
  
    [image: Atlas File]
  


  
    
      ATLAS FILE

      THE RIDER FILES, BOOK 13

    

    
      
        CB SAMET

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

    

    
      
        The Rider Files Series

      

      
        Other Books by CB Samet

      

      
        FOLLOW ME

      

    

    

  


  
    
      © Avant Star Publishing 2025

      This is a work of fiction. The events and characters described herein are imaginary and are not intended to refer to specific places or living persons. The opinions expressed in this manuscript are solely the opinions of the author and do not represent the opinions or thoughts of the publisher. The author has represented and warranted full ownership and/or legal right to publish all the materials in this book.

      Cover by Circe Corp

      This book may not be reproduced, transmitted, or stored in whole or in part by any means, including graphic, electronic, or mechanical without the express written consent of the publisher except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

      ebook ISBN: 978-1-950942-00-8

      paperback ISBN: 978-1-950942-52-7

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      After the ice rink closed, Finn lingered unseen in the unlit bleachers and watched Isabel Jones when she thought she skated alone. She wore skin-tight black pants with an unzipped nylon coach’s jacket that revealed a silver tank top. The outfit accentuated her subtle but feminine curves. Her raven black hair was in two French braids, trailing along her scalp, how she usually wore it on and off the ice.

      After securing the laces of her boots, she stepped onto the frozen surface and took flight. In the stillness of the empty rink, only the sound of blades cutting into the smooth ice filled the silence. As she skated, her motions were fluid and graceful with lean, sculpted muscles coiling and uncoiling. She was sensual beauty. No wonder they called her the Osprey… she was a breathtaking and deadly bird of prey.

      Finn was, after all, in the presence of one of the most elusive assassins the world had ever known. The evidence of her guilt had taken his team months to assemble and was indisputable. But he wasn’t here to eliminate her, not yet anyway. First, he needed to find out who she worked for—who pulled her strings. The man secretly controlling the deadly animal.

      In the darkness, Finn silently descended the steps until he reached her bag of belongings. Her phone rested beside it. After opening an app on his device, he set it next to her mobile to clone it. She shouldn’t have been so careless to leave it out, but she probably assumed she was alone. The measly excuse for a security system at the skating arena wasn’t enough to keep Finn out, though.

      When the digital exchange finished, he pocketed his phone and sank behind the rink barrier to wait for the right moment to strike.

      If she was a bird of prey, he would become the Burmese python and strangle her into submission.
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        * * *

      

      Isabel danced over the ice, feeling a freedom she only ever knew while skating. Her high-pressure competition days were behind her. Now she could skate for pleasure, though seldom as often as she would like. She glided backward before shifting her weight from her right blade edge to the left. Turning, she took off for an axel. In the air, she flew and spun. The magical sensation lifted her spirit higher than her body.

      When she landed flawlessly, she felt the familiar twinge in her knee. Because of the prior injury, she coached figure skating instead of competing. Now, at the end of a long day, she had the enjoyment of skating without the pressure of competition or an audience. She reveled in the quiet, frozen plane alone.

      Always alone.

      But the cold and silent solitude gave her time to think and reflect. She thought about her pupil’s progress over the last year, working together and the program Isabel had created for her. The combination of the choreography and music would entrance the audience tomorrow, and they would know Katrina Savasin was a serious contender for the Olympic gold medal. Coach and athlete had a solid performance planned with a stunning ensemble, but a flawless execution would demand Katrina Savasin’s full focus and skill.

      Win or lose, Isabel was ready for a reprieve from coaching. She considered the much needed break she would have when the event ended in two more weeks. She thought about what a quieter life with less travel might look like—curling up with a good book on a Sunday morning. Sometimes she even envisioned owning a bookstore with coffee shop combination. Settling. She wanted to settle.

      Ending her routine, she skated toward the carpeted edge where the bench and her belongings were. Although she wasn’t the one competing, she needed sleep to rest and optimize her coaching and support of Katrina tomorrow.

      Isabel exited the rink and sat to untie her skates. Once off, she wrapped the blades and dropped them in her bag before reaching for her phone.

      A hand closed over her mouth and another around her waist, dragging her backward and onto the hard floor. Fear, colder than anything she felt on the ice, snaked around her bones and had her thrashing on the coarse carpet. She’d never been physically assaulted in her life.

      Her attacker flipped her face down as if she weighed nothing. Her momentary paralysis from fear dissipated, and she jerked an elbow back, earning some small satisfaction in hearing him grunt in pain. He recovered quickly, pulling her hands back and securing them with what felt like stiff plastic.

      When he rolled her onto her back, she let out a scream for help, painfully aware she was isolated in the arena. She brought a knee up toward his groin, but he anticipated the move and shifted his body to take the blow to his hip rather than a more sensitive area. His weight settled over her, and she was helpless to do anything beyond barely breathe.

      He wore a black ski mask with black clothes and smelled of oak and sandalwood. “Bol’she ne krichi.” No more screaming now. His deep, dead calm voice silenced her.

      Russian? She wasn’t in Russia. She was in Italy for the Winter Olympics. Keeping still and quiet, she was utterly at his mercy. She stifled a whimper.

      “Ya znayu kto vy.” I know who you are.

      Yeah, she knew who she was, too. So did the millions of people following the Winter Olympics this year. No point in pretending she didn’t know Russian. If this man knew her, then he would know she worked with Russian athletes and that her own trainer years ago had been Russian.

      “Don’t hurt Katrina,” Isabel pleaded.

      Katrina Savasin was poised to be a medalist winner this year. She was also Russian, like many of Isabel’s pupils had been, so why would a Russian interfere with the young woman’s promise of success?

      “Ya znayu o Project Eclipse.” Her attacker’s voice sounded low and menacing, close to her ear.

      “Okay. I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Her voice came out in labored huffs. “You know about Project Eclipse. What the hell is Project Eclipse?” She tried to struggle again but remained immobile under his weight.

      “Call off the project, and we’ll let you live.” He spoke English this time, thick with a Russian accent.

      Let me live?

      His weight lifted, and before she could protest further about him speaking in riddles, he vanished.

      Gone for good or coming back?

      Laying still, she listened over her own gasping breaths but heard no movement or shuffling of feet. Heart still pounding like a bass drum, she sat up and scooted on her butt to the bench where her equipment bag rested.

      With her hands still secured behind her back, she yanked the bag onto the floor, where she felt into its depths. Clumsy with tied hands, she found her ice skates and tugged off the towel wrapped around the blade. Bracing the boot upside down in her bag, she sawed her wrists back and forth until the flex tie snapped.

      With shaking hands, she wiped away the tears trailing below her eyes while reaching for her phone. Looking around frantically, she saw no signs of the man’s return.

      “Caio, polizia?” she began, voice quivering. “Sono stato aggredito.”

      I’ve been attacked.
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        * * *

      

      Mica Rider boarded the plane with her husband David and two children Allen and Rose. Mica held Rose in her arms, while David finished stowing the luggage and took a seat beside her.

      His short, brown hair was in its usual state of careless dishevelment. Combined with a few days of growth on his chin, he looked as handsome as the first day they’d met. The years had only added to his appeal.

      “Excited for vacation?” he asked.

      “Yes. A little relaxation mixed in with your fascinating family dynamics should be just the distraction from work I need.” She eagerly looked forward to this trip to Antigua and the beachside resort owned and operated by David’s mother, Maxine, and her significant other, Vladimir. The February weather in Antigua would be warm, with high temperatures in the eighties, in contrast to the current chilly forties in Atlanta. Oh, how Mica wanted to sink her feet into hot sand and plunge into a tropical ocean.

      Mica’s company, Rider Security and Investigation, would be well-managed in the hands of her employees, Claire and Daniela, for the duration of Mica’s vacation. They’d promised to handle all the trivial daily matters of the business.

      Mica and David looked forward to visiting Maxine and having the children spend quality time with their grandparents. Bringing Maxine back into the US had proved more challenging than visiting her in Antigua, because she was keeping a low profile and because she was dating the presumed-dead former leader of the Russian mafia, Vladimir Pronin. He couldn't travel without a fake identity, and that was risky. Besides, the unlikely couple had retired to a resort paradise. What better place to go visit?

      “Mom agreed to watch the kids exclusively for two nights.” David gave her a mischievous grin.

      Rose tugged playfully on Mica’s scarf.

      “Oh? Do I sense a date night in our future?” Mica asked, batting her lashes.

      “I have a date night planned one evening and a couple’s massage another.”

      “You are the best husband ever.” She leaned over and kissed him.

      “Oh, and Mom said to warn you that there will be a continuous stream of Winter Olympics playing on the television. Apparently, five different competitions have Russian athletes in contention for the gold, and Vladimir is keeping tabs.”

      “Keeping tabs, eh? Probably betting,” Mica said wryly.

      “Yeah, probably that too.”

      “I like the Olympics, so I’ll enjoy having the games playing while we’re there. I remember reading that Katrina Savasin has a chance for the gold in women’s figure skating. I’d love to watch some competitions while we’re down there.”

      Leaning back in the chair, Mica envisioned the relaxing and peaceful vacation she would enjoy—free from work and stress.
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      Isabel swelled with pride as Katrina Savasin skated over the ice in the most spectacular performance of her life. The sixteen-year-old competitive athlete had golden blonde hair pinned away from her face and a lean figure with elegant grace. Music filled the arena, and the crowd filling the stadium seats watched in awe. She flawlessly executed every maneuver she’d tirelessly rehearsed for the last six months.

      The young skater had amazing talent, but being so young, Isabel feared the pressure of an Olympic performance would challenge her nerves.

      So far, so good.

      Glaza boyatsya, no ruki prodolzhayut eto delat'

      The eyes are afraid, but the hands are still doing it.

      The Russian saying had been one of her instructor’s favorites. Feel the fear and do it anyway.

      A shiver ran down Isabel’s spine.

      Fortunately, Katrina hadn’t heard of Isabel’s attack. In hindsight, Isabel wished she hadn’t called the Milan police at all. She’d been unable to give them any substantial information. She never saw the man and didn’t recognize his voice. He’d obviously confused her with someone who knew about this Project Eclipse.

      The cops had no way of finding her attacker. Though they’d promised to check nearby CCTV footage, they seemed less enthusiastic when they realized she hadn’t been harmed. They seemed to think it could have been a prank.

      Whoever attacked her didn’t think so. She could never forget his chilling Russian words. Isabel may not have been physically hurt, but the emotional trauma of the attack would, no doubt, have her suffering nightmares indefinitely.

      After being up most of the night with the local authorities, all she had to show for the suffering were bags under her eyes and the fear that if the media reported on the attack, Katrina would worry. Such a distraction could disrupt her concentration and cost her the gold medal.

      When Katrina finished her performance, the audience burst into applause. The stadium thundered with the sound of adoring fans as camera lights flashed. Isabel clapped and beamed.

      She scooped up the bouquet of yellow carnations and handed them to her student as she stepped out of the rink. “Brilliant, Katrina. Absolutely brilliant. I’m so proud of you.”

      “Thank you, Coach Izzy.” Tears of joy brimmed in her eyes and spilled over.

      After a moment, media relations whisked Katrina away for her interview.

      Gentle hands rested on Isabel’s shoulders. “She skated magnificently.”

      Isabel turned to see a pair of deep blue eyes in a sculpted face that would have made Adonis envious. He had the darkest chocolate brown hair, styled short with a tease of wave at the ends. He wore black slacks and a silk black shirt with a vibrant, purple, cashmere scarf casually draped around his neck.

      “Frankie!” Isabel spun into him, throwing her arms around him. “She performed wonderfully.”

      Franklin Thibodeaux squeezed her tight before pulling back. “As Caesar would say, veni, vidi, vici. I came, I saw, I conquered.”

      “An appropriate quote for Italy.”

      “Must be that marvelous coaching.” His voice was airy with a trace of a raspy edge that added to his seductive looks.

      Because she needed the friendly contact, Isabel kept hold of Frankie’s hand as she said, “The costume is stunning. She’ll get points for that. The intricacy of those feathers in the fabric was just magical.”

      He fanned himself with his hand as he feigned humility. “Oh. Thou dost flatter me too much.”  His fanning hand turned into a wrist-rolling ‘keep going’ motion. “But don’t stop.”

      Isabel chuckled. “The pinks and purples positively shimmered. The pattern of wings on her back looked like they took flight during her axle.”

      “This is why I love you, Izzy.” He pulled her into another hug. “Compliments. And you gave a poor boy from Naw’leans a chance at fame.”

      “All I did was recognize talent. You created the masterpieces of beauty.”

      He drew back, opened his mouth, closed it again. Then he scowled. “Darling, you look tired.”

      She rubbed her neck as she gazed out over the ice. The arena lighting had softened, no longer blazing but set to a steady glow that cast a silvery sheen across the frozen surface. Above the ice, rows of crimson seats curved under the sweep of modern steel beams. The murmuring crowd was like a rumbling giant. Spectators thinned—some off to cafés, others reloading on espresso before the next round of performances.

      Isabel had layered on the makeup to appear presentable should a reporter or skating fan snap a photo, but she should have known she couldn’t disguise her distress from her best friend.

      “Didn’t sleep well,” she said. With the ever-watchful eyes and ears of the public, now wasn’t the time to discuss her attack.

      Frankie waggled a finger at her. “Worry about the competition? I get that. Have you talked to your overlord about retirement yet?”

      “He’s my sponsor, not my overlord.” She’d tried talking to her older brother about ending her coaching career and moving on to another phase in her life, but she’d been met with gushing encouragement to mold the athletic talent of future Olympic stars, so she’d caved.

      Frankie scoffed. “Tomato. Tomahto. You need to put your foot down if freedom is what you really want. But that’s not it.” He took her chin in his hand and turned her neck side to side as he scrutinized her face. “What’s really making you lose sleep, cher?”

      Looking away, she debated burdening him with her incident. She could have shrugged him off with an ‘it’s nothing,’ but then he would have homed in and pushed. She could have made up a lie, but she didn’t lie, and certainly not to close friends. Biting her lip and looking around, she tried to gauge if anyone was eavesdropping.

      “Okay. Okay.” He flung an arm over her shoulder. “This looks like a conversation, not a one liner. Let’s take it somewhere I can smoke. I need to settle my nerves after that performance.”

      She followed him through the hallways and out a back exit. “I thought you were quitting?” She carefully kept her tone inquisitive without accusation of judgement. Everyone had their vices. Hers was chocolate.

      After propping the door open to enable re-entry, he pulled out his pack and withdrew a cigarette. “Gawd, I’m always quitting.” He put the stick between his lips. “It’s a process.”

      “You’ll kick it.”

      Frankie lit the cigarette and took a drag. On the exhale, he said, “We can talk about me all day, but let’s talk about you. Come on. Unload on Frankie.”

      Glancing around the vicinity, she was relieved to see they were alone. “Um. I was attacked last night.”

      His eyes threatened to bulge out of their sockets. “What?”

      “I stayed at the rink after hours. Skating and unwinding. I exited the ice, took off my skates, and this man jumped me.”

      “Oh, gawd. Sweetie.” Frankie clutched his throat.

      “He tied me up. He said he knew about Project Eclipse and warned me off.”

      Call off the project, and we’ll let you live.

      She shivered. Death. He’d threatened to kill her, but Frankie didn’t need that grisly bit of detail. Nor did she want to repeat it aloud.

      “What’s Project Eclipse?” he asked.

      “I have no idea. Certainly not a skating routine.” She raised her hands briefly in bewilderment. “But he was Russian, whatever that means.”

      “Do you think he wants to sabotage Katrina?” Frankie took another drag.

      “I considered it briefly. But why would a Russian want to sabotage a leading Russian contender? And if so, why target me? He made no threats toward Katrina, never mentioned her name.”

      “Did you tell the police?”

      “Of course. But I never saw my attacker’s face and didn’t recognize the voice. He wore a black ski mask. The police have nothing to go on. He didn’t even physically harm me, which made them less than enthusiastic about the threat being real.”

      Frankie dropped his half-smoked butt, stomped it out, and pulled Isabel in for a hug. “I’m so sorry you went through that.”

      “Thank you.” She held tears at bay, as it seemed foolish to cry now when the ordeal had passed. Sniffing, she stepped back. “Don’t tell anyone. You’re the only one who knows. I don’t want this to twist into negative press that could affect Katrina in any way.”

      “Did you tell your mama?” He bent, picked up the snuffed butt, and deposited it in a nearby trash can.

      Isabel shrugged. “What can she do about it but worry?”

      Frankie narrowed his eyes at her. “If I were your mère, I’d want to know.”

      “You’re right.”

      “Of course I am.”

      “I’ll tell her. But tonight, I need stress relief.”

      His blue eyes glittered like twin sapphires. “Oh, Izzy, now you’re speaking my language. Laissez les bon temps rouler.”

      Isabel chuckled. “We will absolutely have a night on the town, but tonight, I need just me time.” Maybe she could drown out the fear and cold by immersing herself in the bustling nightlife of Milan. She could get lost in the hordes along Corso Venezia. But tonight, she didn’t want noise and crowds. She wanted chocolate and a good book.

      “Not alone on the ice?” He gave her a warning look.

      “No. Hotel pool. Keycard access only.” After a swim, she would immerse herself in her favorite relaxation pastime… reading.

      “Fine. Tomorrow night, you and I will go hunt up some hotties.”

      She loved how Frankie could chase away any negative feelings and cheer her up. “Oh, yeah? What am I wearing?” She wriggled her eyebrows playfully.

      “Oh, cher, you know I’ve got you covered. Sleek and sexy. Mr. Right will drool on his way to bump against you on the dance floor.”

      “Mr. Right, huh?”

      Frankie’s lips curled as his blue eyes flashed. “Or we can find Mr. Wrong. That’d be fun too.”
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        * * *

      

      Finn sat in the back of the bleachers at the Milano Ice Skating Arena, observing Isabel Jones, who played the role of coach earlier today, despite having been restrained and threatened last night. Her student, Katrina Savasin, had dazzled the crowd hours ago, and Isabel was still at the arena.

      Near the edge of the rink, she stood with one hand on the barrier, her breath misting from the cold. She wore a fitted black coat over her coaching gear. Beside her, an old friend—maybe a fellow coach or a choreographer—shared a quiet laugh. Behind them, a single maintenance skater zigzagged across the ice with a broom, cleaning up resin and errant sequins.

      Isabel tilted her head at something her friend said, her smile slow and thoughtful—the kind of reminiscing look that held ten seasons of wins and near-misses. Her eyes, however, stayed on the rink, like she could already see the next skater carving history across its glassy surface.

      Why was she still at the rink? Why was she still in Milan?

      Proof of her innocence or guilt?

      When his phone rang, Finn slipped out of the audience seating and into the hallway. “Atlas,” he answered.

      “Coach Jones had some strange behavior,” Zack Angel said. He was Finn’s direct contact for all the analysis and information gathering Finn needed from the CIA.

      “Strange how?”

      “She called the police last night. She filed a report claiming she was assaulted and that the attacker referred to Project Eclipse.”

      “Definitely strange,” Finn agreed as an unsettling feeling churned in his gut. “And she’s at work today like nothing happened. So, either she’s the assassin whom all of our research points toward, in which case, why call the police? Or she’s an innocent American skating coach teaching Russians, in which case, why isn’t she curled up in a ball afraid for her life?”

      Zack let out a sigh. “We have some serious data against her,” he began. “The day of every assassination lines up with her travel dates. And the murders bear her calling card. You know what’s at stake here.”

      Finn knew all too well the evidence implicating Coach Jones, as well as the global stakes, and didn’t need the reminder. But Zack was also referring to his personal interest in the Osprey.

      Finn had committed every detail in Isabel Jones’ file to memory. He thought about the enchanting way she looked on the ice. That strong, lithe body could be capable of garroting a man to death. Plus, the assassin left a single yellow carnation at every crime scene. The exact flower Coach Jones gave her students after a major performance.

      “She’s guilty.” Mood stormy, he walked down the hallway, zigzagging through the crowd of people, a mix of nationalities from around the world who’d converged on Milan to watch the games. There were over three hundred thousand visitors crammed into this small city for the Olympics, on top of the existing one point three million inhabitants.

      “Has she called her handler yet?” Finn asked.

      “No. Called the police only. She didn’t call any friends or family about the incident either.”

      Another checkmark in the guilt column, Finn thought. Any civilian threatened like that would seek his or her support group.

      “Did you know your CIA laptop internet use is tracked?” Zack asked, tone a little too tinny in an effort to sound nonchalant.

      “Yeah, so?”

      “So… you’ve logged six hours of watching Isabel’s competitive skating clips.”

      “Research.”

      “You saw her on the ice last night in person?”

      “Yeah.”

      Zack knew he had because Finn had detailed the encounter in his report. But Zack’s interest in the Osprey meant his time investment in this mission had more of a personal angle than Finn’s.

      “She still got it?” Zack asked.

      Does she ever, Finn thought. But her ice days were over—performing and teaching—because they were nothing more than a gateway to executing her real job. Pun intended.

      “I’ll keep following her,” Finn said. “She’ll make a mistake. If she so much as looks at a burner phone or sends an encrypted message, I’ll abduct and haul her to the safe house for questioning.” He hung up the phone with a curse.

      He had truly thought scaring Isabel would spur her into action. She would call her employer in a worried panic that her identity had been exposed. Or she would cut and run and try for a new identity. She would not call the police and then go right back to work, keeping up pretenses.

      No problem. She would make a mistake. Finn could be patient and wait. He hadn’t become a top CIA field agent and team leader against Project Eclipse by rushing his traps.
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      Isabel had changed into her swimsuit and was wrapped in a hotel robe when her phone rang.

      “Lexi,” she greeted her brother warmly.

      “Praz-drah-vly-yu!” his congratulatory declaration boomed as he enthusiastically enunciated every syllable the way their father had after her own successful performances.

      She chuckled. “Thank you. Katrina was amazing.”

      “She’ll win the gold, thanks to you.”

      “Ah! Don’t jinx it,” she scolded as she slipped on her flipflops and grabbed her swim cap from her suitcase.

      “Nonsense. You are the coach of the century.”

      Isabel felt a pang of guilt for wanting to quit the career Lexi had helped build. She would discuss it with him after the Olympics.

      “You got my chocolates?”

      She glanced over at the uneaten box. He was a considerate older brother, sending her the gift box after every competition—win or lose.

      “Yes. After dinner, I will indulge.” Chocolate and a murder mystery novel, she thought, planning through her next few hours before bed. Swimming then a light dinner. Maybe an insalata di carciofi e bottarga. Had she not eaten all day? The competitive rush had consumed her.

      “You’re well? You sound tired.”

      “A little from the stress.” She considered the attack last night but didn’t want to worry him. The event was best told in person. “You should come to Italy. We could tour Verona together. Maybe Venice.”

      Arm in arm, they could stroll as tourists. Then, over a meal, she could talk with him in detail about her retirement. The constant stress and endless travel wore her down. At thirty, she’d been coaching for ten years. She wanted to settle near her mom and slow the pace of her life. Maybe she could realize her long-standing dream of owning and operating a coffee shop bookstore combination. Something quaint for locals but with imported coffees she’d fallen in love with during her travels around the world. Being a store owner was probably a pipe dream, but she had enough money saved to risk a new venture.

      “Work keeps me away, sestra,” he said, tone apologetic.

      “That’s disappointing.”

      “I will make time. When the Olympics are over, we’ll take a weekend together.”

      She warmed at his offer. “I’d like that.”

      

      An hour later, Isabel moved in smooth strokes through the water. Every propulsion of her arms and legs sent water streaming around her. She imagined the cool liquid washing away the fear of last night and the trepidation of the upcoming competitions.

      Cross-training had been drilled into her since childhood, and even though she was no longer a competitive skater, she kept varying types of exercise in her routine. Tonight, the laps helped drain the stress of the day.

      When she finished her exercise, she climbed out on the side railing, breathing heavy and heart drumming steadily from the cardiovascular workout and the brisk pace she’d set. She was alone in the pool room, with only the sound of gentle sloshing water echoing off tile walls and bright, humming overhead lights.

      She walked to a nearby bench and picked up her towel to dry off. As she ran the soft fabric over her head, she noticed one earring missing.

      Shoot.

      Scurrying to the edge of the pool, she looked down, waiting for the surface to still so she could try to spy a glint off her diamond stud. Water dripped off her body and swimsuit and pooled at her feet on the pavers. She tried to recall the last time she’d felt the earring—when she’d put her cap on to swim, which meant she’d lost it somewhere in this room or in the pool.

      When she reached up to touch the other intact earring, wondering how long finding its match would take, a shadow moved behind her from her peripheral vision. Before she could turn, a cord came around her neck. The wire trapped her raised hand between it and her neck as the attacker yanked the line back.

      The person behind her braced against Isabel as he strangled her. Oh, God, the man from last night has come to finish me off.

      She struggled and tried to twist out of his grasp. Flailing her free arm back, she tried to elbow him. When that didn’t work, because he’d angled his body away, she jabbed two fingers back to poke his eyes. 

      As he dodged, the shift of weight had her readjusting her stance, but the water on the tile at the edge of the pool before the rough paver was slick. Her wet feet couldn’t get traction.

      “Coach Jones!” a small, distressed voice called from behind her. Katrina.

      Isabel couldn’t speak to warn her, couldn’t even turn to give the girl a warning look. Isabel lost her footing, and something sharp plunged into her arm as she twisted and fell into the pool.

      The pressure of the wire around her neck and arm released. She didn’t sense a second body falling with her, so she suspected her attacker had let her go.

      With her airway no longer crushed, she tried to take an ill-timed breath and succeeded in a mouthful of chlorinated water. Her throat spasmed as she sank deeper, her limbs refusing to move. Blood—her blood—trailed through the water moments before her vision darkened.
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        * * *

      

      Finn disconnected another call with Zack. Twenty-four hours and Isabel still hadn’t contacted her associates. What kind of covert assassin was she?

      Had she planned an in-person meeting, circumventing her phone without him knowing? Just in case, he’d perched in the hotel bar with a view of the entrance after she went to her room. This was the most covert place he could blend in without being obvious he was watching for someone. He held a glass of Amarone but was too preoccupied to enjoy the rich, full-bodied red wine.

      Isabel Jones hadn’t passed back this way.

      Finn texted Zack impatiently. Where is she?

      Zack replied, Mobile phone’s still in her hotel room. I called the landline. No answer.

      Let me know if the phone moves.

      Setting down the glass of wine he’d only barely sipped, he decided to mosey around the hotel and see if he could catch her in that secret meeting. Surely, if a rendezvous was outside this establishment, she would’ve taken her phone with her. She hadn’t passed through the ground floor. That left the first-floor conference rooms and amenities.

      Mindful of the hotel security cameras, he tugged his gray beret a little lower on his head. It matched the long wool coat he wore. After taking the stairs up, he strode down the carpeted corridor as he listened for voices. He passed a ballroom with a reception party. No Isabel. Moving on, he reached the elevator at the opposite end of the hallway. A sign on one wall had an arrow pointing to Fitness Center and Pool.

      Ah, of course. He knew from the file the CIA had on her that she liked to exercise daily. He stalked silently down the hall.

      A sharp cry had him quickly drawing his weapon as he shifted against one wall and scurried faster toward the pool.

      Katrina Savasin, the sixteen-year-old ice skater under Isabel’s tutelage, held the glass door open before she dashed toward the pool, blonde hair trailing behind her. Finn caught the door with his toe to keep it from closing and locking him out.

      As he slipped inside the poolroom, the scene took him by surprise. A swimmer, face down in the water, floated listlessly as streaks of blood lazily circled her body. An intruder in a black ski mask and black fatigues ran toward Katrina.

      Finn raised his weapon and fired, but not before the attacker drove his knife into the helpless girl’s chest. The gunshot echoed with a roar in the poolroom. The attacker rolled, taking the knife with him. Blood streaked the pale pavers before he dashed off toward the men’s changing room.

      Finn had a split second to decide his next course of action. The gun blast would have security flocking here. Blood pooled on the white shirt of Katrina’s collapsed body.

      After quickly holstering his gun, he snatched the towel off the floor and pressed it against her wound. Her eyes were wide in terror. Though her mouth gaped open, no sound emitted.

      He placed her hand on the towel. “Keep pressure here.”

      Judging by the location, the assailant’s knife hadn’t hit any major organs, and the darker color of the blood looked venous in origin. With prompt medical care, Katrina would live. The woman in the pool might not.

      He had limited options: pursue the killer or let the him get away and see if Isabel was salvageable. The latter risked him getting caught by hotel security and the police. If she died though, the answers she held died with her.

      Rushing to the edge of the pool, he bent down to grasp Isabel’s limp body. He pulled her out and onto the slick tiles. Her pink swimsuit revealed no puncture wounds. Her only injury was a cut on her arm, which looked deep but not arterial.

      She wasn’t breathing. No pulse either.

      He gave two mouth-to-mouth breaths, then pumped on her chest. If her larynx had spasmed shut, her lungs might not be drowned with chlorinated water.

      When she began gagging and coughing, he rolled her onto her side to expel the water. She took a few gasping breaths before going lax again.

      Shit.

      He felt for breathing and a pulse. Thankfully, she had both. If he wanted to coax answers out of her, he needed to get her to the safe house for interrogation.

      A pair of women in bathing suits and robes holding towels entered the pool room and screamed. He imagined the sight of two bleeding women on the floor would make most anyone scream.

      Finn kept his head down to avoid his face being seen as he ordered. “Get in here and help her!” He pointed to Katrina, who held the towel to her wound despite her pale skin and panting breath. “She’s been attacked and needs an ambulance.”

      Quickly snatching a towel off a nearby rack, he wrapped Isabel in it and threw her unceremoniously over his shoulder.

      His shoes squeaked on the wet tile as he hurried to the right and ducked into the women’s locker room. There, he found a commercial canvas laundry cart half-filled with guest pool towels. He dumped Isabel into it, quickly tied a hand towel around her bleeding arm, and covered her unconscious body with the used linens.

      Forcing himself to walk slowly with his head down to avoid attracting attention or being seen by security cameras, he traveled through back hallways to an exit. He took the time to slow his breathing and galloping heart. The few people rushing past him paid no attention.

      When he reached the stairwell, he cursed. One flight and a door were between him and getting the hell out of here with his prisoner. He’d have to carry her. Tossing away the towels, he uncovered Isabel.

      With eyes closed, skin pale, and face peaceful, one might never know she was a deadly assassin. Although, why had someone been sent to kill her? Finn wouldn’t let his guard down around her anytime soon.

      As he lifted her up, her lids fluttered open. Consciousness would be useful at the moment. “On your feet, Isabel,” he commanded. “You’re in danger. We have to get you out of here.” All were true statements, but he wouldn’t tell her a CIA agent was abducting her with an interrogation in her near future. Instead, he kept his tone insistent but with an edge of reassurance.

      She struggled to her feet, shivering and eyes glazed. She coughed a few more times.

      Setting her to lean against the wall, he freed his hands to shrug out of his trench coat and drape it over her shoulders. He closed a few buttons to keep her swimsuit from being visible to anyone they might pass, then tugged off her swim cap and tossed it aside. Midnight hair tumbled down past her shoulders.

      He tucked her against him. “Down the stairs and to my car,” he said with a gentleness he didn’t feel right now, but he couldn’t have her figuring out his motives.

      She leaned into him. “Where?” Her voice was wispy and faint, drawing his gaze down to her neck. Bruising. The pieces of the attack were fitting together in his mind. A strangling, interrupted by Katrina.

      “Safe house,” he said with encouragement. Also, not a lie.

      Isabel felt small and frail as she leaned against his body, not the majestic dancer he’d seen on the ice or the lifeless waterlogged lump he’d pulled from the pool. Together, they made their way down the stairs.

      “Get to my car, and you can rest.” Until you have to answer for your crimes.
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