take me to your commander? I am sure we can sort this out.”

“And your staff?” the sergeant said, motioning to the plane.

“I came alone. It was supposed to be a secret.” He winked at the sergeant, who somehow kept himself from making the sign of the cross.

“Help secure the plane,” the sergeant said to his men. “Your Eminence, I will take you to my commander.”

The commander was no less surprised.

“I remember you, Colonel. Your mother brought you to be healed when you were eleven,” the cardinal said.

The colonel bowed. “I am humbled that you remember, Your Eminence. But, your timing…”

“Yes. The sergeant told me about the disturbance. Will it always be this way with our country?”

“It has been for many years.”

“So it has. Maybe this will be the last. Now, Colonel, I need a favor.”

“Anything, Your Eminence.”

“I need you to find my nephew.”

“Your nephew?”

Cardinal Manuel Betancourt adjusted his glasses.

“Yes, Colonel. Please find Javier Betancourt, Minister of Immigration. He is expecting me.”

Javier embraced his uncle.

“Should I call you Eminence or uncle?”

“Please call me uncle. Or Manny. You do not know how exhausting it is to hear lofty titles all day. No offense, Colonel.”

“None taken… Your Eminence.”

“That will be all, Colonel,” Javier said.

“Señor, the President has asked⁠—”

“Yes, yes. Tell the president we will see him shortly.”

The colonel looked uncomfortable.

“I will take the blame,” Cardinal Betancourt said. “Tell the president I wanted a few moments with my nephew.”

“Yes, Your Eminence.”

When the soldier was gone, the former Cuban priest put his hands on Javier’s shoulders.

“Look at you. How far you have come.”

“And you, uncle. To be a cardinal. You truly deserve it.”

“With God’s grace, even a lowly Cuban priest has a chance, eh? I assume the President of the Republic has as much patience as he did when we were boys. That means we have little time together. Tell me everything that has happened.”
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These were good men. Men of strength and character, Cal thought.

“How long have you been in Cuba?” he asked.

“Thirty-one years.”

“And before that?”

“Connecticut. Born and raised.”

The more the deep cover asset talked, the more his American accent came out.

“What’s it been like?”

“You want the truth?”

“Sure.”

“You’d think that living like a peasant compared to the creature comforts back home would be hell. It isn’t. There’s something to the simplicity.”

“You think you’ll stay?”

The man laughed. “I didn’t say that. It was nice while it lasted. Once we get you on that boat, we get to go home.”

“Will you go back to Connecticut?”

“Probably not. My family’s all dead.”

“What will you do?”

The man, who had yet to say his name, motioned to the rest of the team.

“We’ve been together a long time. I think we’ll probably find somewhere quiet, maybe get some land, do what we do here only with a Walmart within thirty miles.”

Cal laughed. He liked the man.

“I know you’ve probably got a month of debriefs to go before then, but when you come out the other side of the intelligence colonoscopy, look me up. We’ve got some acreage, mainly in Tennessee. I think you’d like it.”

“Maybe we will. Thanks.”

The operative joined his men and Cal went back to looking out the window. Army trucks no longer rumbled by. Streets were empty. The sky was clear. Like the calm before the storm, he thought.
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LAKE BARCROFT, FALLS CHURCH, VIRGINIA

The split level home was empty except for a poker table and three chairs. Rodrigo Mesa sat in one, jammed up against the table, staring down at the green felt, thinking.

“Want anything to drink?” Willie Trent asked.

“I’m not thirsty,” Mesa said.

“Suit yourself. Let me give you a hint though, the stoic act ain’t gonna help. Might as well drink something.”

“Fine. Dewars on the rocks.”

“Fresh out of Dewars. How about a glass of water?”

“You could’ve said that in the beginning.”

“And you could’ve chosen your friends better.”

Trent brought him a Tervis tumbler of ice water.

Mesa took a sip. Then drank the whole thing.

“When does the torture start?” Mesa asked.

“Who said anything about torture?”

Mesa looked around the empty room. He didn’t like how his hands shook, so he kept them clasped in his lap. “I figure all that’s missing is plastic sheeting and a guy in a ghost mask.”

“You watch too much television,” Trent said.

“Am I wrong?”

Trent shrugged.

A double tap of a car horn came from the driveway.

“Company’s here!” Trent said.

There was a knock at the front door. Mesa clenched.

“Come in!” Trent called out.

Mesa waited for the men in masks to burst in. Instead, a chubby man with a tweed coat and glasses appeared with an old leather doctor’s bag in hand.

“Mr. Mesa, I presume,” the man said.

“Who are you?”

“I am Doctor Alvin Higgins. May I?” He pointed to the chair next to Mesa. When Mesa didn’t reply, Higgins pulled out the chair, set the bag on the table, and sat down.

“Do you have any medical conditions, Mr. Mesa? High blood pressure, history of panic attacks, that sort of thing?”

“What is this, a medical checkup?”

“In a manner of speaking. Now, please answer the question.” Higgins opened the bag and Mesa tried to see inside.

“No, I don’t have any medical conditions.”

“Splendid. Would you prefer if I called you by your given name or⁠—”

“Rod is fine.”

“Very good, Rod.” He pulled out a syringe. “This, Rod, is a powerful serum. A private recipe. What’s in it doesn’t matter. What does matter is that it will make you tell me everything I want to know. Do you understand?”

Rod nodded.

“The choice is yours, my young friend. Would you rather tell us the truth without the drugs or with?”

Rod’s mouth was so dry that he thought about asking for more water. He thought about Potts, about Alice, about his family. How had it come to this? Were they going to kill him? In his last act of bravery, he said, “I’ll take the serum.” He stuck out his chin just in case there was any doubt.

Higgins nodded. “Very well. Willie, will you please assist?”

The enormous man held Mesa’s arm down as Higgins alcohol swabbed his arm and inserted the needle so expertly that Mesa barely felt it.

“There we go,” Higgins said, capping the needle and stowing it in the bag.

Mesa had dabbled in recreational drugs. He expected a swirl and lifting like that time on peyote. But the calm and reassurance that came over him was unexpected. In fact, in his mind, he’d decided to be as helpful as he could. In ten minutes, he was telling Higgins and Trent anything and everything they wanted to hear. Why shouldn’t he?
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“And here we are,” Gaucho said as he pulled the car into the driveway.

“What is this?” Congressman Potts asked, his back slick with sweat.

“It’s called a house, Congressman. You gonna get out of the car yourself or do I have to drag you?”

Potts looked out the window for another house. There was none. The 1970s split level sat alone, nestled into untended woods. There was a mold-encrusted For Sale sign in the yard.

“I can do it myself,” Potts said, yanking down on the lapels of his suit coat. His legs wobbled when he stepped out.

“Here we go,” Gaucho said, grabbing him under the arm and pulling him toward the front door.

Potts shortened his step, tried to slow the progress, but his captor pulled on. They pushed in through the front door into the empty house.

“Anyone home?” Gaucho called out.

“Back here,” came a voice.

Potts dug his heels in.

“It’s not too late to go back,” Potts said. “Take me home now and I’ll forget all about you. I promise.”

“Promises from politicians are like warts on toads, Potts.”

“Please. Tell me what you want.”

“You’ll see.”

He tugged Potts into the next room.

“Hi, boss!” Rod Mesa said, looking giddy. “These guys are great. Just wait. Hey, I just rhymed.”

A big black man hovered over Rod and a man in a tweed coat.

“What did you do to him?” Potts asked.

“Nothing he didn’t agree to,” the man in the tweed coat said. He pointed to the third chair across the table. Potts’s eyes lingered on the bag in the middle of the green felt. “Have a seat, Congressman.”

Again Potts didn’t move.

“He’s having regrets, Doc,” Gaucho said.

“There’s nothing to fear, Congressman. Is there Rod?”

“No, Doctor Higgins. You’ve been very nice.”

“Why thank you, Rod. Listen to your chief of staff, Congressman. We’re the good guys.”

Potts laughed. “The good guys? You’re kidding.”

“I assure you I’m not. Do I kid, gentlemen?”

The big black man and Gaucho shook their heads.

“He doesn’t kid, boss. I swear. He’s a really smart doctor. In fact⁠—”

“Shut up, Rod,” Potts said.

“I don’t want to. And Doctor Higgins said I didn’t have to. Right, Doctor?”

“That’s right, Rod. Congressman, please have a seat.”

What choice do I have? Someone must know that I’ve disappeared. Potts tried to recall the actions taken when a member of Congress disappeared. Did the search begin with the D.C. cops, then move to the FBI? Or was it the other way around?

Potts sat down.

“You’re in over your head,” Potts said.

“I respectfully disagree, Congressman,” Higgins said. “You, however…” He fished something out of the bag. Potts tensed. He hated needles. “Willie, hold the congressman down, please.”

The black man clamped a hand down on Potts’s arm and dragged it to the table. He pulled back the sleeve to expose Potts’s forearm. “This good, Doc?”

“Perfect.”

Potts’s eyes bulged, and he yanked backwards with all his might. It was no use. The black man was too strong.

“I’m going to pass out. My heart,” Potts said.

“Don’t worry, Congressman. This medicine will help.”

And it did. The serum hit his racing bloodstream. Potts relaxed. He stopped pulling. He looked at Rod across the table, who was nodding knowingly. What was I so worried about? Potts thought.

The first questions were straightforward. What was his full name? Where was he from? What were his parents’ names?

Potts was happy to answer them all. When the questions shifted to Cuba, Potts didn’t hesitate. He wanted to do anything in his power to help his new friends.


CHAPTER 45



CUBA

Cal was dreaming of home when a hand shook him awake.

“Mr. Stokes.”

“What is it?”

“There’s been a change of plans.”

Cal sat up. As his eyes adjusted to the dim light, he saw the team was checking weapons and packing bags.

“What happened?” he asked.

“An unexpected complication.”

“Tell me.”

“We can’t leave Cuba.”

The man told him about the cardinal.

“I don’t understand. What does he have to do with us leaving?”

“Not you, Mr. Stokes. Just us. I’ve made a map for you. It’s easy to follow. When you get to the port, a man will be waiting.”

“Hold on. Rewind. Tell me about the cardinal.”

“This isn’t your fight, Mr. Stokes.”

“I’ll make that call.”

“Okay. Cardinal Manuel Betancourt⁠—”

“Wait, Betancourt?”

“Yes. He is the uncle of Javier Betancourt.”

“Who you’ve confirmed is with Uncle Max.”

“That’s right.”

“What are you going to do?” Cal asked.

“Watch.”

“That’s all? Will you leave after?”

“It depends on what the cardinal and his nephew do next.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s just a hunch. The cardinal is a Cuban cult hero. The humble priest who went to Rome. He visits occasionally. But his timing today…”

“It’s suspicious.”

“Exactly. We need to watch him.”

“Is that part of your mission in Cuba?”

The man grinned. “Not exactly.”

Cal matched the man’s grin. “You sound like a fella after my own heart. I’m coming with you.”

“But the president.”

Cal’s grin stretched wider. “You think this is the first time I’ve changed the president’s orders? Come on. Tell me what you plan to do.”

[image: ]


The meeting with the president did not go well. With the lockdown in place, the last thing the little tyrant wanted was an exalted guest from Rome.

“He’s forgotten his place,” Cardinal Betancourt said to his nephew on the way out of the presidential compound.

“They all have, Uncle.”

“Let us not speak of it until we are clear of this place.” The cardinal nodded to the guards, who gawked as they passed.

When they were in the middle car of the motorcade, Javier asked, “What news from Rome? Is the Holy Father well?”

Cardinal Betancourt shook his head. “The pope struggles with his health. He has good days and bad. May God see to his wellbeing.”

“And your prospects?”

“I am a cardinal of the Church, Javier. It is a blessing to come this far.”

The familiar glint came to the cardinal’s eyes.

“You’ve secured the votes,” Javier guessed.

“It is in God’s hands. For now, my job is to help the Cuban people.”

“With Rome’s blessing?”

“That will come once we lay the truth plain. Do we go to see your friend?”

“Yes. He’s waiting.”

“Good. I look forward to seeing his progress. It is good to have close friends, Javier. Never forget that.”
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Trevor St. James watched over the priest’s shoulder.

“How long have you been working on this?”

“Since my time in college,” the priest said.

“But you’re a priest?”

“Is there a rule that priests shouldn’t understand technology?”

“Not that I know of. It’s just odd.”

The priest chuckled. “I am odd.”

He scooped up his latest prototype and put it into the scanner next to the 3D printer.

“How fast can they duplicate?” St. James asked.

“Very fast. Watch.”

To St. James, it didn’t seem very fast. But he had nothing to compare it to.

The warehouse door opened and Javier stepped in, followed by a stream of security personnel and a man in Catholic robes.

“Max, I’d like you to meet my uncle, Cardinal Betancourt.”

St. James shook hands with the man, noting the strength in the cardinal’s grip.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Max. I’ve heard so much about you.”

“I wish I could say the same, your highness. Sorry, I don’t even know if that’s the right term.”

“If it is alright with you, I would like for you to call me Manny, or father if you prefer. I am a priest, after all.”

“Okay, father.”

“And this must be the talented Padre Alejandro.”

The priest, so sure a moment before, was almost on his knees when he bent down to kiss the massive ring on the cardinal’s finger.

“You honor us with your presence, Your Eminence.”

“It is my honor, Alejandro. Now, please show me your work. I do so enjoy a science lesson. Did Javier tell you I once wanted to be a doctor?”

“He did not, Your Eminence. Please, come this way.”

As the priest escorted the cardinal toward the array of high-tech equipment, Javier stepped up to St. James.

“Surprised?”

“About you having a cardinal for an uncle or that I’m still alive?”

“You still don’t believe that I have a plan.”

“I’m sure you have a plan, but I guess I’m having a hard time figuring out what that plan is and what my place is in said plan.”

“In time, my friend.”

Javier patted St. James on the back and joined the others on the assembly line.

What the hell are you up to, Javi? St. James thought. He was torn. While he wanted to run to his family, he felt equal responsibility to stay and see what Javier was up to. As far as he knew, his family was safe. So the game was to wait and see.


CHAPTER 46



THE WHITE HOUSE, WASHINGTON, D.C.

“Edmond Flap? You’re sure?” the president asked.

“We’re sure,” Top said.

“I should’ve listened to Cal and had the bastard buried.”

Top, Gaucho and Haines stood waiting. This was the president’s call to make.

“And you think this will work?” he asked.

“If you think giving him a pauper’s funeral is better, say the word,” Top said.

“Fine. Do it. And Leonard Potts?”

“Taken care of. He’s with Doc Higgins. Once he came to his senses, Higgins explained the situation and how Potts could best serve his country by coming to our side. It was that or prison. Not a hard choice.”

“Good. I’ll have my own word with Potts when the time comes. Now tell me the plan again, and what I can do to help.”
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TOP SECRET FEDERAL PRISON, PENNSYLVANIA

Flap waited. He’d taken to counting all manner of things. The sightless clicking of the air conditioning units turning on and off. The occasional drip, drip of water in the walls. The clomps of footsteps outside his cell.

Few sounds today. Quiet.

He waited.

He’d just dozed off when someone rapped on the door.

“Yes?” Flap said.

The door slot slid open, revealing another burner phone.

“Excellent. Thank you.”

Flap read the message eagerly.

Z on the ropes. Gathering baggage. Airtight case. Hope you like it.

Z was President Zimmer. Baggage referred to the evidence Potts would need to crucify Zimmer.

He thought about checking in with some of his more nefarious government contacts. Men with no soul who lived and breathed the intrigue of politics.

Not now, he thought. There was time. Give Zimmer all the rope he needs.

He fired a short message back: Love your work. Look forward to hearing more.

He confirmed the message was sent, deleted it, and purged it from the device before putting the phone back in the slot.

“Thank you,” Flap said.

The guard retrieved the phone and walked away without replying.

The man was useful, for now.

Flap lay down. He’d earned a nap. Maybe he’d count the enemies he was going to snare. Or maybe he’d just count sheep. It didn’t matter. He had all the time in the world.
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LAKE BARCROFT, FALLS CHURCH, VIRGINIA

“That is one slick son of a bitch,” Gaucho said when he read the return message from Flap.

“Should buy us some time,” Top said.

“You hear from Cal yet?”

“Negative. You think he’s avoiding us?”

“Avoiding us or avoiding the president?”

“Good point. I hope he knows what he’s doing.”

“I hope we all know what we’re doing, Top. Why don’t you try calling Cal again?”

Top tried, but the line kept ringing and finally went to the prerecorded message.
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ALEXANDRIA, VIRGINIA

“Are you not changed yet?” Gloria Merriweather asked.

Alice crossed her arms across her chest. “I told you I’m not going.”

“And I told you I’d have you sedated and strapped to a gurney if you don’t do what I say.”

“I’m not a child, mother.”

“Yes you are, honey. You just think you’re not. We’re all children. Look at your father. He still thinks he’s the one in charge. Poor man.”

“I hate when you talk about Daddy that way. You’re a real bitch, mother.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment, darling. Now, do I need to call for the needle and make an appointment at the looney bin or are you going to get dressed.”

“You shouldn’t say looney bin. It’s offensive.”

Gloria Merriweather laughed. “You’ve been in Washington too long. Censor’s got your tongue. Get dressed. The plane’s ready.”

When her mother left the room, Alice walked to the bathroom and looked at herself in the mirror. She looked and felt awful. If she had a phone, she’d call Rodrigo. She’d long forgotten about their fight. All she wanted was him.

She brushed her hair, reapplied a light layer of makeup, and changed into something her mother would approve of.

She knocked on the bedroom door.

“I’m ready to go.”

The security guard opened the door.

“Right this way, Ms. Merriweather.”

As they walked down the hall, down the stairs, and into the front parlor of the rented home, Alice’s head cleared and she kept thinking about what Rodrigo would do. What should she do to get back to him? Something rash and brave.

“Oh no,” she said, stumbling to one side.

The guard caught her as she went limp. Gloria Merriweather appeared, ready for the return trip to Scottsdale. “What is this?”

“I think she fainted, ma’am,” the guard said.

He was looking up at the elder Merriweather when Alice’s hand slipped down, grasped the pistol in the guard’s holster, and yanked it out.

“What the⁠—”

The pistol jammed in the man’s abdomen.

“Don’t do anything stupid,” Alice said.

“Alice, what are you doing?” Gloria Merriweather asked. She hadn’t seen the gun.

The guard raised his hands and Alice felt a surge of power. She knew how to shoot thanks to Daddy. The gun in her hands felt warm and ready.

“Shut up, mother.” Alice motioned for the guard to move to the other side of the room with her mother.

“You’re crazy,” her mother said.

“I said shut up!”

Alice very much had her wits about her. She knew what she wanted. She had a plan. A very brash and good plan. The plan would see her back in Rodrigo’s arms within the hour.

Gloria Merriweather dashed the plan when she walked to her daughter, hand out. “Give me the gun, Alice.”

“Stop, mother.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You won’t shoot me.”

“What if I do?”

“Then you’re dumber than I ever could’ve imagined. Give me the gun, now.”

Alice’s mind brought up every family outing where she’d felt like the poor orphan kid who didn’t belong. Her mother carted her around because she needed a daughter to marry away and carry on the dynasty.

“Don’t call me dumb, mother.” Her finger tightened on the trigger.

“Alice, give me⁠—”

The gun’s report came as a surprise to everyone in the room. As Alice watched, a bloom of red spread out on her mother’s fancy white blouse. Gloria Merriweather’s mouth moved with no sound, and to her credit, she stood her ground for a good five seconds until she crumpled to the floor.

The guard had his hands raised high.

“Now, Miss, if you’ll give me the gun⁠—”

Alice shot him three times.

She did not check to see if her mother was dead. Alice reached down and snatched her mother’s purse and ran for the door. The driver was more than happy to give her the car when she put the pistol in his face.

She drove away so enveloped by an immense sense of power that she didn’t see the heavy truck come around the corner. Alice Merriweather was unbuckled and thinking of her lover when the semi, overloaded with lumber, plowed into the driver’s side of the black Lincoln.


CHAPTER 47



CUBA

Cal marveled at the quiet professionals. Decades away from home, they went about their work with calm determination.

“We’re almost there,” the man said.

It was dark and drizzling. The familiar warehouse came into view.

“Do you remember how many guards?”

Cal shook his head. “I saw three, but I can’t be sure. I never got a look at the whole place.”

The small team, faces painted in camouflage, girded for battled, gripped their weapons as the driver pulled off the road a hundred yards from the warehouse. A light next to the building’s door flickered like a mosquito trap.

“You should stay here,” the man said.

“Over my dead body,” Cal said.

“That’s what I don’t want.”

“You still worried about the president?”

“Among other things.”

“Don’t worry. I’m on a lucky streak.”

There were no more words of caution. The six men slipped from the vehicle and moved through the rain and into the night. Fanning out, the team surrounded the building.

“No outside guards,” the team leader said into the radio.

Rain beat down harder, hammering a steady rhythm on the metal roof.

“Camera,” Cal whispered, pointing to the crook at the corner of the building. He scanned smoothly, trigger ready.

Here we go, Cal thought as the team leader stepped up, put a hand and then an ear to the door.

“No sound,” he mouthed.

Counting down from five, they burst into the building, Cal on the heels of the team leader as the rest of the team found their own entry points.

Red light bathed the inside of the building. The team looked at one another from across the expanse. The place was empty.
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“Tenacious,” Javier Betancourt said, watching the scene unfold at the warehouse.

“How many?” the cardinal asked.

“Six.”

“Good.”

“We should have killed them.”

“Are you so quick to kill now, nephew?”

“This Stokes, he worries me.”

“Why? He is just a man.”

Javier already told his uncle all about Stokes and his adventures in Cuba.

“He’s a bad omen.”

“Omen?” The cardinal turned to stare at his nephew.

“You know what I mean, Uncle.”

“We have a plan for the Stokes fellow, do we not?”

“We do.”

“Then do not worry. You must have faith.”

Javier Betancourt had faith. Faith was the only thing that kept him going during the years that Cuba’s fat cat leaders pretended like they were God’s gift to the Cuban people.

“You’re right, uncle.”

“Come. Let us pray.”

Both men bowed their heads and prayed.
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“What now?” Cal asked when they were back on the road, wiping the camouflage off their faces.

“We know where the cardinal is staying.”

“You think that’s a good idea?”

“What choice do we have?”

Cal didn’t mind being on the president’s shit list every once in a while, but hopping into the hot pot of religious matters?

The vehicle’s radio, which a second before was playing some sort of Cuban folk music, crackled and buzzed. The driver reached over to change the station. A voice came over the radio.

“Cal, if you can hear me, you need to get off the island.”

“Neil?” Cal asked.

“I’m tracking a monkey in the wrench machine, if you get my drift. I think it’s best if you leave.”

“Neil? Can you hear me?”

Neil went on. “Don’t worry about me. I’m safe. And I can take care of this. I promise.”

“Neil? Neil!”

There was no answer. The radio went back to Cuban folk music.
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Neil hoped Cal heard. There was work to do. And Cal needed to be off the island before the real fireworks started. Neil knew Javier’s plan. The problem was getting close enough to thwart it.

He clapped his laptop closed, shoved it in his backpack, and left. It was a thirty-minute hike to the square. By sun up he would be in position.
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“What do you mean he called a mass?” the President of the Republic asked.

His aide showed him the leaflet.

“It’s right here. Tomorrow. Nine in the morning.”

The president read the end of the message out loud. “The leaders of the Cuban government will be present as witnesses to the glory of God.” He crumpled the paper and threw it at his aide. “What nonsense is this? Who does he think he is?”

No answer came.

“Would you like me to send word to the others?” his aide asked.

The president thought about it. He needed the church in his business about as much as he needed a venereal disease. There were spies to root out. This was no time for church.

“Fine. Tell them. But make sure we have security. Lots of it.” After a second, he added, “Tell them to bring food. Lots of food and drink. We’ll make this into a festival. Let’s show the cardinal who rules the hearts of the people.”


CHAPTER 48



THE WHITE HOUSE, WASHINGTON, D.C.

President Zimmer, each arm around a Super Bowl champion, smiled for the camera.

When the pictures were done, the winning team left the Rose Garden and Marge Haines could finally approach the president.

“Maybe I should leave the White House and get a job selling ad space for the NFL,” the president said. Haines didn’t respond. “I take by the look on your face and you not laughing at my terrible joke that you have bad news again.”

“Not here,” Haines said.

The president’s eyebrows shot up.

“That bad?”

Haines nodded.

When they were in private, Haines told him. “Alice Merriweather is dead and Gloria Merriweather is in critical condition.”

“What? How?”

“Gloria and one of her bodyguards, who is now dead, were shot,” Haines informed the president. A semi truck killed Alice Merriweather. She was thrown from the vehicle.

“She was just here. How did… you don’t think we⁠—”

“We did nothing.”

“Flap?”

“Not him either.”

Zimmer’s hands gripped white.

“If I could wrap my hands around his throat.” Then he remembered. “Gloria’s husband. Does he know?”

Haines nodded. “He’s on a plane.”

“And you say Gloria’s in critical condition?”

“They say she may be in surgery all night.”

“What a mess.”

“You want a drink?”

“I do, but I don’t. I think I should be stone cold sober when he gets here. Should I go to the hospital with him?”

“I don’t think he’d expect it, but it would be a nice gesture,” Haines said.

“And the rest of this business, about Alice spying for Potts. Do you think her father knows?”

“I think we should assume that he does.”

The president groaned. “He’s going to think we had something to do with her death.”

“Then you better pray that Gloria Merriweather comes out of surgery.”

“Why?”

“Because she’s the only one who knows what really happened.”
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“The girl died?” Gaucho asked.

“She did.”

“Holy hell. You think we should tell the Mesa kid?”

“To what end?”

“I don’t know, make him feel even more guilty than he already does?”

Top shook his head. “We’re not sadists, hombre.”

“We could use this to our advantage,” Dr. Higgins said, not looking up from the tome he was reading.

“And here I just told Gaucho we weren’t sadists, Doc.”

“There’s nothing sadistic about it, Willie. We’re opportunists when the situation presents itself, are we not?”

“Okay, you got me. What did you have in mind?”

“Let’s have another chat with Mr. Mesa. I think he’ll be more than happy to assist our efforts.”

“He’s already told us everything, Doc,” Gaucho said.

“It’s a question of motivation, gentlemen. If we can convince him to do the right thing on his own, then maybe, just maybe, we’ll untangle this web without undue violence.”

Gaucho and Top sat down and listened to the plan.
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Rodrigo Mesa had never been so low. There’d been times in his life when he’d felt less than. Less than the rich white boys and their fancy cars. Less than the trust fund babies and their no-limit credit cards. Less than the political movers who knew the rest of the D.C. from summers in the Hamptons or winters in Deer Valley.

The bedroom door opened. Rodrigo didn’t cringe. He knew his captors were on the right side of the law. Well, maybe not the law, but definitely on the right side of the moral bell curve. He had gladly sold his soul to get ahead. Hearing the truth from Potts’s confession crushed him. He thought he was part of the plan. Come to find that he was just a pawn, a minor player in a major scheme. Potts was Flap’s puppet. Rod was an ego-chasing underclassman who’d taken the first chance to skirt the law so he could get ahead. All he could think about was Alice. He didn’t love her, but he was no monster. She was probably on her way back to Scottsdale, already betrothed to a country club silver spooner.

The large black man untied his hand from the bed post.

“Thanks,” Rodrigo said.

“No problem. Have a seat on the bed, kid.” Rodrigo took a seat. “Doc?”

Doctor Higgins stepped forward. “We have sad news, Mr. Mesa.”

Potts. Had they killed Potts?

“Yes?” Rodrigo asked.

“Alice Merriweather.” The name hung in the air. “There’s been an accident.”

The lump in his throat surprised Rodrigo. “Is she okay? Was she hurt?”

Dr. Higgins sat down next to him. “Alice is dead, Mr. Mesa.”

“No.”

“I’m sorry.”

“She can’t be dead. No, I don’t believe it. You’re lying to me.”

Higgins shook his head.

“I’d show you the photos if I think it would help. It won’t. She’s dead, Mr. Mesa.”

Rodrigo’s hands shook. Tears sprang to his eyes and fell in long streams down his face and onto his shirt. They let him cry. When he finished, he looked up at them, stronger now.

“How did it happen?”

“Car accident.”

“You’re sure?”

“We are.”

Rodrigo thought to implicate Potts. But Potts was here. It couldn’t be Potts. Then he understood.

“Do you think someone murdered her?”

“We can’t prove it,” Higgins said, “But we suspect foul play.”

“It was Flap, wasn’t it?”

“Possibly.”

Rodrigo looked into Higgins’s eyes. “Let me help you.”

“I was hoping you’d say that.”


CHAPTER 49



REVOLUTION SQUARE, HAVANA, CUBA

“What is this place?” Cal asked as he wiped off the last bit of paint from his face and watched the Cubans by the thousands walk by their vehicle.

“Plaza de la Revolución,” the deep asset leader said. “Revolution Square for us Gringos.” He pointed across the vast expanse. “Do you recognized those faces?”

The early morning light was just coming, but Cal could see the outline renditions of Che Guevara and Fidel Castro on buildings across the way. “You’d think Cubans would’ve smartened up about them by now.”

“Many are too young to remember. They don’t speak of the killing. Che and Fidel are folk heroes.”

“Can’t blame them. We hold some real clowns up on pedestals in the States. You sure you want to come back to politics-as-usual America?”

The leader chuckled. “I’ll take corrupt clowns over murderers any day.”
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Neil watched the massive congregation from the building painted with the likeness of Che Guevara. Vendors sold water and treats. Workers roped off the area across the plaza in front of José Martí Memorial.

He monitored both the crowd and his laptop.
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“You’re ready?” Javier asked.

Father Alejandro shooed his friend away. “Of course I’m ready. You do your work and I will do mine.”

“Redundancies. You have them?”

The priest looked up from his work. “Do I tell you how to do your job?”

“Alejandro, this is an important day.”

“You don’t think I know that?”

“Of course you do. I just want to make sure everything is perfect.”

“It will be. Now get to the square before the mass starts.” The priest made a sign of the cross in between keystrokes.

Javier had every faith in his friend. It was Stokes who had him worried.
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“Look at them, Javier. Is it not glorious?” Cardinal Betancourt gazed out over the crowd from the office building where his procession was preparing to depart.

“It is, Uncle. All for the glory of God.”

“The first thing we will do is take down the images of those heathens,” the cardinal said, pointing to the likenesses across the square. “I think a crucifix and an image of the Christ will do. What do you think?”

“I think it could be too soon. You know their superstitions.”

His uncle shook his head.

“It is not soon enough. We should have done it years ago. Let us put God and church back in their rightful place.”

Javier did not doubt his uncle. Not one bit. He’d been right on nearly everything up to this point. It was the Cuban people he doubted. Not their hearts. They were his people, too. It was their beliefs. Their beliefs needed to be turned. And God willing, after today’s mass, that great change would happen.
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Cal kept his head bowed under the ball cap. The excited crowd pressed in around him. He kept a close eye on the man in front of him. Twice he felt the slippery fingers of smooth-handed pickpockets. They’d thought about leaving their weapons behind just in case there was a mass search. Anything was possible. They had to be ready. The team brought their weapons well hidden. Cal had his tucked tight against his groin.

The lead man turned back and motioned toward the obelisk where a stage sat. Soldiers guarded a roped-off area.

I wonder how itchy they are on their triggers, Cal thought.

But the soldiers looked loose, though their eyes traveled back and forth across the crowd.
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“Señores, thank you for coming,” Cardinal Betancourt said, sweeping into the room to join the president of Cuba and all the most important generals and ministers of the government.

“Your Eminence,” the president said, bowing to kiss to the cardinal’s ring. “I hope you do not mind our contribution to your safety.”

“I assure you I am quite safe.” He turned to the assembled leaders. “Thank you all for coming. Should we go before the wonderful Cuban sun melts God’s children?” There were nervous murmurs. “I promise I won’t say mass in Latin or keep you here for hours. I merely wish to bless you and our people before I depart.”

He motioned for the doors to be opened. The procession began with the most junior officials walking out first followed by the president and then the cardinal. The government officials did not feel the tiny devices land and hide themselves on their persons.
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“There they go,” Javier said, watching the procession as they exited the building. Music played from loudspeakers, and the crowd turned to stare. How many thousands were there? One hundred thousand? More?

“Perfect.”

The more witnesses, the better.
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“Oh no,” Neil said, pecking away at his laptop. He’d lost the signal. “Come on you piece of…”

Nothing worked. Maybe the priest was smarter than Neil thought.

“Damn.”

Neil closed his eyes. Think!

There was only one thing left to do. It would put him at risk. Great risk.

Damn the risk, he thought.

As he scooped up his gear, he made a call that went straight to voicemail.

“Marge, I’m about to do something really stupid. I thought you should know, in case something happens.”

Neil relayed his plan as he ran out of the room and up the staircase.


CHAPTER 50



TOP SECRET FEDERAL PRISON, PENNSYLVANIA

“You got a new neighbor,” the guard said, slipping the phone in along with breakfast. Edmond Flap took the tray and the phone. “Did you hear me?”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were looking for an answer,” Flap said.

“You keep giving me lip and I’ll cut off your privileges.”

“I’m sorry.” What Flap really wanted to say was something about how a half wit who thought he had wit had no business guarding high profile prisoners. Maybe he should just have the man killed and replaced.

“You don’t sound sorry.”

“Would an extra thousand dollar help?”

“It’s a start. Don’t forget.”

Flap waggled the phone in the air. “I’ll get right to that.”

The guard left and Flap sent an encrypted text. He waited for a reply. Nothing.

Potts was probably in session. Flap wanted to know how the cardinal’s visit was progressing. Those religious nuts were the best to twist to his needs. Whether Catholic, Muslim, Jewish, or his favorite, the Buddhist monk he’d convinced to kill an upstart thorn in Flap’s side. Everyone was corruptible given the right circumstances and buttons pressed.

He devoured breakfast. He checked for a message again. Nothing.

Need news, he typed out and pressed send. No immediate reply.

It was early for Potts to be in session. What if… No. Best not go down the what-if rabbit trail. Plans were well in hand. Potts knew what he was doing.

Flap had just closed his eyes to wait when the pneumatic lock on his cell door clicked open. He looked that way, expecting his usual guard with a delivery of new sheets or tube of toothpaste. Normally, he would announce himself.

Flap stood. No guard.

The phone vibrated, and he looked at the screen. He read the message: You should’ve stayed away. -Z

Flap froze. He heard slippered footsteps. His door opened. A face appeared. A man in a jumpsuit. A young man. Good looking. Worry in his eyes.

“Who are you?” Flap asked.

The young man hesitated, looked back down the hall.

Though he was afraid, Flap typed a number from memory. He sent a brief text. Flap pressed Send as the young man’s hands wrapped around his throat.

“This is for Alice.”

Flap’s eyes bulged and he dropped the phone just as he received confirmation that his last message had been sent. Strangely, the former head of the CIA wasn’t afraid. He watched his death with amused detachment. Death was his constant companion for decades. This was but the latest adventure. And it was with great excitement that he made his final living realization a split second before life left him. He knew the young man’s face. If he could have laughed, he would have.

[image: ]


Rodrigo Mesa squeezed and squeezed until his hands cramped. He took a short break and squeezed some more.

With shaking hands, he checked Flap for a pulse. Nothing. The traitor was dead. If he had any saliva in his mouth, he would have spit on the man.

Mesa picked up the phone, closed the door, walked back to the next cell, and waited to be escorted back to the outside world.
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“What the hell?” the guard said when he returned to get the phone. The prisoner was lying on the ground, his face an unnatural color. He pressed the alarm button. Sirens blared as he entered the cell and checked the prisoner for a pulse. No pulse.

The guard’s pulse quickened. The phone. Not enough time. He searched Flap’s pockets, under the thin mattress, in the toilet. Nothing.

Panicking now, the guard tried doing CPR. His technique wouldn’t have saved a half-dead man, let alone a dead one.

“Get up,” someone said from the door.

“I’m doing CPR!”

“I said get up. He’s dead.”

The guard looked up to see the block captain standing in the door.

“Captain, we’ve gotta⁠—”

“He had a heart attack.”

“He what? How do you⁠—?”

The captain, a much larger man, stepped into the cell and yanked the guard to his feet.

“He had a heart attack,” the captain repeated.

There was no room for discussion. All the guard saw was a waste of future income. He wanted a new house and a new car for his next girlfriend, a lady he’d picked out at the bar the day before.

“Is there something you want to tell me?” the captain asked.

“What? No. I was doing CPR.”

“You already said that.”

The guard gawked.

“Is there something else you’d like to say? Now’s your chance.”

“No, captain. I, uh, I’m gonna go wash my hands.”

“You do that.”

The captain watched him go. Within twenty-four hours, the captain would make two things happen. First, the guard would leave the prison in a shiny set of handcuffs. Second, the captain would arrange for the dead man, who was once an important man, to be cremated, and then his remains would be flushed down a nearby sewer.
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WASHINGTON, D.C.

“It’s done,” Marge Haines whispered into the president’s ear. He pressed the other against a phone as he listened to the Speaker of the House railing on about a cyber security bill.

All the president could think as Haines left the room, and he tried to focus on the speaker was: How many laws did we break this time?
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SPRINGFIELD, VIRGINIA

The assassin read the message twice. He was a hard man to surprise. The message was very surprising.

“Honey, I’ve gotta go back to work,” he said.

“But you just got home. I thought shore duty meant you’d be home more.”

The Navy Commander donned his cover and kissed his wife.

“Where the Navy says I go, I go.”

“Don’t you mean the president?”

He patted her on the behind.

“Today, maybe. Be back tonight.”

She leaned in for another kiss, to which he obliged.

They didn’t have kids. She was his third wife.

As a Navy SEAL, it was impossible to maintain any semblance of a normal life. There’d been a day when he thought his life was over, when his innermost impulses had gotten him in enough trouble to tank his career and send him to Leavenworth. Thankfully, men like Edmond Flap existed. Those men knew the SEALs’s worth and used it. Today would test that worth.

Some might think this a suicide mission. The SEAL saw it as just another day at the office.


CHAPTER 51



REVOLUTION SQUARE, HAVANA, CUBA

The procession walked to the beat of the music. The crowd cheered at the sight of the exalted cardinal, a man of the people. The President of the Republic played along. He waved to the crowd and tried to ignore the fact that the man walking behind him was getting the larger share of adoration.

It was already a hot day. The president would rather sit in an air-conditioned office. He wasn’t a savage.

When they got to the stage, Cardinal Betancourt took the center spot.

“Please, sit next to me,” the Cardinal said to him.

“Thank you,” the president said, taking a seat on the simple folding chair.

The music reached a crescendo, lulled low and then quit.

Sweat ran down the president’s legs.

All he could think about was shoving the cardinal back in his plane, and kicking him back to Rome.
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Javier observed the procession. To his surprise, he saw that every government official they had requested was now sitting on the makeshift stage. The president looked most uncomfortable.

Javier took the binoculars from his eyes.

“Are we ready?”

“We are,” Father Alejandro said. He was staring at the center computer screen and its video feed of the mass.

“Do you need me?”

“Go. Be witness to God’s glory.”

Javier wanted to be close, but not too close. He still had a feeling that Stokes might make an appearance. Best to monitor the crowd.
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The Cardinal stood, and the crowd cheered. Cal cheered with them, still careful to scan for threats. It felt like a peaceful gathering, though the special guests on stage looked far less comfortable than the cardinal.

“Fellow Cubans!” the cardinal began. The crowd roared. “It is a blessing to see you!”

Cal felt the crowd surge forward. He saw the soldiers at the front of the stage tense. That’s the last thing we need, Cal thought.

“Calma, calma,” the cardinal said. The crowd eased. “In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.”
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As mass began, Neil found a spot on the roof. Somehow, there were no sharpshooters or guards.

Lucky, he thought.

The good news was that he had a better signal on the roof. The bad news; he hadn’t reconnected with the drone network.

“Come on…”

He was in. As soon as he was, Neil’s eye narrowed.

“Oh, no.”
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A small warning popped up in the corner of Father Alejandro’s screen.

It wasn’t so much a surprise as an annoyance. He was used to hackers. Unbeknownst to much of the world, some of the best hackers and cyber thieves were Cuban. He’d been one of them before finding his way to God. People said that the Russians and the Chinese had the best hackers in the world. Father Alejandro thought the Cubans were the best because both allies had trained them and the Cubans slept mere miles from the biggest cyber target on the planet: the United States of America.

He opened the warning and went through his usual routine to flick the annoyance away. The stubborn snoop would not move so easily.

Father Alejandro made the sign of the cross, said a quick prayer, cracked his knuckles, and went to work. He had a timeline to keep.
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He’d taken a chance, and the chance came back to bite him. Throwing caution aside, Neil’s daring exploration didn’t follow his normal protocol. Aiming for speed instead of stealth, he’d burst into the network instead of sneaking in. Now whoever was monitoring the network was fighting back.

Neil was no novice. He was one of the best. But this was not his network. As the mass went on in the square below, unseen and unheard, a battle in pixels and bits began.
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“Are you ready?” Javier asked.

At first, there wasn’t an answer from the earpiece.

“Father?”

“Yes, I’m ready. Of course I’m ready,” Father Alejandro finally responded.

“You’re sure?”

“What? Yes. Only a slight problem. I’m handling it.”

“What sort of problem?”

“Pesky hackers. Nothing I can’t handle.”

“Do it fast. You have ten minutes, maybe less.”

“I’m well aware of the timing, Javi. I set the timeline, remember? Now leave me to my work.”

The radio cut out and Javier looked back at the office building. What were the chances that an attack on their drone network was happening right now?

Stay calm, he told himself. He said a prayer for guidance. When he made his own sign of the cross, his eyes fell on a man with a brown ball cap. What were the chances? One in how many hundred thousand?

It wasn’t chance. It wasn’t luck. It was God.

Javier Betancourt lifted the radio to his mouth.

“Man in brown hat. Ten rows back from the center. Bring him to me.”

His plainclothes cohort slipped into the crowd.

Good try, Mr. Stokes. But not today, my friend.
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Someone grabbed Cal’s arm. His hand went to the weapon in his waistband until a voice said, “We have to go. They see you.”

Cal’s eyes did a casual scan of the square. He didn’t catch what the American asset was talking about. But his eyes fell on a familiar face at the base of some stairs. Javier Betancourt was looking right at him with a smile.


CHAPTER 52



THE WHITE HOUSE, WASHINGTON, D.C.

“Do we really need to do this?” the president asked.

“This was your idea,” Marge Haines said while straightening his tie.

“Please leave it. After what we just did, do you really think I’m in the right frame of mind to sign my name to an organization that is supposed to bring people together?”

“I will repeat, this was your idea. The Foundation for Equitable Political Debate is your initiative. It’s a good idea.”

“You said good, not great. Maybe we should can it. And the name stinks.”

Haines pointed out to the Rose Garden.

“You got the staunchest liberals and conservative to show up and put their names to this. Are you telling me you will not make sure they stay uncomfortable and smile for the cameras?”

“I’m the one who feels uncomfortable.”

“Of course you do. You’re a good man. I’d be worried if you didn’t feel bad about what we just did.”

“Screw it. You’re right. Let’s get this dog-and-pony show on the road.”

“That’s more like it, Mr. President.”

The president smiled. “If you’re going to make me uncomfortable, I just had a thought.”

“Come on. They’re waiting.”

The president reached out and grabbed her hand before she was out of reach.

“Marge?”

“Mr. President, people are watching.”

“I don’t care.”

“Yes, you do. You just said so.”

“No, I mean I don’t care about what they think.”

“Okay. Let’s take that attitude and run with it. Come on.”

She tried to tug him along, but he stayed in his spot.

“Marry me, Marjorie Haines.”

She turned and looked at him.

“What?”

“You heard me. Marry me.”

For a second, he thought she was going to pull her hand away and keep walking. She didn’t.

“Okay,” she said.

“Really?”

“Do I get a ring?”

“Of course you do. I’ll even get down on one knee when I give it to you.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

She smiled widely.

“Let’s not spread the news yet. Get through this morning and we’ll talk about how we’re going to handle it,” she said.

“Handle it. Not the first words I thought my fiancé was going to say about our wedding.”

“It’s not every day the president asks his chief of staff to marry him.” She was smiling. He’d remember that smile for the rest of his life.
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The Navy commander made his rounds. When they’d first floated the idea of him working at the White House, he’d balked. It was only after much thought, and that they passed him over for yet another Team deployment, that he said yes.

Duty at the White House meant wearing his dress whites more than he liked. But he knew he looked good in uniform. He had the medals. Everyone loved the SEAL trident. It made him stand out from the others. That’s why he had the job, to look good for the cameras when the president hung the Medal of Honor or hosted foreign dignitaries. Pictures were important. Pictures with strong jawed, handsome soldiers in the background were even more important. The White House PR chief had told him as much.

That meant that the Navy commander got into most parties, including this one. He read the banner: Foundation For Equitable Political Debate. Sounded like a bunch of political horseshit to him, but the timing couldn’t be better.

Piece by piece, he’d assembled his tools. They were simple, everyday items that meant nothing to the average Joe. But to him, a man trained by the best, the combined tools turned into a weapon. A very simple and effective weapon.

Now, to find a patsy.

He spotted one across the lawn. A liberal nut who fancied himself a political mover. Who better to pin this on than him?

The Navy commander checked to make sure the cylindrical tube in his sleeve was still free to slip out when he needed. He said hello to a congressional aide he’d had a thing with, pushed past a trio of Republicans sipping Kentucky bourbon, and finally made it to the man standing alone.

“Congressman, would you mind if we got a picture?” he asked.

The congressman appeared as if someone had startled him from a daydream.

“Why uh, yes,” he looked at the officer’s shoulder boards, “commander.”

The SEAL waved a photographer over. She took a flurry of shots and left, leaving the Navy commander with his mark.

“Congressman, since I have you, would you mind explaining your proposed legislation to overhaul the Navy’s budget? I’ve been telling anyone who will listen that it’s time to trim the fat.”

“Of course, commander. And may I say how refreshing it is to hear that from a man in uniform?”

The SEAL winked at him. “That’s just scratching the surface, sir. I’m full of surprises.”

As the two men began their conversation, the president made his way closer to their position.


CHAPTER 53



REVOLUTION SQUARE, HAVANA, CUBA

The throngs surged, making it hard to move farther away from the stage. It felt like they’d finally made it to a point where the crowd would let them pass.

The speakers surrounding the square squelched. Cal looked back to the stage.

Cardinal Betancourt stepped forward.

“Lord Father,” he began. “We come to You in thanksgiving, as one people. We come to You with open hearts and humble minds.”

Cal pushed past a woman carrying two babies, one on each arm. She gave him a look as he went by.

Another nasty squelch of the speakers then, “Almighty Father, give us the strength to purge our sins.”

Cal looked back. Cardinal Betancourt was facing the line of seated government officials. He pointed to the last man in the row, a short pot-bellied peasant looking man in an old military uniform.

“Forgive him, Father.”

As soon as the last syllable hit the crowd, the man in the old military uniform stood up from his chair as if someone had pinched him. He looked down at the chair, over at the cardinal, then out into the crowd. His eyes went wide. He burst into a flaming human torch.
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“Holy hell,” Neil said when the man went up in flames. He typed faster. “Almost in. Almost… There!”

In triumph, he saw what Father Alejandro saw, deadly drones marked by red crosses on every government official on stage.
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Father Alejandro clicked the screen. Nothing.

“What?”

He could see everything, but could do nothing.

The hacker! Impossible. He’d locked the system down.

Two could play that game. The only possibility was that the intruder was nearby. Very close.

Father Alejandro had developed Cuba’s cyber defenses. It was easier to keep the world out than it was to keep local intrusions neutralized.

He snapped his fingers and two men came to his side.

“Take this,” he said, handing them a device that looked like an oversized cell phone. He punched a couple of keys and waited for the location to load. “There. Find him and kill him.”

“Yes, Father,” the operatives said in unison.

Once they left, Father Alejandro went back to wrestling drone control from whoever was about to be yet another sacrifice on this most holy of days.
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The crowd stirred with panic.

“My children,” Cardinal Betancourt’s soothed from the speakers. The strength in his tone alone made them stop and listen. “These men,” he pointed to the line of officials who were in the midst of their own panic now. “They are the sinners. They’ve kept you from the loving arms of God. They’ve allowed you to live in the past instead of seeking His glory in the present. Today is a new day, a day you will all remember. Will you kneel with me and ask for God’s forgiveness?”

He went to his knees. Most of the crowd followed suit. So did most of the men on stage. All except for the president, who glared at the cardinal.

“Traitor!” the president yelled.

“Father, please forgive us,” the cardinal prayed, drowning out Cuba’s leader, who did not move from his spot despite his railing. It could’ve had something to do with the fact that his own security contingent was now pointing their weapons at him.


CHAPTER 54



THE WHITE HOUSE, WASHINGTON, D.C.

“Mr. President,” the Navy commander called when the commander-in-chief was feet away. The SEAL saluted.

“How are you, commander?” the president said, shaking his hand. “And Martin, how are you?”

“Very well, thank you, Mr. President,” the congressman said. “Quite the gathering you have here.”

“Tell me the truth. Do you think it’ll work?”

“I’m a politician, Mr. President. You can’t expect me to decide before I’ve heard your spiel.”

“Fair enough. And you, commander? Do you believe in change and open discussion?”

The Navy commander shifted closer to the congressman. He made it look like he was getting out of the sun. “I very much believe in change, sir. As for open discussion, I’ll leave that to the professionals.”

The president laughed a little too heartily.

“I’ve got rounds to make, gentlemen. I promise you both that I’ll keep my remarks short and sweet. Deal?”

“Yes, Mr. President,” the congressman said. He looked bored and over the event already.

The president moved on to the next guests as the SEAL’s hand clamped down on the congressman’s wrist.

“What are you doing?”

A weapon was only as good as its handler. The Navy commander was an expert at his craft, even when the weapon was in another man’s hand. He yanked the congressman to the side, lining up the cylindrical weapon with his target.

It was everything he could do not to smile when he yelled, “Gun!”

Just as expected, the president did what any normal human being would do. He turned. Every witness would say that the weapon was in the congressman’s hand, because it was, and that the Navy commander struggled as best he could. The result was still the same. The improvised one-shot weapon fired a single hand-made round that tore into the chest of the President of the United States.
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REVOLUTION SQUARE, HAVANA, CUBA

“Raise your voices to the Father,” the Cardinal boomed over the loudspeakers. He sang, and the crowd sang with him. Cal and the five deep cover assets tried to crawl their way through the enraptured crowd. Javier Betancourt’s men came behind them.

[image: ]


“No, no, no,” Neil said, hitting the ground with his fist. He winced and looked out at the gathering. The enraptured crowd watched in awe. Neil saw why. The kneeling cardinal was singing. The still burning human torch on the stage. And the president was still standing, still watching, still waiting to be the next man to be burned alive.

Neil redoubled his efforts. He was so focused, and the sounds of singing were so loud, that he never heard the boot steps coming up the stairs and through the door he’d left propped open.
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“There,” Father Alejandro said, stabbing a final key with a finger.

Control was his.

He reconfigured what Neil had done, adjusting the focus back to the men on stage. And just in time.

Cardinal Betancourt raised his hands in the air as the song hit a crescendo. When his left hand came down, he pointed to the line and yelled, “Sinners!”

Father Alejandro pressed a button, and the drones did their work. Three men, all on their knees with tears running down their face, burst into flames. Singing drowned out their screams.
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“Hurry,” the asset said to Cal as they pushed through the crowd, careful to keep as low a profile as they could. He saw their pursuers now. They were the only people in the crowd not focused on the stage. And there were a lot of them.

“Run,” Cal said, rising to full height, and pulling the asset along with him.
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THE WHITE HOUSE, WASHINGTON, D.C.

The Rose Garden erupted in chaos as some attendees hit the ground, others ran for cover, and a select few ran towards the gunshot.

When the Secret Service reached the president, he was gasping and looking at nothing, his eyes skyward.

Not only had the Navy commander’s aim been perfect, his next action was as well. He’d wrestled the weapon from the congressman. In one swift move, he snapped the politician’s neck.

It was a good thing too, because as soon as the Secret Service converged, they tackled him to the ground and smashed his face into the grass. As they took the weapon from his hand, he stared into the lifeless eyes of the dead man who’d take the fall.

They whisked away the unconscious president as he spilled blood onto the lawn.

The SEAL was in cuffs for exactly nine minutes. Once they reviewed the video and made him tell his side of the story three times, they let him join the other attendees who were corralled into a shaded corner of the Rose Garden. “I just wish I could have seen the weapon a split second sooner,” he said, shaking his head.

“Do you think he’s dead?” he heard someone say.

“That was a lot of blood,” someone replied.

“Hey, if he lives, he should give you a medal or something,” another one said. The SEAL realized he was the one being spoken to.

“I don’t want a medal,” the Navy commander said. “I just hope the president lives.”

But he knew the president wouldn’t. The SEAL was very good at killing people. And he’d seen where the specially designed round hit. He wondered when the doctors would find the nasty projectile. It was the perfect calling card.

He’d have to wait to check his Bahamian bank account. Maybe it was time to retire. No one could blame him after today.


CHAPTER 57



REVOLUTION SQUARE, HAVANA, CUBA

“Yes!” The drones were back in Neil’s control. “Let’s see if⁠—”

“Hands in the air!” yelled a voice in Spanish.

Neil froze.

“It’s not what you think,” Neil said slowly in perfect Spanish.

“Hands in the air!”

Neil put his hands in the air.

“Stand up!”

The crowd roared again as Neil took one last look at his computer screen.
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“Get them, now,” Javier called into the radio.

He’d thought about telling Alejandro to take care of Stokes and his allies, but the priest needed to keep his focus on the stage. The last thing Javier wanted to do was cause a panic. His uncle had the crowd in his hands. Now was the time.
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They made it out of the crowd and were running away from the square.

It’s too open, Cal thought. There was no place to hide. A building, we need a building.

He glanced up at the building adorned with the face of Che Guevara. There were people on the roof. He squinted.

“Neil?”

He grabbed the man closest to him. “We have to keep going,” the man said.

“We need to go up there. That’s my friend.”

As they watched, Neil turned away from the armed men on the roof and raised his hands in the air. Cal didn’t hesitate or wait for the others. He ran towards the building, hoping he wouldn’t be too late.


CHAPTER 58



THE WHITE HOUSE, WASHINGTON, D.C.

Everything went on lockdown. They even sequestered the president’s chief of staff, but they allowed her to stay in the Oval Office instead of joining the others in the Rose Garden.

“How is he?” she asked the Secret Service agent standing by the door.

“I don’t know, ma’am.”

Marge wiped her eyes with a tissue. “Is he going to die?”

“I’m sorry, Ms. Haines, but I don’t know.” The agent seemed truly sorry. The president had a good relationship with his security detail.

“Can you at least tell me where they’re taking him?”

“Walter Reed, ma’am.”

So much blood, Haines thought. She’d never seen so much blood. And his eyes. They were open and unseeing. She couldn’t forget the image of his limp body being rushed away.

Marge sat down heavily in the president’s chair and did something she hadn’t done in years. She prayed.
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REVOLUTION SQUARE, HAVANA, CUBA

“Javi, they have him,” Father Alejandro said over the radio.

“What? I can’t hear you.”

“I said they have him, the hacker.”

Javier hadn’t left his post. He’d just seen his men clear the crowd and pursue Stokes and the five others across the square.

“I want him alive.”

“He needs to be shot,” Father Alejandro said.

“No. I want him alive.”

Static crackled over the radio.

“Alejandro, did you hear me?”

“What…. I… there’s interfere….”

The radio went dead.
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Father Alejandro sighed. His friend was always trying to do things by the book. The priest knew in his heart that what he was doing was the right thing. He’d turned off the radio signal for a reason. Javier needed to be a witness too. He had faith, but did he have true faith?

It was the reason he’d killed that Dahlstrom fellow after he’d found Javier’s notes detailing the American plot to upend Cuba. Javier wasn’t happy about the killing. Especially about the little girl. In the end, he’d let the matter go because he needed his friend’s expertise.

God would forgive Father Alejandro for his necessary sins. Of that, he was sure.

“Let Javier learn again,” Father Alejandro murmured, and he went back to regaining control of his drones.
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“Don’t be hasty, boys,” Neil said. He stole a look at his computer and saw that the priest was close to getting his network back. Neil couldn’t let that happen.

Before the three armed men could react, Neil dropped to the ground. His fingers flew over the keyboard. As the first round from the pistol hit him, Neil pressed the final key.


CHAPTER 60



REVOLUTION SQUARE, HAVANA, CUBA

Father’s Alejandro’s eye’s went wide.

“NO!”
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Cardinal Betancourt was in the thralls of spiritual ecstasy. He was no longer delivering a sermon, he was channeled the spirit of his childhood, of his ascension within the Church. Most importantly, he felt that he was channeling God himself as the words flowed from deep inside of him.

He was so caught up in the moment, that he never sensed or even felt the tiny objects land on his body. He did feel the strange jolt. He did feel the sudden heat. When the column of flame enveloped him, his involuntary screams drowned out everything else in his being.
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It was the crowd’s reaction that made Javier turn. There, in the spot where he’d just opened his soul to his people, the screaming torch of meat that was his uncle shocked him to his core.

Javier stumbled to one side, the radio he’d been trying to fix fell to the ground. It only took him a moment to choose what to do next.

He ran.
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Neil did what he’d seen his friends do a thousand times. He rolled. The bullets still hit him, but his reflexes saved his life.

Then came the anguished cry from the crowd.

The firing stopped as the armed men looked off the roof and toward the spectacle unfolding below.

Neil watched their expressions go from determined to confused. They backed away as one, their weapons drooping as they processed.

They don’t know it was me, but they’re about to figure it out, Neil thought, feeling the pain now.

He couldn’t see the crowd, but he sure as hell heard them. Screams rose into the air like nothing he’d heard before.

Because his attackers were still frozen in shock, they didn’t see Neil crawl away. Not at first.

They jolted awake when one of them put his finger to his ear to listen to the radio. He turned and Neil tried to pull himself faster.

The weapons came up again.

Neil knew this time there was no getting away.


CHAPTER 61



REVOLUTION SQUARE, HAVANA, CUBA

Cal took the stairs three at a time. The gunshots echoed down the stairwell.

I’m too late, he thought.

His powerful legs couldn’t pump fast enough.
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“It’s not too late,” Neil said, one arm in the air. The other was limp at his side. Blood oozed from his shoulder.

“You killed him,” the grim-faced man said.

Neil didn’t know what to say. So he lied. “He was going to kill everyone. Did he tell you that?”

“You lie.”

“I’m not lying. Ask the priest.” Neil tried channeling his friends. Gaucho came to mind. He knew his stout friend would go down gabbing.

The man took a step forward. Neil saw his index finger start to pull the trigger.

“Hold on. Can I have one last request?” Neil said. That seemed to confuse the man. He paused. The finger eased a tiny fraction.

“What do you get when you ask a chicken to cross the road?” The man’s face scrunched in disgust. “Give up?”

The man shook his head, the finger tense again.

“You talk too much.”

“Hold on, hold on! I promise you’re gonna love this. The answer is Cal Stokes.”

The man cocked his head to the side. “What is a Cal Stokes?”

Neil pointed to the door. “He is.”

Cal’s shots did not miss. Neither did the men coming out with him.

When Father Alejandro’s men were dead, Cal got to Neil and said, “That was a lousy joke.”

“Yeah, I know.” Neil winced. “But it worked.”

“Yes it did.”

Neil smiled.

When Cal bent down to assess Neil’s injuries, the loss of blood finally hit. Neil’s head dropped to the ground, enveloping him in darkness.


CHAPTER 62



HAVANA, CUBA

Javier kept his head down as the military vehicles sped past. The crowd disbursed and he along with it. His uncle was dead. The president would regain control. And that meant that not only was he out of a job, he was also the most wanted man in Cuba.

He tried not to think about that yet. For now, he would leave, regroup, and figure out another way. And Max would help him.
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Trevor St. James paced in his room. He knew something had happened, but he didn’t know what. It was all in the way the guards were acting. Had Javier succeeded or failed? Was the panic a good sign or bad?

Javier burst into the room. The pistol pointed at St. James’s chest was all the answer the American needed.

“You failed,” St. James said.

“We’re leaving.”

“You might be leaving. I’m staying.”

Javier’s face twisted with rage. He regained his composure and even smiled.

“You think I don’t know.”

“Know about what, Javi? Tell me what the hell’s going on.”

Javier shook his head. “No. You don’t get to tell me what to do. You’re going to do what I say.”

“Javi, please. What the hell are you talking about?”

“You’re going to get me out of Cuba. Now.”

“What? I can’t do that.”

Javier’s grip on the pistol tightened.

He’s lost it, St. James thought.

“Fine, fine. I’ll help you get off the island.”

“And you’re coming with me.”

“Sure. Okay. Anything you say.”

“And if you don’t…”

“Yeah, I know. If I don’t, you’ll kill me.”

Javier shook his head and smiled. “No, Mr. St. James. If you don’t help me get out of Cuba, I will feed your wife and children to the sharks.
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REVOLUTION SQUARE

They’d barely made it out of the building with Neil’s limp and hastily bandaged body when soldiers surrounded them.

“They say to put him down,” one asset translated.

“I can’t. He needs a doctor.”

The asset, who was slowly putting his pistol on the ground like the others, translated for the soldiers.

There was a barking of orders. Four soldiers stepped forward, shouldered their weapons, and reached out to take Neil.

“No,” Cal said.

“We don’t have a choice.”

“Fine. But tell them to hurry.”

To their credit, once the soldiers had Neil in their hands, they rushed away.

“Your weapon,” the lead soldier said to Cal in broken English.

Cal pulled it from his waistband, slowly.

“You want it on the ground or⁠—”

The soldier grabbed the weapon and ushered them towards an old Mercedes, idling with puffs of exhaust coming out of the tailpipe.

“He says to get in the car,” the asset told Cal.

“We can’t all fit in there.”

“I think they have other plans for us.”

“I can’t let them do that.”

The assets motioned to the platoon of soldiers. “You want to tell them that?”

Cal had a terrible feeling. But what could he do?

“Okay. But I’ll see you soon.”

The asset nodded. He didn’t look sad, just resigned.

“It was a pleasure, sir.”

Cal nodded because he couldn’t think of anything to say. As he got into the Mercedes, armed soldiers positioned themselves on either side. The last thing he saw as they drove off was the five American deep assets being lined up against a wall.


CHAPTER 63



CUBA

Cal didn’t know how long they drove. It seemed that every Cuban was on the streets. It looked like a party. A somber party with a lot of drinking.

The compound they pulled into was crawling with soldiers. They frisked him once when he got out of the car, once when he walked in the front door of the home, and once before being ushered into the kitchen.

The president of Cuba was drinking out of a tall glass. There was an array of half-eaten food sitting on the counter next to him.

“Mr. Stokes?”

“Yes.”

“How long have you been in Cuba?”

Cal didn’t see the problem in telling the truth. “A couple of days.”

“Would you like a drink? This is rum, but I can mix it with some juice if you’d like.”

“Rum would be fine, thank you.”

The president poured him a tall glass and handed it over. What was this? Get the American drunk and then have him shot in the back of the head?

“What should we toast?” Cal asked.

“To freedom,” the president said. “You look surprised.”

“Pardon my frankness, Mr. President. It’s one of my worst habits. But freedom, coming from your lips…”

“Don’t misunderstand me, Mr. Stokes. I meant your freedom and mine.”

“I don’t understand.”

“My apologies. I had the luxury of a helicopter flight to get here. You’ve been in a car for the last three hours. Much has transpired in that time. First, your friend Mr. Patel made it out of surgery. He is going to be fine.”

“That’s a relief. Thank you.”

“I believe it is I who should thank you. Or rather, when I have a moment, I will thank your Mr. Patel.”

“Again, Mr. President, I don’t understand.”

“You Americans have a flair for the imaginative. It’s why your movies are so good. You see, I am supposed to be dead. Every man loyal to me is supposed to be dead. Thanks to Mr. Patel, it is the blessed cardinal who went up in flames, not me.”

“Then may I suggest we drink to that.”

“I already have,” the president said.

“Does that mean you’re going to let us go?”

The leader of Cuba sipped his rum and eyed the ring on his finger. “That depends on you, Mr. Stokes.”

“I should tell you, sir, that if you’re trying to convince me to⁠—”

The president held up a hand.

“I will not interrogate you. And I am not so stupid as to ask you to betray your country. What I am asking you to do… well, let me just say that I believe you will enjoy it.”

“I’m all ears, Mr. President.”

“I want you to find and kill Javier Betancourt.”

Though Cal wanted to tell the president that Javier Betancourt was Cuba’s problem, how could he say no to when the alternative was an untold number of years in a Cuban prison?
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The president and Cal were shaking hands when a man in a suit appeared holding up a phone.

The president gave the man a look. He took the phone.

“Bueno?”

He listened, and then in English said, “He is in my prayers. And yes, you will see him again soon. Thank you.” He gave the phone back to the man in the suit who went back to the house. “That was a Ms. Haines. Somehow, she knew that you and I were standing in this very spot.” He looked up at the sky and shook his head. “Technology. When will it finally take over?” He reached out and surprised Cal by taking his hand almost tenderly. “I have bad news, Mr. Stokes. A madman shot your president. They don’t think he is going to make it.”


EPILOGUE I



WALTER REED ARMY MEDICAL CENTER

“How is he?” Cal asked after he’d given Marge a hug.

“They keep losing him and he keeps coming back.”

“I’m so sorry, Marge.”

“Me too.” She sniffed and dabbed her swollen eyes with a tissue. “He asked me to marry him.”

“What? I didn’t know.”

“I don’t even think he did before he asked me. He didn’t even have a ring yet. Can you believe that?”

“I can. It must be hard for a president to drive to the jeweler to pick out a ring. I’m sorry. You probably don’t need jokes right now.”

“No. It’s okay. I’m glad you’re here.”

“Me too. The others are on their way, though I can’t get a hold of Top and Gaucho.”

“They’re working on something for me.”

“Something I should know about?”

Marge shook her head. “They’re almost done.”
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The Navy commander rolled over and draped an arm across the magnificent chest of the hooker he’d picked up at the party. She was snoring lightly, and he thought about waking her up.

Better hit the head first, he thought, rolling the other way and padding to the bathroom.

He couldn’t believe it’d gone so well. If he’d known it was that easy to kill the president, he would’ve done it ages ago. He’d taken a peek at his swollen bank account before the party. Flap didn’t disappoint. He’d have to thank his benefactor.

The SEAL flushed the toilet and thought about taking a shower.

Nah. After.

He walked into the hotel bedroom and froze. The hooker was gone. Standing in the middle of the room was a gigantic black dude. Sitting in the chair next to the bed was a funny looking Hispanic guy with a braided beard.

“I thought SEALs had bigger pricks,” the smaller guy said.

“Who the hell are you?”

The big black guy answered by shooting the SEAL in the leg with his suppressed pistol.

The Navy commander fell onto the bed.

“Okay, okay. What do you want? Money? Cuz I’ve got money.” The black man just stared at him. “What’s wrong with your friend?” Another shot went into his other leg.

“Fuck!”

“Shhh,” the Hispanic guy said. “Don’t wanna wake the neighbors.”

The black guy stepped up to the bed. The SEAL’s hand was inches away from his own pistol in the drawer on top of the Gideon’s bible. Maybe it was time to see if the giant could go toe to toe.

“Thinking about using this?” the smaller guy said, holding up the SEAL’s pistol.

The pain in the officer’s legs was really hurting now. He’d been shot before, but not like this.

“You know what, if you guys get your rocks off on seeing a guy bleed to death, be my guest. But if there’s something I can do to change your minds…”

“Sorry about my friend,” the Hispanic guy said. “He’s usually chatty. Today, he’s more than a little upset.” He stood up. “Tell us how you know Edmond Flap.”

Oh shit.

“Edmond who?”

Another shot ripped into his left arm.

“Dammit!”

“How do you know Edmond Flap?”

The SEAL’s mind reeled for something, anything. Lie. Just lie.

Instead, the truth came out as his lifeblood continued to soak the bed.

“He recruited me a couple of years ago.”

“For what?”

“To work for the CIA. Hey look guys, I shouldn’t be telling you this. It’s way above your pay grade.”

“It’s okay, you can tell us. Flap is dead.”

“He’s what?” the SEAL blurted.

“Dead. Like a door nail. I never understood that saying. Did you?” Pause. “Never mind. Back to why he recruited you.”

Lies were what he’d lived on since before he could remember. It was how he’d survived. Then the asshats at Dam Neck told him they didn’t like liars. Something about trust in the teams being the most important thing. He’d told them he thought killing the bad guys was the most important thing. Fuck them.

“I’m good at killing people, okay?” the SEAL said.

“Good for you. Keep going.”

The Navy commander explained how he started at the White House. In his capacity as a naval officer, he’d done things to get people fired.

“What things?” the Hispanic guy asked.

“I blackmailed people. Slept with their wives. Took pictures. Made threats.”

“How come you never got caught?”

“How do you think?”

“And the president? Why him?”

The SEAL let out a ragged cough. He needed a doctor soon. His desire to live surprised him. He’d always said that he wasn’t afraid of death. Maybe that was because he hadn’t had millions sitting in his bank account before.

“Because he told me to.”

“You mean Flap?”

“Yeah, what are you stupid?”

“When did he tell you?”

“The morning of the event. He texted me. Look, I really need a doctor, okay? If you get me to a hospital, I promise I’ll tell you everything⁠—”

Top emptied the magazine into the man’s face.


EPILOGUE II



MAGAZINE BEACH, GRENADA

“No more beer,” Javier Betancourt said, grabbing for his companion’s beverage.

Trevor St. James backed into his beach chair so far that he almost tipped over. “Hey! You spill you buy more.”

“With what money?”

“Don’t worry about the money. I know people.”

“That’s what you keep telling me,” Javier said, adjusting the sunglasses under his ball cap. “We need to get back to Cuba.”

“Are you kidding me? It hasn’t been a week. You must have a death wish.”

“And you are an obnoxious drunk.”

They’d spent the last days sharing a non-air-conditioned bedroom with two tiny twin beds and no running water. They bathed in the ocean each day.

“Thank you very much, Mr. I Almost Took Over A Country, But My Uncle Got Sent To Hell Instead.”

This time, his aim wasn’t the beer. This time Javier punched St. James square in the jaw. The American wavered, lowered his sunglasses and said, “You wanna try that again when I’m looking?” He sounded very sober now.

Javier got up from the chair.

“I’m going inside.”

“You know, no matter how long you stare at the TV, ain’t gonna change the fact that we’re in Grenada and Cuba’s way over there.” St. James pointed in a very accurate northwesterly direction.

“And did you know that the longer we sit on this beach, the more likely I’m going to call Cuba and tell them where your family is?”

St. James sat back in his chair.

“Fine. Go take a nap. I’m gonna find more beer.”

He finished the last drops in the bottle, staggered to his feet, and walked down the beach toward the resort hotel.

“Bastardo,” Javier said to the American’s back. The trail to their small house was short and overgrown. Ten feet in, you couldn’t see the beach anymore.

Javier lost himself in his thoughts, reminiscing about those last hours in Cuba. He prayed for his uncle until the words dried up.

“Yoo-hoo,” said a high-pitched voice behind him.

Javier stopped. He was tired of the island children begging for money. He thought Grenada was more civilized.

“I told you, I don’t have any money.” He turned. It wasn’t a child standing on the path. It was a man. “I don’t want any trouble. I told you I don’t have any money.”

Javier finally noticed the man’s face. The man smiled.

“I don’t want your money. I just want your head.”

Cal Stokes put three suppressed rounds into a quarter sized spot on Javier Betancourt’s chest. He waited for the man to die, then he set a folding chair in the sand, and waited some more.
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The trip to the hotel was a bust. He’d either lost his charm or they finally had his number. Truth was, he was broke until he got access to his accounts. St. James didn’t want to do that until he was sure the coast was clear.

“The fridge. Maybe there’s a beer in the fridge.”

He left the chairs and the umbrella on the beach. Sitting in the cramped house held no illusion of grandeur. At least shade covered the path up to the house. He almost walked right into a man sitting in a chair in the middle of the sand path.

“Hey, this is a private trail,” St. James said.

“Hello, Trevor.”

St. James shook his head, but his mind whirred back to life. “You’ve got the wrong guy. My name is Max.”

That’s when he saw the man lying in the sand behind the chair. He recognized those shorts. Why did he know those…

He looked down at the man who’d propped a suppressed pistol on his knee. The man took off his hat.

“What? No hug for an old friend?”

“Stokes.” St. James said. “You here to kill me too?”

It was impossible not to know that Brandon Zimmer lie in a coma, very much on death’s door. “You know, I had nothing to do with Brandon.”

“I know.”

“Then why are you here?”

Stokes pointed over his shoulder. “That was Part One.”

“And I’m Part Two.”

“Kind of.”

“Please spare me the suspense. If you couldn’t tell, I’m not in the mood. Shoot me and get it over with.”

Stokes stared at him for what felt like ten minutes.

“You fucked up.”

“I know.”

“It’s time for your penance.”

“At least let me have a beer before I die. I’m suddenly so damned thirsty.”

Stokes stared at him some more.

“Jeez, Stokes. I know you’re a Marine and all, but give a guy a break, will ya?” St. James said.

“It just so happens that’s part of why I’m here.”

The relief that flooded through him embarrassed St. James.

“Okay.”

“Aren’t you gonna ask me what your penance is?”

“I assume it has something to do with getting rid of poor Javi’s body.”

“You’re not as stupid as you act, St. James. There might be hope for you yet. But there’s a kicker.”

“Let me guess, I’m going to jail and you’re throwing away the key.”

“No. If Brandon dies, you die.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

“If he doesn’t, you get to live out your days with your family, under the watchful eye of some of Uncle Sam’s best and brightest.”

“My family. Are they⁠—”

“They’re safe. We got them to the States two days ago.”

“Thank you. I swear, just for that I’ll do anything⁠—”

Stokes stood up. “Start with the body. Get rid of it. I’ll be in touch with the rest.”

Cal Stokes picked up his chair, pocketed his pistol, and walked away.

Trevor St. James shook his head, thinking that he’d spent another one of his nine lives.


EPILOGUE III



TWO WEEKS LATER. WALTER REED NATIONAL MILITARY MEDICAL CENTER

“You look good,” Cal said, adjusting the president’s shirt and tucking in the blanket draped over his legs.

“And you’re a lousy liar,” Brandon said, his voice still raspy from the breathing tube that’d helped keep him alive for almost a month.

“I am a lousy liar. Daniel says it’s because I’m an honest man.”

Brandon grabbed Cal’s arm with a shaky hand.

“You are an honest man, Cal. And a good friend.”

“Come on. You’re past the hard part. Stop talking like you’re gonna die.”

“I’m never going to walk again. That I can deal with.”

“You’re worried about Marge. She loves you, you know. I’m not sure how, but she loves you. Never thought she’d find a guy who deserved her.”

“About that…”

“You’re not having second thoughts?”

Zimmer shook his head. It hurt to move, and he felt so damned weak. “I was wondering if you’d be my best man.”

“It would be my honor.”

Cal pushed the wheelchair out of the VIP room. The Secret Service agents fanned out, though they had the entire floor locked down.

“There’s something else,” the president said.

“If you want me to move in with you, I’m looking for another job.”

If he had the energy, the president might have laughed. “I’m stepping down.”

Cal stopped pushing.

“You’re what?”

“I can’t be president like this. And besides, I only have a few months left in my term.”

“Have you talked to Marge about it?”

“I have. She tried to convince me otherwise, but she’s onboard now.”

Cal started walking again.

“When will you make the announcement?”

“Tomorrow.”

“So soon. Are you that eager to leave the White House? I thought you were just getting the hang of it.”

“I had another visitor. He offered me a job.”

“Oh? I take it you will not be a chimney sweep? What’s the job?”

For the first time since he’d woken from his coma, President Brandon Zimmer’s eyes sparkled with enthusiasm. He turned in the wheelchair and looked up at his best friend. “They asked me to lead the Council of Patriots, and I was hoping you might help me.”
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I hope you enjoyed this story.

If you did, please take a moment to write a review on Amazon. Even the short ones help!

Buy the next novel in this series HERE.
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