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      Chace stared at the face in the mirror, trying to remember what he’d looked like before. Every morning, it faded further and further from memory. Probably just as well.

      He nodded, staring at the semi-stranger nodding back. It had been the opportunity of a lifetime, to replace one of the most stories secret agents ever in the history of the Institute.

      The cost had been his face. His old life. Maybe his soul.

      Looking in the mirror in the morning, Chace often had that moment where he had to wonder if it was all worth it. Today was one of those days.

      “You will no longer be Zachary Yoxall,” she had told him. “From now on, you are Chace Haig. Your mission tomorrow will be to prove to yourself that you have truly become someone else.”

      A guy named Chace Haig. Legend in US Law Enforcement and Intelligence communities, going back decades, however shadowy. Chace was the fifth replacement for the original, all of them having undergone extensive training to assume that identity.

      And the plastic surgery. Hair already the right color and texture, now styled in a completely different manner, because the original had done it that way in the late 60s. Dark brown, slicked back with some old oily product and with a comma down over his right eyebrow.

      Already tall and lean in build, Chace had spent the last two years under a new diet regimen, until he’d actually developed a taste for some of the weird things that his predecessor had learned to eat in Japan, Okinawa, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. Weird things.

      Fashion a bit off, but the Institute had made sure that the wardrobe stayed stylish and updated. Chace had never owned a custom, bespoke suit made in Hong Kong. Until now. And some of them he had inherited had been perfect fits.

      So much was he a perfect replacement for the man. All the men.

      Chace leaned back and adjusted his tie. The original had worn his college fraternity colors in the old days, before they’d moved him on to things that couldn’t identify him. Signatures, be they emotional, physical, or sartorial.

      Today, he wore a simple, medium blue paisley tie that went well with a white shirt and slate-gray pinstripes.

      “You will walk into that old life you left behind, but it will be Chace Haig,” she had explained. “Zachary Yoxall will not be present. Will not have those memories. When you are successful there, you will be ready.”

      Was he ready?

      Chace checked his expensive new watch, worth more than he’d earned last year, and nodded one last time to the stranger in the mirror.

      He had a lunch date with destiny.
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        * * *

      

      Chace Haig didn’t actually exist, since he was a secret agent with the US Government’s International Legal Research Institute. The Institute had gotten Chace reservations at one of the nicest places in D.C.

      Once upon a long time ago, the Institute had been a CIA front. Then moved to FBI when people complained about Posse Comitatus violations. Moved to DOJ after the Church Commission findings were revealed. Department of Homeland Security when that agency came into being a generation ago. Then over to Treasury when it was determined that there were too many eyes following things at DHS for a truly secret operation to be maintained over the necessary long term.

      How do you describe a CIA/FBI/MI5/MI6/Joint Service Intelligence Strike Operation to even the average bureaucrat, let alone some poor politician on The Hill? Most of them were canny, but few were actually smart. Hustlers, the lot of them.

      Worse, too many demagogues these days, busy scoring points on each other, and frequently getting publicly too close to law enforcement and intelligence secrets that could never be discussed anywhere except in the most secured rooms.

      Thus, the ultimate deep cover agent. Chace Haig. And he’d been so successful that they’d repeated him. Trained up the same way, often by the same people, or trainers trained by those folks. An incestuous little outfit that put a sharp blade in the hands of the US government, when they needed a tool other than that big fucking hammer that was DOD.

      Chace had even had to develop a most interesting vocabulary of profanity, because the original had belonged to a different world. Chauvinist, though not nearly as racist as they might have been in the old days. Functional alcoholic, considering the reserves of tolerance that Chace had been forced to develop. A specific brand of cigarettes, custom made, with four silver rings around the filter, though Chace no longer had to smoke sixty of them in any given day.

      Today, ten was pushing it. And the cigars were okay, once you developed the taste for them.

      Wasn’t like any of his predecessors had lived long enough to develop lung cancer. Only two had ever retired, and that had been medical both times. Battered too badly on some mission to safely return to the field afterwards.

      And somewhere, unknowing, a young man with a thin build and dark hair was probably finishing up an undergraduate degree at one of the elite schools. Planning on law school and maybe government work. Or politics.

      Until he might be approached by certain people and offered an alternative.

      Chace had spent the last decade in the shadows. But he’d been Zach then. Doing similar things, but rarely the craziest missions. Those do-or-die, save-the-world things that Chace Haig had handled.

      Training to become him, though, without knowing it.

      The name would go on.

      Chace entered the restaurant and nodded to the pretty blonde woman behind the lectern.

      She smiled and stood a little straighter, pulling her shoulders back, perhaps unconsciously.

      “Haig, for two,” he said simply.

      She checked her notes and deflated the slightest bit.

      “Right this way, Mr. Haig,” she said wistfully. “Your other party was early and is seated.”

      And another pretty woman, he thought carefully.

      Chace let her lead him to the table, working on a set of breathing exercises intended to focus calmness and lower his heart rate in moments of extreme stress.

      Like now.

      He saw Molly before she saw him.

      A gasp would be inappropriate, so he merely smiled.

      The same long brown hair, currently loose and wavy. Porcelain skin, as he’s learned to call it. Utterly flawless. Breathtaking beauty.

      And a decade had seasoned her from the young woman a man named Zach had once fallen in love with into a formidable journalist.

      She looked up at his approach and Chace faced the single greatest test of his new career.

      “Ms. Kingsley?” he inquired, impeccable manners to the fore awaiting her nod. “Haig. Chace Haig.”

      He got seated and a menu placed in front of him. A waitress in black appeared just as quickly.

      “Can I get you something to drink?” she asked.

      Chace glanced over and noted Molly’s coffee with cream and sugar. A reliable note.

      “Sidecar,” he replied. “Two cubes of ice. Hennessy Master Blender’s Selection No. 3 if you have it. Regular Hennessy if not.”

      “I believe we do, sir,” she said, departing and leaving them alone in a restaurant having that mid-afternoon lull between folks having a late lunch and those desiring an early happy hour.

      Zach had hated alcohol. Had gotten black-out drunk a few times in high school, and largely given up the party circuit by college, instead studying and eating healthy.

      For now, he studied her face, comparing it to the perfection that memory always retains.

      “Thank you for agreeing to meet me, Mr. Haig,” she began, pausing and frowning.

      “Yes?” Chace asked, projecting suave and polished in ways that Zach had never imagined.

      “I feel like we’ve met before,” she offered, puzzled.

      Chace chuckled and smiled.

      “I get that a lot, actually,” he deflected smoothly. “One of those faces where everyone knows a man who looks just like me. In Pittsburgh, or Miami, or Prague.”

      “Is that useful in your business, Mr. Haig?” she asked.

      “Please, call he Chace,” he told her. “Mr. Haig is my father. And no, I am not related to the former Secretary of State. At least as far as I know.”

      “Chace,” she nodded. “Is it acceptable if I record our conversation?”

      “As long as you don’t mind the occasional profanity,” Chace replied. “Spent too much time around sailors.”

      She laughed throatily and nodded.

      “Also, I will, of necessity, need to keep a few things vague,” he continued. “For all the obvious reasons. I appreciate that this is as much backgrounder as anything, but I have certain clients who might be put out to discover I was talking to a journalist.”

      “Understood,” she said, looking around quickly, then pulling her phone and placing it on the table between them and activating it. “I understand, sir, that you’re in the import/export business?”

      “Loosely,” Chace replied, falling into a role. THE role. The man he was to become. “We mostly handle obscure and exotic financing deals, working out of one of a handful of international offices for a bank chartered in Zurich. Bridging loans and investment deals on the one side. Connecting buyers and sellers from our extensive network on the other.”

      “That latter was why I hoped I might be able to pry a bit into your affairs, Chace,” she said carefully. “Some of what you do might be illegal under certain jurisdiction?”

      He shrugged, deep into his cover. Considered a cigarette, but DC required you to be outside. Maybe after lunch.

      “American politicians like to think that their laws should apply to everyone, everywhere, all the time,” he replied, just as carefully. “And, certainly banks are global these days, so they are required to operate under a varied and tangled web of issues. I specifically work with a handful that are far more boutique, if you will. Employees in the hundreds, rather than tens of thousands. Customers in the hundreds, instead of the millions. Very little of our financial activities are subject to US law. Or even the EU. The Swiss take banking privacy exceptionally seriously, so my employers will undertake certain activities only once the money has routed into another Swiss bank. At no point, do they cross that national border. And, we also steer clear of certain obviously illegal activities. Smuggling. Narcotics. That sort of thing.”

      “If someone has a need, you can fulfill it?” Molly pressed.

      “I can, for a price, find you someone, Ms. Kingsley,” Chace corrected her. “I’m really more of a talent scout than anything. Once you and another person have been introduced, I collect a small fee and walk away, ensuring privacy. And we do not talk. You’ll note that we aren’t discussing names now. Or dates. Places. Events. Deals. All are secure.”

      “Why are you allowed to exist?” she pressed, sounding more like the woman he’d once known. “Most recently, you’ve supposedly facilitated all manner of things for various Russian and Chinese oligarchs that are at best troublesome to consider.”

      He paused as the waitress delivered his sidecar. Cognac, orange liqueur, and freshly squeezed lemon juice. Two cubes, as desired. Molly sipped her coffee as he wrapped his tastebuds around the complexity of the drink. Sour, with a hint of sweetness layered all the way through.

      Chace let his face take on a conspiratorial air as he leaned closer.

      “A secret that obviously won’t surprise you?” he asked, waiting for her to nod. “American, British, French, and German oligarchs are just as fucking bad. They aren’t currently being harassed by the various governments in question for the shit they do because most of them own such organizations, sometimes in fee simple.”

      He leaned back and took another sip, letting the alcohol swirl and settle while Molly scowled at the concept, unable to argue from the look in her eyes.

      “Have you had a chance to look at the menus?” The woman was back.

      Molly panicked and grabbed hers. Chace had ignored his.

      “While she’d remembering, I’ll have the petite ribeye,” he said. “On the blue side of rare if they can manage it, but bloody in any case. Vegetables fried in extra butter. Potato as close to home fry disks as the chef can manage, with tartar sauce on the side to dip them in.”

      The woman nodded, obviously intending to commit it all to memory instead of writing. The joint had that good of a reputation, so Chace wasn’t worried. And it was a weird way to eat, but again, the originator of the name had impressed his tastes on generations of replacements now.

      “I’ll have the green salad with raspberry vinaigrette,” Molly said. “Salmon for the protein and no croutons.”

      “Excellent.”

      And they were alone again.

      He had memories of a younger couple, bearing a remarkable physical similarity, chowing down on greasy, cheesy double burgers at an all-night walk up, with boysenberry shakes and fries.

      Molly drew a breath and suppressed the growl he could see in her eyes.

      “So the oligarchs can do whatever they want?” she asked, much more civilly than he’d been expecting.

      “Bureaucrats are often able to quietly grant exceptions and variances to certain things,” he nodded, careful not to say too much here. “It’s all shit, but as long as the taxes are paid, or the right forms submitted, the fuckers have tremendous leeway. The key is that things must remain off the cover of the Times or the Post.”

      “Sunlight makes the best disinfectant,” she stated, a quote Zach might have remembered.

      “I do not disagree,” Chace nodded.  “That’s part of the reason I was willing to background you on certain bits and pieces, as long as names are never mentioned. While the Russians are currently persona non grata in many places, and the government is having another Hate-China-Week, many things have not changed at all. And, honestly, the Gulf folks are usually the most fucking corrupt, when you consider what laws they pass for everyone else while somehow not applying to themselves. Though they might be in the most trouble.”

      “How so?” she asked, deflected from asking about his occasional dealings with Russians and others.

      “Electric vehicles will radically reduce the amount of oil consumed,” Chace acknowledged. “Already, renewables are putting coal stations out of business. Once someone comes up with a reliable nuclear reactor, that chops away at gas-fired generating stations. What happens to the Saudis and their friends when we don’t need their oil?”

      “What do you foresee?” she asked cogently. Perked right up, too, because some of this was long-term planning from inside another part of the Institute and related agencies.

      “Someone I respect once referred to Putin’s Russia as a gas station with a foreign policy,” Chace replied. “Most of the interventionism in the last century plus has been about oil. At some point, if we don’t need oil, do we need to be involved in the Middle East? Do we even care? Look at how most people think of Africa, uncognizant of the amount of resources that come from there. We rarely invade, generally maintaining special forces bases there and fighting quiet wars on terrorism, which is usually just propping up whichever dictator our corporate overlords demand so they can buy or steal resources they demand.”

      “You do not sound like a banker,” Molly offered, eyes boring in like she might see the man under the plastic surgery.

      “I’m not a banker,” he reminded her. “I’m a guy you call when you have a need. Something you can’t just buy from a catalog, because it’s fucking illegal somewhere. Or some asshole hates you enough to put you on one of those international watch lists. Or merely wants to try to keep you from banking with the civilized world, like most of the Russians these days. Those fuckers are just vatniks with money for the most part, anyway. Too dumb to learn the system, so they throw money at folks like me. I take a cut. They get the introduction they need to get something done. I make money. My bosses make money. The world keeps turning.”

      “And all of this happens under Swiss law?” she clarified.

      “I get paid money in Swiss Francs, which have been remarkably stable against the dollar for a long time,” he nodded. “It is my personal responsibility to transfer everything into other banks I maintain, worldwide, then handle the currency arbitrage myself. And I am not a party to subsequent deals, except when I get paid by one person to introduce them to someone else.”

      Chace leaned back and smiled, reaching for his sidecar and enjoying another sip as he watched Molly fulminate in front of him, however quietly she went about it.

      As cover identities went, it was remarkably powerful.  And useful, because Chace Haig worked with the newcomers, for the most part. The Nuevo-Riche looking for entry into that closed world. Once he’d done a few deals with people, they had their own rolodex, and didn’t need a Finder.

      Or a finder’s fee. Thus, the name Chase Haig might get passed around, but rarely did any of them work with anybody for more than a few years.

      As a result, the name lived on, but the face might subtly adjust over time.

      Plus, some of the more obnoxious people Chase Haig had dealt with accidentally fell headlong into traps that ended up with them being arrested by someone. Sentenced to a long time in somebody’s concrete box, without benefit of extradition or even telephones. Fuckers usually had it coming.

      “Would you say that you qualify as an extremely high-end pimp?” Molly asked quietly.

      Chace chuckled. He’s asked the same thing, verbatim, when the depths and breadth of the role became clear during his briefings.

      “Extremely,” he nodded. “Except that sex is rarely what someone is looking for when they contact me. There are common pimps for that sort of thing. The old Italian Prime Minister might be someone you’d ask, if that was the connection you needed. At least while he’s still on this side of hell.”

      He watched her growl with her eyes. Then the nod.

      “I find you a buyer for your yacht, when you need a deal done under the table because some government has sanctioned you and you are reduced to walking around with a briefcase full of five-hundred-Euro notes to do anything,” he said simply.

      Molly started to ask more, then subsided as food arrived.

      Chace interrogated his plate. That was the verb someone had used, when going beyond merely inspecting it.

      And the chef had even disk-sliced him home fries. Excellent.

      “Thank you,” he told the waitress. “And thank your chef for me.”

      She nodded.

      Chace studied Molly. They came to a silent truce to eat.

      Hopefully, he had distracted her from his face, and helped send her down some of the paths that might make a few folks out there extremely uncomfortable.

      After all, Chace Haig technically worked for the International Legal Research Institute. Funded by obscure elements of Treasury, and working adjacent to just about every one of the friendly law enforcement and intelligence agencies out there, however far removed to keep agents like him safe from scrutiny.

      They would never recruit someone like Molly Kingsley. But he could feed her occasional tidbits that might end up ruining some of those assholes that even the Institute couldn’t easily reach.

      He sipped his sidecar and enjoyed his steak.
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        * * *

      

      Chace leaned against the side of the building and smoked his cigarette, watching traffic meander by in the late afternoon sun. Warm spring, threatening to get hot. Cherry blossoms past their bloom and littering beauty everywhere.

      He’d even developed the taste for the tobacco, though that had taken the longest. And ten was a busy day. Mostly, he smoked them to keep the smell on his skin and clothing, because some people in other countries did smoke a tremendous amount and expected it.

      Molly had gotten in a cab and departed. He was alone. At least as alone as you got in DC on a nice day, sharing a nook out of the slight breeze with a few other diehard smokers.

      A blacked out SUV pulled to the curb. Chace was just about to react when his phone chirped with a text.

      Phone number, but no name, because he had to memorize numbers instead on the off-chance that someone might crack his phone.

      “Your ride has arrived.”

      Nothing more. Nothing needed, as he knew the number.

      Chace dropped the last bit of cigarette and ground it under foot as he slipped the phone back into the right-hand side of his jacket, opposite the custom SIG Sauer P365 9mm under his left arm, and walked towards the SUV.

      Black woman driving. Nobody else visible. Likely nobody else in the vehicle, but they might have ducked down.

      And he recognized her.

      Thane Avison. Senior Control. His boss. One of the first black field agents ever hired by the FBI, back in the day when a black woman had finally been allowed to carry gun.

      She nodded as he came by the front fender, the doors unlocking with the sort of solid thunk that let Chace know the armor rating of the vehicle. Might stop an RPG unless the hit was perfectly square.

      He glanced down the sidewalk, trusting that Thane had his back, then pulled the door and slipped in. The lock shut quickly and she pulled the beast into traffic as he got his seatbelt hooked.

      “You didn’t seduce her?” Thane asked.

      “Whoever set up the briefing materials did too good of a job,” Chase chuckled. “She got distracted by the thoughts of sticking it to some asshole Gulf billionaire prince and lost track of her libido. I believe that the option remains, should the mission call for it at a later date, and her curiosity was hooked enough that we can use her to make certain things public without being attributable later.”

      Thane seemed mollified. For now.

      “At some point, you’ll have to get her naked,” she reminded him.

      “Understood,” Chace replied. “Had she not taken the bait, that was the first fallback. And her reaction was good enough that I think it would have worked. At the same time, I don’t know if that would have burned her as a contact too early in the relationship. We are not dealing with a dumb woman here. Or an easily deflectable one.”

      “Agreed,” Thane said. “Still, it will hang out over you until you have taken her to bed.”

      “Let me know if intellectual recruitment stops being our top priority in this one,” he countered, looking over. “Her credentials are rare.”

      “They are,” Thane agreed. “And the folks watching and listening agreed that you passed the test well enough to move on to the next phase. We have a contact that has come in via one of the obscure email accounts, looking for Chace Haig to help him find someone. Total stranger, so this is your next opening to exploit to plug yourself in.”

      Chace nodded.

      There were folks who knew the old Chace. Might and might not immediately connect the two of them. Molly had never met this new person, and he obviously looked differently enough from Zach to pass her muster.

      Meeting someone in the field would be several more steps of complicated, but nothing he hadn’t trained for. Part of his recruitment was the ability to memorize faces and names, then provide descriptions to sketch artists, when photos were impossible.

      A new person for Chace meant he could insert himself with a blank legend and work with them to recreate himself, secure that most folks wouldn’t know him from before.

      Where Chace might not know someone who walked up and started talking.

      “Where and when?” he asked.

      “I’m driving you to the airport now,” Thane smiled over at him as she continued navigating traffic. “Your flight is in four hours.”
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        * * *

      

      London. Chace hadn’t been here in a couple of years, as he’d moved more seriously into his replacement role.

      Late in the evening, local time. Fewer crowds, but still flights arriving from everywhere.

      He came down the escalator with a garment bag over one shoulder, having swapped it for his shoulder holster in DC.

      A man stood off to one side, with a sign that simply said, “C. Haig” on the front.

      Chace had never met him in the flesh, but recognized the gentleman from the briefing picture.

      Royston Swift. British Secret Intelligence Services (SIS), commonly known as MI6 (Military Intelligence, Section 6) from the old days. Slightly less secretive than Chace, but a primary British contact when he was here, just as the Institute had people in Paris, Berlin, and other places that would be old friends when Chace first met them.

      Chace locked eyes with the man and started walking that direction with certainty. Swift nodded ever-so-slightly and lowered the sign.

      “Good to see you, Swift,” Chace lied smoothly as he took the man’s hand.

      “And you, Haig,” the man replied with an easy smile. “Had the sign in case you were too bleary from the flight over to see straight.”

      “Only had two drinks,” Chace laughed. “Short flight and a busy day. What’s our status?”

      “I have a car waiting for us,” Swift said. “They’ll pick us up and carry us into London proper. I’ve got you at a friend’s house. Quiet and somewhat isolated for a few days to rest and relax.”

      Chace nodded. All the right key words exchanged to confirm that this man really was Royston Swift, and not an impostor.

      Not that kind of impostor, anyway.

      Two total strangers, pretending to be old friends because Chace Haig and Royston Swift had started out together over fifty years ago.

      The vehicle was a Land Rover of the old school when they got there, but it rode stiff and heavy. And got them out of the vicinity of civilians quickly.

      “What’s the mission?” Swift asked. “We got the alert from Avison, but she didn't include any details.”

      “Chace Haig has been asked to connect someone with more money than sense to someone that might help him with some computer illegalities,” Chace replied with a grin.

      “Anything good?” Swift asked, smiling back.

      “Someone got hit by a computer criminal gang,” Chace said. “Having sorted it all out and repaired as much damage as they could, the buyer in question desires to return the favor.”

      They shared a laugh. The Israelis, Russians, and North Koreans were pushing the state of the art on any given day, but mostly the latter two operated at arm’s length from their governments, at least on paper. The Israelis made no pretense of being civilian assassins.

      But most of their cyber work was aimed at the Iranians, still only 3-6 months away from a nuclear weapon, more than thirty years after the current Prime Minister had sounded that alarm during the first Gulf War.

      Funny how they never got there.

      And Chace didn’t need to be involved in that theater of operations. Generally.

      Never say never, though his Farsi was a bit rusty. Today.

      “What do you need from us?” Royston asked as they got out onto the highway.

      “I presume that Thane sent a message ahead for gear and such?” Chace asked.

      “She did, but I didn’t read it,” Royston replied. “Sitting on your dresser in the safe house at the moment, along with a replacement pistol Weland keeps stashed here and a few sundries that would have raised eyebrows in the airport.”

      Chace nodded.

      Weland the Smith was an old Norse legend. A maker of incredible skill, that had been permanently lamed by the king who hired him, in order to keep the man from leaving. Escaping.

      His vengeance had been coldly calculated and brutal.

      This woman had taken over the job of Chace Haig’s armorer a decade ago, after recovering from losing both legs below the knee to a road-side IED. Hard woman. Technical genius with weapons of any kind, and his point of contact when it came to all gear from her department.

      He hadn’t been ordered to seduce that one, either. Might not have had to work too hard at it, though, if he’d been reading her eyes and body language right.

      “I’ll call the contact from the safe house,” Chace said. “Make arrangements for something relatively early tomorrow, so I can play the role of the jet-lagged traveler and let them take advantage of me. Doubt they’d drop any actionable intel, but better to be a bit daft and tired than sharp enough to make them nervous.”

      “Backup?” Royston asked. “We’ve been asked to place a couple of agents at your disposal.”

      Chace nodded but didn’t comment.

      He was a new agent. Thane would want to make sure that Chace Haig had backup, in spite of several years of doing this already. As someone else.

      Nerves?

      He had none. In fact, he pulled out a cigarette and lit it while thinking.

      “I’ll need a car without legend,” he decided. “Something fancy and impressive, but not filled with after-market additions. A banker’s car. Audi or a high end BMW. A second car with a driver will drop off a spotter nearby, once we determine the venue. They will not have a radio on to talk to the driver, just in case someone is watching signals intel, but can text their primary occasionally, In code. Simple. This should be a basic meet-and-greet to introduce someone to Chace, so we’ll play it like that. Questions?”

      “None at present,” Royston nodded. “Close enough to what we expected. Your Audi will be a muted maroon that looks nice on a rainy day. Stock A7.”

      “Excellent,” Chace said.

      He finally found himself looking forward to his assumed identity.
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        * * *

      

      Chace checked the messages from Thane. Phone number to contact. Copy of the email that had been sent, along with the short chain of replies by whichever operative monitored that address. His new phone had it as well, but he had a variety of such accounts that all routed in.

      He paused to check over the SIG pistol. New-in-box, but Weland had done her magic to it.

      This was the SIG Anti-Snag (SAS) version, though she’d adjusted from there. No front sight, flush takedown and slide catch levers on the frame, but she’d left the barrel and slide unported. The rail on the front would mount a green laser, currently stored in its own box nearby against need.

      A box of 9mm custom loads, plus four spare magazines. Jacketed Soft Nose (JSN) loads, a cylinder of lead half-wrapped in a copper dress that would peel back on impact and do significant internal damage if he had to shoot someone.

      And the lead had a tungsten nail down the center. Invisible, but it would punch cleanly though most kevlar vests and start bouncing around inside a body. Serious gunslingers frequently wore a titanium plate over their heart that might stop it, if he was far enough away.

      Chace was also trained to place a shot to the upper torso for that reason. Just above the plate, where bones might still shatter.

      If you have to shoot someone, kill them as quickly as possible. Otherwise, rely on your fists and wits.

      First lesson he’d learned when he became a field agent.

      The notes from Thane backgrounded him well enough. Friend of a friend had connected them, though there were indications that at least one person, somewhere in the chain, was a deep cover agent for someone friendly.

      Possibly a setup, but much of what he did involved remaining connected to a variety of people in various aspects of criminality, so that information could flow to where it might do the most good. Sometimes, strike teams with killer drones. Sometimes, friendly journalists who were smart enough to never get near Saudi diplomats and their kill teams.

      Chace loathed the Saudis, and looked forward to the day when renewable power and electric cars let them lapse back into barbaric irrelevance.

      For all the terrible things people might accuse the Americans of—and most of them were true—at least the Saudis and a few others were still worse.

      He took several deep breaths to calm himself, then opened his updated phone and sent a text to a specific number.

      Quick update. Just flew into Heathrow tonight and staying with some friends. Available for brunch or something tomorrow? Chace

      And he left it at that. Their number was no doubt a burner. Frequently, you did that in this industry. Later, he would get the real number.

      In fact, that Chace had kept one stable number for several years suggested to many that he couldn’t possibly be a secret agent, as bankers were stable folks.

      Or some lie. He still got Christmas cards and occasional gift cards or chocolate boxes delivered to a service in Zurich that handled those things for him. Older customers who had him on their annual list.

      Something.

      His phone beeped a few moments later. The usual greetings, along with a time and place as a suggestion. A note on a red jacket to identify the target.

      Chace brought up his phone’s map and found the place. And their website. Quick review for what amounted to an open-air coffee shop with a limited brasserie attached handling food orders up until mid-afternoon.

      Nice ratings, too. Good for surveillance, if his minder got their early and ordered something slow while reading the paper.

      Sounds lovely. See you at 1030. Chace

      He turned and headed towards the door to brief Royston and his crew.
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        * * *

      

      Morning. A touch of jet-lag, but Chace had always adjusted time zones well. Might need to go to bed earlier than usual tonight, then sleep a bit late, but his internal clock would be reset. Having a long brunch would help, as the sun was out today and would recalibrate his biorhythms as well.

      He drove the Audi like an old friend. Older part of London, not all that far north of Camden, in an area where money was forcing out the blue collar folks, who were fighting it tooth and nail.

      Chace might have worried about someone keying his car in this area, but someone else would have to fix it, rather than him. As it was, he found a spot just down a block and across, in front of a few shops catering to the moneyed locals, so presumably they’d be paying better attention to any hooligans wandering about.

      He parked, then quickly crossed to the far sidewalk, taking a slow walk in to study for any watchers out of place. Certainly, there would be some. The man he was meeting today was one of those Nuevo-Riche types. The ones that go everywhere with big, obvious thugs as bodyguards, instead of someone low key and invisible until they needed to step in.

      That sort of thing took time to learn. Maybe he’d suggest it, if this gentleman turned into enough of a regular customer.

      And didn’t get into some unfortunate accident, considering the crowd he had suddenly started running with.

      Unfriendly folks, frequently with access to more than simply computer annoyances.

      Not his problem, save that Chace always risked being collateral damage if someone was pissed enough to make a statement.

      Camden, however, seemed its usual busily indifferent as he got close and picked out his target. That red jacket. Excessively expensive from the logo on the breast. Heavier than necessary for a nice morning, but not really sufficient if things got cool later.

      Style, without substance. Chace marked that down as his first cue on the man’s personality.

      The goon sitting at the next table over, obviously trying not to be obvious, was the next tidbit. Big man. Possibly an ex-Greco-Roman wrestler, as he had the build. Bulky, without the raw power that American footballers could achieve. Badly tailored black suit, off the rack, almost showed off the pistol in a shoulder holster instead of concealing it.

      Again, all things that Chace could improve, if the gentleman in question was going to be a long-term contact. A fashion consultant could work wonders, once you understood to shut up and listen to them.

      Chace smiled as he walked closer and they made eye contact.

      Turkish. It was there in the face and skin, as well as the cigarette smoke and coffee.

      Camden, moving up the socioeconomic ladder to invite foreigners with a lot of money to spend it.

      Gods knows the Brits had shot themselves in the dick with Brexit, finding out only now just how petty the French and Germans could be, to say nothing of the Spaniards and Greeks, after having to make nice with the Thatherites for so long. And it was only going to get worse, but the various agencies involved would make sure that Chace could move around easily.

      Just as folks like Mr. Sadık could, once they paid the right bribes to the right Tory politicians.

      But it was the petty things, the cutting of corners, that caused the most troubles.

      Idly, Chace wondered how long Britain would remain a place, before fragmenting back down into component parts that might have to join Ireland in order to regain access to the EU.

      But that was for later.

      “Mr. Sadık?” he asked, stepping close.

      Sadık rose and shook his hand.

      Firm grip. Strong, without the silly dominance games some of those men attempted. Hopefully, this one had gotten past that point.

      That, or already saw himself as Chace’s social superior to the point that he didn’t have to act like a tough guy.

      As Molly had said, merely a high-end pimp at the end of the day. Ignore all those folks with cameras and microphones recording potential evidence.

      “Mr. Haig, so glad that you could meet me here in London on such short notice,” Sadık offered.

      “Anything for a potential customer,” Chace lied facilely. “Plus, I needed to head to Zurich shortly, so this was an easy stopover to make.”

      As in, I won’t be around all that long, but happy to make the time. If it was worth my while.

      They sat and Chace pulled out and lit one of the four-ring cigarettes. Open air place, plus Sadık was already deep into several, from the crushed butts in the tray.

      He flipped a mug as the waitress brought a menu. Chace poured coffee from a carafe already on the table, noting the thick, sweet smell.

      Chace took a moment to look around, but didn’t see Royston’s observer. Obviously a pro, if he or she vanished in the crowd of twenty or so others having brunch today. Only the bodyguard stood out.

      “What brings you to London, Mr. Sadık?” Chace asked idly, making small talk.

      “I have a variety of business concerns, Mr. Haig,” the man replied in a harsh, gravely voice. “Trucking, for the most part, though far less into England than in previous years. Mostly centered in the southeast of the EU, but I am always on the lookout for business opportunities.”

      Chace nodded. Information traded back and forth to lubricate the gears of underworld commerce. The English liked to think that they were so much more clean and wholesome than it often turned out to be the case when you looked closer.

      “I’m not aware of too many such folks in your milieu,” Chace replied. “But I’m sure I can find connections if you needed some.”

      “Less so here,” Sadık nodded. “I have cousins who arrived a generation ago and largely stayed put when things became messy. If anything, I’d be likely to buy them out cheap if they got close to failure, but they stubbornly seem to be hanging on.”

      Chace filed that for future research. Someone had passed along his name. He’d find out who at some point and sent them a thank you card or something.

      Chace put his cigarette down and leaned in closer. Conspiratorial. Sadık matched him.

      “As to that other business, I have a few connections we might exploit,” Chace offered. “However, I needed to ask some pointed and possibly rude questions first. Some of the names I could offer might unfortunately be the folks who had already caused you troubles, and that will never do. I’d much rather connect you with the sorts of folks who were their enemies. Whoever they were.”

      Sadık nodded, eyes hooded and malevolent for a moment.

      Chace studied his fashion sense. Designer label red jacket. Spendy, but not custom. Third tier wealthy, as things might be measured, where you spent a thousand pounds on such a thing for the name, not the quality.

      One group of folks at the top had gotten so serious that they quietly funded small design and production shops, expressly to have things uniquely made for them, while possibly finding the next generation of Christian Sorianos in the world.

      Boring black dress shirt underneath the jacket. Expensive tie but not that expensive. Nice shoes. Man could be measured by his shoes, and Sadık had heard that. Only part of the outfit Chace found impressive.

      “What are your personal politics, Mr. Haig?” Sadık asked.

      “Money,” Chace replied with a feral grin. “What did you need them to be?”

      “The people who hit my corporate backbone with a ransomware attack seemed to be Zionists, Haig,” Sadık said carefully, measuring for any response.

      Chace shrugged. The Israelis generally went after the Iranians first, then people who dealt with them second. Then assholes third.

      Hard to say which of the latter two categories Sadık might fall into. Possibly both, if his trucking companies occasionally made runs from Syria into places where they didn’t get their passports stamped.

      And weren’t worth IDF jets hitting them with bombs and missiles.

      “Did you want a political slant on the response?” Chace asked casually, voices so quiet even the bodyguard would miss things. “Or should I put you in touch with some folks who are techno-anarchists?”

      He didn’t know any Iranian folks he trusted. They tended to frown on Swiss bankers and their ilk almost as much as everyone else.

      “Techno-anarchists?” Sadık asked, intrigued.

      “There is a famous line from a famous movie a while back,” Chace quoted. “Some men just want to watch the world burn. Those sorts of folks like chaos and destruction, rather than anything more subtle. What are your needs?”

      Always bring it back to the customer. Earn his trust and his money by alleviating pain points. Software development called them project managers at the lower levels, and Product Managers when they were in charge of making important decisions.

      Folks like Chace.

      “Just like that?” Sadık asked, a bit flabbergasted by the look in his eyes.

      Chace nodded and pulled on his cigarette, then sipped some coffee. Definitely Turkish. Strong and sweet.

      “I presume you got my name from a mutual contact,” Chace continued. “You needed to meet a new friend. Someone who can help you with a personal problem you’d like taken care of. I don’t really care what or how. My business is in connecting folks, for a small finder’s fee. Helping you make new friends and expand your own business network.”

      “So…they said,” Sadık replied, almost mentioning the person by name before he stopped himself. “I find such mercenary attitude strange.”

      Chace shrugged. He personally found it appalling, but it was a role, and the role was so deep cover that it had been breaking criminal organizations for decades.

      Quietly.

      They stared at each other for a long moment, before Sadık finally shook himself once and grabbed his mug of coffee.

      The waitress took that moment to approach.

      “I’ll have two poached eggs, a side of bacon, and sourdough toast,” Chace said.

      The original had not had the weird tastes about breakfast as he did later meals, though Chace supposed that poaching eggs might have been a bit exotic sixty years ago. And he had a role to play.

      They were alone again quickly.

      “I think I like the anarchist angle,” Sadık offered finally. “Frequently, those folks are not friends of the Zionists. Allies of the Palestinians subject to colonization, if anything.”

      Chace nodded. Touchy subject with a lot of folks, who developed a blind spot to all their liberal leanings when asked about Palestine, and suddenly became raging fascists.

      Chace Haig was about money. Nothing more.

      And he could introduce this man to just such a front organization. Easier, even, because as the joke went, on the internet, nobody knows you are a dog.

      Or a federal agent.

      They sat and discussed some of the finer details. Someone had already prepped Sadık, because he offered a sum at the higher end of the usual fees. A knowing smile suggested that the man was offering a tip for good service.

      Chace was fine with that. He drew a salary and eventually a pension. None of the money floating around was his, though Thane had mentioned that things weren’t necessarily accounted for as closely as they could be, a hint that certain things might slide off the table and vanish into his investment accounts.

      Wasn’t like Thane Avison wouldn’t see that happen, as everything he did went through her systems.

      And none of the previous iterations of Chace Haig had retired whole and hearty.

      They shook hands and Chace bought the man breakfast. The little things, especially when Sadık had casually mentioned some of his palaces and mansions.

      A great deal of money on the table.

      And under it.
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        * * *

      

      Chace rose when Sadık did, a brunch well handled and things ready to proceed to the next set of phases. Perhaps someone would come through. Perhaps Thane would actually connect the trucking magnate with some anarchists. A mission for someone else to worry about.

      “I look forward to doing business with you, Mr. Sadık,” Chace said, taking the man’s hand.

      The bodyguard had risen as well, looming over both of them by several inches, thought looking awkward.

      “It has been my pleasure,” Sadık replied. “How long are you in London?”

      Chace shrugged.

      “I’m expected in Zurich early next week,” he said. “But those sorts of things are always flexible, depending on circumstances. For the nonce, I’ll be in England through the weekend, unless something or someone comes up. Yourself?”

      “Something similar,” Sadık nodded as they began walking towards the front and the sidewalk.  “From here, back to Türkiye after looking at some business opportunities. Perhaps we’ll be able to have dinner in the next few days?”

      “I think that would be a capital idea,” Chace nodded. “I can make a few calls today, and start that ball rolling…”

      Chace ran out of words there. Movement out of pattern had caused his tactical brain to engage.

      A car, parked down the street two blocks, had suddenly slipped into traffic, cutting off another vehicle to horns and profanities.

      Rear window down. Man moving to lean out the window.

      Gun.

      Chace had the SIG in hand and the safety off before he was fully cognizant of the scenario, but he was back on the Hogan’s Alley firearms training range, identifying targets as they popped out and making the split second decision which to shoot.

      And where.

      His left hand found Sadık and pushed the man.

      “Down,” he ordered, hoping that the bodyguard was smart enough to also find cover.

      Or at least stay out of his way.

      Chace had twelve rounds in the magazine, plus one in the tube.

      Lucky thirteen, as the old saying went.

      He pivoted back his right foot and fell into a two-handed shooting stance, slightly hunched and locked onto the approaching vehicle.

      Assassination attempt. Not as common in London as some places. Not as uncommon, either. At least the shooter was using a pistol instead of a submachine gun or something nasty.

      Chace fired first. Didn’t even bother trying to guess if the men in the car were his enemies or Sadık’s. Hell, he might not recognize some of the folks wanting to kill him, given the situation.

      The shooter answered, but he had the disadvantage of trying to shoot from a moving vehicle. It had taken Chace several training scenarios to get his reflexes adjusted to multiple vectors of motion. On the shooting range, everything was still. In the Alley, usually you were the only one moving.

      And Chace wasn’t wearing any armor today. Too bulky for most social situations. Too obvious.

      They exchanged several more rounds, but Chace was a better shot. Or a faster one. The pistol tumbled out of the car’s window as the shooter slumped suddenly.

      Chace automatically rotated to engage the driver, his first shot hitting rolled-up, bullet-proof glass that held. And the tungsten nail didn’t spear the driver as it went through.

      The driver put his foot down and the car surged forward.

      Chace growled low in his chest and lowered the next shot, wondering if they’d bothered reinforcing the door itself. Not everyone did, and if they’d been able to roll down the rear window, the armor rating wasn’t that high. Not enough to stop a missile. Probably simply a layer of ballistic cloth inside the door itself.

      Chace double-tapped as quickly as he could cycle the fast slide. Two black dots appeared in the door itself, then the car jarred once and bounced off a parked SUV before righting itself. The driver put the accelerator to the floor now and raced off, only hitting one other car in his mad flight.

      Chace considered his options, not liking any of them. He raced into the street and retrieved the fallen pistol. Old Beretta 92. One of about ten zillion of them that the US Army had bought to replace the old 1911 Colt, before deciding that they didn’t like it and moving on to the SIG M17.

      Chace safed it quickly and handled it in such a way that someone might get fingerprints off it it later.

      Turning, he saw Sadık and bodygoon running for a blacked-out SUV. The goon was also driving, so Chace and Sadık locked eyes for a moment as the latter opened the rear door to jump in.

      They shared a quick nod that promised a call later. First, it was necessary to escape the scene of the crime.

      And also why Chace always paid cash. No credit card that could be traced later to subject him to impertinent questions that might have to be quashed under various Official Secrets Acts.

      He turned away and sprinted to the Audi, carefully placing the Beretta on the passenger floorboard before starting the engine and quickly getting after Sadık’s truck.

      Chace hit the end of the block and turned, noting that whoever had been providing surveillance had wisely not broken cover in the craziness, as whoever had set up an assassination attempt had been a black swan.

      Hopefully a black swan. He’d talk to the boss later and fill her in.

      Instead, he concentrated on getting out of the area before the bobbies could get in. North and west, which was away from London and away from where the other two vehicles had gone.

      Away.

      A few minuted passed and normalcy returned.

      Chace’s phone rang.

      Royston.

      “Status?” the man asked.

      “Down six rounds,” Chace replied. “One target neutralized. One possibly wounded. My contact and I both made it out safe. I need an evidence bag. Status of safe house?”

      “Your cover is still good,” Royston replied. “We have a medic on site, just in case, as well as folks for forensics. You recovered one device?”

      “I did,” Chace said, impressed.

      The watcher had already called Royston and briefed them. Sharp work on their part.

      He’d been on autopilot from the instant his brain identified that car acting suspiciously. He let that part drive him back to the safe house now.

      “What do you need?” Royston asked.

      “Standard debrief,” Chace decided. “Let DC know the basics, but I’ll call later with more details.”

      “Understood,” Royston said, hanging up.

      Chace focused on his breathing and drove.
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      Chace dialed a number from memory.

      The afternoon had been furiously busy, trying to track the Beretta, as well as the automobile. Chace had gotten a partial on the license, and Royston’s people had been able to narrow it down from there.

      Owners were German, but that didn’t mean anything. Royston’s folks didn’t have the necessary depth of detail into Chace Haig’s life. Nor did he.

      Instead, they’d transmitted it all to Thane and called it good.

      Thane answered immediately.

      “How are you?” she asked.

      “Good,” Chace replied, finding the answer honest. Enjoying himself might be too much to say, but also truthful. “We’ve been running records here on the shooters. They don’t appear to be Sadık’s enemies.”

      “Agreed,” she said. “Evidence points to them being yours, though for obvious reasons you might not have recognized them.”

      Chace nodded to himself. The risk of an assumed identity, when others had known the previous Chace Haig and bore their grudges against the current one.

      “I’m reading your preliminary report,” Thane continued. “One shooter dead. One driver possibly wounded?”

      “That was my estimate,” Chace said. “The shooter would have needed a hospital, so they might yet drop him off anonymously and MI5 or 6 can pick him up. More likely, they’ll find a way to ship a body home somewhere, or give him a potter’s field grave here. Similarly, the 9mm didn't punch through a window, but did seem to get him through the door. Again, if we watch hospitals for admissions, we might get a lucky break. Helps that they can’t just hop on a ferry or aircraft and quickly zip back across the Channel.”

      “What about your contact?” Thane pressed. “I note that you are still proceeding with that part of the mission?”

      “We both got away safely,” Chace replied. “And the bad guys have paid a stiff price for the ambush, so I think we’re in the clear. I’m more concerned about possible leaks somewhere, if they were able to set something like this up on less than twenty-four hour’s notice. Granted, we’re not using the most secure communications here, but still.”

      “But still,” she agreed. “I’ve started a molehunt here, and asked folks in London to review everyone who had access to this mission. You watch your back for now and continue with Sadık. I’ll be flying to Zurich in a few days, and we can have a deeper conversation then. How are you doing?”

      “Honestly, meeting Molly Kingsley in the flesh and convincing her was harder,” Chace admitted. “This was simply tradecraft, with the usual sudden interruption by gunfire that Weland and others like to toss into training simulations. If anything, I was expecting a second shooter for at least two seconds after dropping the first one.”

      She laughed. It was a rich, throaty sound.

      “Those training simulations are based on historical events, Haig,” she reminded him. “I can’t help it if the bad guys aren’t as good as my training teams. What about Sadık?”

      “I’ve sent him a quick text this afternoon, apologizing for the interruption and starting to make arrangements for a dinner meeting this weekend,” Chace said. “Might need someone to score me some late reservations for someplace interesting, to impress the man.”

      “You are Chace Haig,” she replied with a chuckle. “But I’ll get you a list of places where that name will get doors opened.”

      “Thank you,” Chace told her. “Haven’t really gotten the deep-dive briefing on London and southern England that I’ll need.”

      “Understood,” she said. “Always a risk with the assumed identity, but you’re handling it well. And I’ll send along a full file on Kaya Sadık for you to review. Not exactly a criminal lowlife, but certainly connected with them. Someone we’ll want to keep an eye on, as he appears to be a mid-level smuggler threatening to break into the big leagues over the next few years.”

      “Assuming we let him,” Chace noted.

      “Assuming we let him, yes,” Thane agreed. “You’ve done well, Haig. Keep it up and I’ll see you next week.”

      She hung up before he could reply, but Chace wasn’t sure what he might say.

      Each generation of agents had different things they had to learn. Had to master. New technologies that previous iterations might not have imagined.

      But he’d spent years preparing. And learning.

      And becoming Chace Haig.

      It was an identity he looked forward to assuming.
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