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Chapter 1


Bree Watson curled her hands around the paper coffee cup, but its feeble heat didn’t penetrate the icy chill in her fingers.

So much for the notion that California temperatures were always balmy. A stiff wind whipped across San Francisco Bay, chasing away the afternoon warmth and sending tendrils of fog twining among the uprights of the Golden Gate Bridge.

She huddled deeper into her Halloween inspired I survived Pier 39 souvenir sweatshirt, wishing she’d donned more than a long-sleeved tee shirt and her adventure vest for her sight-seeing trip.

The multi-pocket adventure vest—her favorite travel accessory—kept her valuables out of reach of pickpockets but did nothing to keep out the cold which knifed through her.

Turning from the view of the bay, she headed to the main section of the pier, tempted to purchase a second overpriced sweatshirt when a shiver of a different kind prickled her skin. The vibration of her phone in her vest pocket followed.

Bree activated her hidden earpiece. “Watson here.”

Her colleague Milt Shoemaker—code named Shoe—responded. “Project Isomer is a go.”

Named for clever mirror image molecules, the complex mission involved two sets of look-alike agents, at least five mission objectives, and a hefty dose of smoke-and-mirrors misdirection. Bree focused her attention on the mission, calling on her Sci-Spy training to block distractions. Without total concentration from this point onward the mission could fail.

“Tugood’s airplane is approaching U.S. airspace,” Shoe said, referring to their boss. “I expect him on the ground and through customs in forty minutes.”

“That’s cutting it close.” Bree’s words came in labored huffs as she hurried down the pier toward the parking garage, calculating the time it would take her to drive to the airport.

“I’ll buy you as much time as I can. You’ll need ten minutes to get from the rental car garage to where the switch takes place.”

“Or Sasha can freeze her little Russian butt off while she waits for me,” Bree muttered, sprinting up the stairs two at a time to the garage level.

Shoe’s laugh reverberated across the line. “I’d like to see that. Unfortunately, my part in this little operation requires me to be far away from her.”

“Lucky you.” Bree slid into the car and started the engine.

“I’ll call again once Tugood lands, and we’ll patch into his com.”

“Will our conversation be shielded?”

“The communication protocol will let us hear him, but he won’t hear us. Neither will anyone else. Good luck.” Shoe disconnected, leaving Bree alone with her thoughts as she wound her way out of the parking garage and through the streets.

Six weeks ago, she’d been with Matthew Tugood on the Pacific Rim, ferreting out a suspected terrorist. Then he’d met up with his former partner, Sasha, and sent Bree home while he accompanied the sexy Russian spy to undisclosed places.

The reunion of the former partners put an end to Bree’s illusions that there might be more between her and Matthew than a simple working relationship. Bree was just a curvy chemist learning the spy trade. One who couldn’t compete with a svelte, seasoned operative like Sasha.

Bree eased into a line of vehicles and stepped on the brake waiting for the others as ramp traffic lights merged them, one-by-one, onto the southbound 101. She pulled her blond wig from a duffel bag on the passenger seat and stuffed her own brown hair beneath the curling synthetic strands.

She inched the car forward then braked again, giving her a few minutes to don a wide brimmed hat and sunglasses. As each block passed, Bree transformed, one layer at a time, into her character.

A Sasha clone.

She snorted. No one with eyes would mistake the two of them unless Sasha’s disguise included several inches of padding. But people saw what they wanted to see.

She checked the time and eyed the traffic ahead. Breathe, Bree, breathe. Drawing on her high school acting lessons, she immersed herself in her spy character. She was no longer Dr. Bree Mayfield-Watson, chemist. She was Cat Holmes, undercover operative for the Sci-Spy organization.

By the time her turn came to merge onto the freeway, calm replaced her earlier frantic actions.

“This is the easy part,” she muttered. A Harrod’s of London shopping bag in the car’s trunk had the items Sasha requested. Swapping bags with the spy at the airport was nothing compared to smuggling disassembled tech and weapons into San Francisco then reassembling them for the transfer.

Bree grinned, knowing Sasha was getting more than she requested. Not that she’d realize it. Grant Mitchelson, the newest addition to the Sci-Spy team, had created micro-tracking devices and other surprises embedded in the equipment. Sasha may have once been Matthew Tugood’s partner, but he clearly didn’t trust her.

Bree’s earpiece crackled to life. “Watson?”

“Here,” she replied to Shoe.

“Tugood just touched down. Once the coms are active, I have to hustle through airport security and get ready to meet him in the airline lounge.”

“What if Sasha sticks with him?”

The plan depended on Shoe boarding Tugood’s plane to Chicago, complete with Matthew Tugood’s luggage and identity, while Matthew slipped away to meet Bree, free from any surveillance Sasha may have planted on him.

“She won’t. She needs the package you’re supplying more than she needs to follow him. Remember,” Shoe’s voice dropped low, urgency threading the words, “you’ll hear them both up to the point he ditches the coms he shared with Sasha. He’s playing a role with her.”

“He’s always playing a role, Shoe. Even with us.”

“Trust your team.”

Bree bit her tongue. Now was not the time to remind Shoe of all the roles Matthew had played in their short association—married marketing colleague, spy handler, fake boyfriend, corporate lackey in a company he owned. The list went on. “Good luck with impersonating Tugood,” she said, pushing Matthew’s many faces aside.

Shoe chuckled. “Playing a weary, nondescript businessman headed home after a long international trip isn’t hard.” Bree could picture him, fading into the background like a good agent. Seeing, but not seen.

“Bree?”

“Yes?”

“You’ve got this. Be yourself and ignore Sasha. Your advantage is that she’s likely to underestimate you.”

“Copy that.”

Shoe left the conversation and minutes later Matthew's and Sasha’s voices filtered through the earpiece.

“Are you sure you won’t come to D.C. with me, Matthew?” Sasha’s husky plea ended with an emphasis that made Bree wonder, yet again, what the man’s real name was. Surely "Matthew Too-good-to-be-true" was just an alias for a man she’d never know in any real sense.

“My team is based in Chicago.”

“You mean the inept chemist you allow to play at being a spy?” Her voice hissed through the connection as if she’d breathed directly into the ear where Matthew wore his com device. “It’s so cute to see you indulge her fantasies.”

“It amuses me.” Sounds of lips meeting in a hasty kiss filled the dead air. Bree’s knuckles turned white as she gripped the steering wheel and scanned the deadlocked freeway ahead of her. “And it gets you the package you need.”

Package. Unregistered firearms, surveillance equipment, and other items a Russian national couldn’t easily obtain in the U.S.

“Cell phones off,” an unfamiliar voice shouted through the com. “No cameras. Have your passports and customs forms ready.”

Bree listened, following Matthew and Sasha’s progress, envisioning the lines that snaked around the hallways at passport control. Snippets of conversation—mostly grumbles from exhausted travelers—mingled with Sasha’s innuendo-laden comments and Matthew’s replies.

Bree spotted the airport exit and inched her way across three lanes of traffic while Matthew chatted with a customs agent. By the time she’d entered the rental car return garage, Matthew and Sasha had passed the baggage checkpoint, claiming, and rescanning their baggage as required at U.S. ports of entry.

“Is this really good-bye, my love?” Sasha’s husky voice poured over the coms.

“We’ll always have Moscow. And our memories.” More kissing sounds—Bree wanted to gag—followed Matthew’s words.

Shit. Despite the relatively warm air in the garage, an icy chill encased Bree’s fingers as she exited the car. They’d finished the entry process sooner than expected. She jammed her arms into the cheap tan trench coat Matthew had insisted she wear and pulled on a pair of gloves.

Damn Tugood for his idea to have her and Sasha dress like some cartoon spy characters. She cinched the belt—barely—over her layers of clothing and dragged a nondescript black suitcase, her briefcase, and the Harrod’s of London bag from the car, hustling as fast as she could for the tram that connected the rental car lobby to the International terminal.

Unease prickled along her spine, mingling with sweat from too many layers of clothing. Bree squeezed herself and her luggage into the crowded tram, focusing on the mission ahead instead of the stench and noise of the congested space.

Planning the mission was the difficult part, not the execution. All she had to do was locate Sasha outside the terminal, switch Harrod’s shopping bags with her, and catch a shuttle to her hotel. Easy.

But thoughts of Tugood’s former partner—and her possible reasons for needing the package Bree carried—caused the unease to pool in Bree’s gut. Be yourself. She’ll underestimate you. Shoe’s reassurance focused Bree, settling her nerves.

Eight and a half minutes later, she exited at the International terminal, crossed the polished floors, headed down an escalator, and left the building at the curbside pickup site.

Sasha, looking perfect in her version of the hat and trench coat, stood beside a glass enclosed seating area filled with people and luggage. Bree adjusted her bags, approached from Sasha’s free side, and placed her distinctive shopping bag next to the identical one at Sasha’s feet.

The woman glanced at her watch then trained her eyes on the hotel vans in the pickup lane. “You’re late.”

“And you’re lucky I agreed to help you at all.” Bree eyed a shuttle with her hotel’s logo on it, wishing the mission allowed her to board and leave the irritating Russian behind.

Sasha pulled a mirror and lipstick from her purse. “Our mutual friend,” she said, angling the mirror so she could see Bree in its reflection, “isn’t the man you think he is. Don’t waste your time indulging in romantic fantasies.”

She abandoned the pretense of looking in the mirror and turned to Bree, her lips settling into a thin, hard sneer. Faint crow’s feet accented the cold glare in her eyes. “And for God’s sake, stop playing dress-up to try to fit into his world. You look ridiculous.”

Sasha grabbed Bree’s bag and stalked away, disappearing into a car that pulled up to the curb as she approached.

Bree turned her back on the crowds and rummaged through her briefcase, anger pulsing through her, sweeping away traces of doubt she’d had. “Little witch,” she mumbled as she extracted a one-inch square cube from the case.

She activated a switch and set the black and yellow “bumblebee” drone into motion. With a quick flick of her hand, she launched it and watched as it rose, undetected above the crowds and set off after Sasha’s getaway car.

The tiny drone, developed by one of the Sci-Spy tech team, followed signals emitted from the items they’d supplied to Sasha. Over the next hours, it would track, record, and send reports of her motions to the Sci-Spy team.

Bree lingered a few minutes until another transport with her hotel’s logo pulled up. Activating another bumblebee—set to track her own motions and those of anyone following her—she hopped into the bus and settled in a seat.

Mission complete.
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Matthew rolled his shoulders as he entered the airline lounge, relieved to have parted from Sasha’s clinging presence. He removed his earpiece, wrapped it in a tissue, and dropped it in a trashcan as he approached the check in desk.

“Washroom key, please,” he requested, looking forward to a few minutes in the private showers provided in the airline lounge.

He entered the washroom corridor, automatically scanning the area for cameras. Shoe stood at the door to a washroom, pointing to the lone camera between the hallway and the main room. “Secure,” he mouthed.

Matthew nodded, then stepped into the adjoining washroom where he deposited his luggage, outer clothing, and shoes. He quickly switched rooms with Shoe, removed and bagged the rest of his clothing and passed it over to his partner.

Shoe would take any surveillance equipment Sasha had planted on Matthew’s clothing or luggage with him to Chicago—perpetuating the ruse that Matthew had, in fact, followed the plan he’d outlined to Sasha.

Matthew ducked under the shower spray, nearly groaning with pleasure as the hot water loosened his muscles. He lathered his hands and scrubbed his body and hair, rinsing and lathering like a germaphobe until he was confident any tracking devices Sasha had planted on his person were also gone.

Once dressed in fresh clothing from the set of luggage Shoe had left for him, Matthew settled into a corner of the lounge, inserted a new com, and opened the fresh laptop.

A few clicks later, he logged into a secure, shielded site and checked on the tracking drones. Bree had launched them perfectly, as he knew she would. The drone tracking Sasha’s progress indicated several things.

One, her car was stuck in Bay Bridge traffic. Two, she’d deactivated—or ditched—her cell phone; and three, the protocol linking the tech she was carrying to the Sci-Spy servers was working perfectly. Confident he’d be able to track her moves, at least for a while, he checked the other drone.

Camera feeds showed Bree exiting a courtesy shuttle at a site far from the rooms she’d booked. Right hotel chain. Wrong location. She sailed through the doors, head high.

Matthew turned the drone in a slow circle, sweeping the parking lot. A dark, gleaming sedan pulled into the entrance, taking the spot vacated by the hotel shuttle.

Tinted windows. Matthew zoomed in on the license plate, only to find it obscured by a thick layer of mud. In drought-ridden California. He directed the lens toward the vin number on the windshield but the tint—or other measures obscured it as well.

The hairs on his neck rose. Moving the camera in place to keep watch on the lobby doors, he opened a second screen and downloaded video from the drone. Scanning back to the point where Bree boarded the shuttle, Matthew focused his attention on the area around the hotel bus. Two car lengths behind it, he spotted the sedan with mud-obscured plates.

Bree had been followed.






Chapter 2


Stupid bus.

Bree pasted a smile on her face and headed to the front desk. “Excuse me, is there a shuttle between this location and your Burlingame hotel location?” she asked, referring to her original hotel.

“Sorry, miss. Did you just arrive on the airport shuttle?”

Bree nodded.

“It happens more than you might think. Our shuttle signs can get confusing. You’re at the Airport North location. I recommend using a cab or a ride share service. It's faster than taking the next shuttle back to the airport. Shall I order a cab for you?”

“Perfect. Thank you.” Bree ducked into a ladies’ room off the lobby, thankful the hotel provided individual, gender-free restrooms versus multi-stall units.

She stripped off the hat and wig and breathed a sigh of relief as she ran her fingers through her damp hair, grateful for the warmer air of the suburbs that allowed her to remove layers of bulky disguise.

She switched configurations of her briefcase, converting it into a backpack with a bright, flowered exterior. The collapsible nylon carry-on fit inside easily. After stuffing the wig, hat, and layers of sweatshirts in beside the nylon bag, she considered her trench coat. It had served its purpose in letting her pass for Sasha. No doubt Matthew had gotten a good laugh out of it too.

Stop playing dress up. You look ridiculous.

Sasha’s parting words played in Bree’s memory—an unwelcome earworm no doubt planted to undermine her confidence. Bree crushed the trench coat into a tight ball and stuffed it in the trash can—exactly where her worries about Sasha belonged.

Feeling lighter than she had in days, Bree exited the restroom, shivering slightly as a blast of cool air dried the sweat beneath her remaining long-sleeved tee shirt and travel vest.

Minutes later, a warm Doubletree walnut chocolate chip cookie in hand, she climbed into a waiting cab and headed to her hotel and the end of this mission.
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Matthew leaned back in the airport lounge banquette and breathed a sigh of relief when Bree’s cab pulled away from the hotel without the dark sedan tailing it. With a few keystrokes, he rerouted the drone to keep an eye on the dark vehicle with the unreadable plates.

He’d chosen well when he’d added Bree to his team. A combination of instinct and training had allowed her to completely alter her appearance between entering and exiting the hotel—saving her and the mission from unpleasant complications.

Relief from working with an associate he trusted, versus walking a razor’s edge with Sasha, hit him with unexpected force, making him feel decades older than his thirty-plus years. He ran his fingers through his still damp hair, automatically searching for micro-tracking chips, despite his earlier cautions of washing away any such devices during his extended shower.

The thought that Sasha, even now, had eyes on him caused an involuntary shudder to crawl up his spine. No. If she had eyes on anyone, it was Shoe, who was traveling to Chicago carrying paperwork proclaiming him to be Matthew Tugood. His team’s planning for the Project Isomer switches had been too detailed, too focused, on what-ifs to leave anything to chance.

For that, too, he had to applaud Bree. Her chemistry career had taught her to look for and engineer around failures in experiments and equipment. As a result, she planned missions with a meticulous eye that even seasoned agents were hard pressed to emulate.

Matthew signaled a passing club worker and, with a smile and a discreetly slipped tip, managed to have her bring him a cup of steaming coffee. The strong brew cleared away the cobwebs in his brain and delayed the onset of jet lag by several hours.

Home. A place he’d forsaken decades ago and never thought to have again.

Bree. The unexpected partner who’d wormed her way completely into his life.

He leaned into a corner of the high-backed seat and let the unfamiliar feelings wash over him. He’d had nothing but professional covert relationships for so long, he’d forgotten how to live any other way. Or so he’d believed before he’d walked into a routine investigation at a small chemical company on behalf of his long-time mentor Gary Dolinski.

The days since had turned his life upside down. He grinned, the expression unforced and unplanned for once. Is upside down in the topsy-turvy world of espionage really code for right-side up? Maybe, for the first time in a long time, he was seeing things as they should be.

 






Chapter 3


“Vacation is supposed to make you tired but relaxed,” Kiki said as she handed Bree a steaming cup of coffee. “You look like you just finished walking a tightrope across the Grand Canyon. What gives?”

“Probably jet lag,” Bree mumbled. Yet again, she had to lie to her best friend, who thought the trip to San Francisco had been for relaxation and pleasure. Two things Bree needed desperately and wasn’t going to get.

She took a gulp of coffee, rubbed her eyes, and gave Kiki a second—then third—look. Her friend’s short spiky hair sported orange, black, and purple colors, presumably in honor of the Halloween season.

“Nice hair,” she said. “I can’t believe you are so much cooler than I am. I want to be you when I grow up.”

“I have a dozen or so years of experience on you,” Kiki reminded her, laughing as if age didn’t matter a bit. “This kind of cool takes practice. Now back to you. I still can’t believe you won a trip to San Francisco from a radio call-in show. And that you decided to squeeze it in between your responsibilities here and the teaching gig at the college.”

The reminder of the college job caught Bree mid-swallow and she choked on her coffee. She cast a panicked glance at her watch. Two hours till her scheduled class time. Forcing herself to take a calming breath, she turned back to Kiki. “I promised the university that I’d honor our teaching contract and help interview candidates for the job. As soon as they finalize their choice, I can transition my teaching duties over to him or her.”

“It boggles my mind that our company went from a research and technology leader in the water and energy sectors to this,” Kiki waved her hand indicating the labs, “hodge-podge collection of science-for-hire projects. It’s even more mystifying that you stayed here instead of moving to a higher profile job with better chances for advancement. I’m old enough not to care, but you’re young and smart, with a PhD to boot. You could do better than… whatever this is.”

The unspoken question hung in the air as Kiki regarded Bree intensely. Why? Bree wrapped her fingers around the coffee mug and stared into its dark depths. A voice in her head urged her to come clean with Kiki and explain that she wasn’t just working for a company that did contract science work. She was working undercover for an agency vital to national security. Or at least that was what she suspected, although Tugood insisted the Sci-Spy organization was a private venture. His private venture.

“Does it have anything to do with our handsome boss?” Kiki asked, pulling Bree from her thoughts.

“Troy? Don’t be silly. He’s much younger than me and too self-absorbed for words.”

“Not Troy, and you know it. Matthew Tugood. I’ve seen the way you look at him.” Her eyes danced with mirth before becoming serious. “Bree, don’t cut yourself off from a chance to have it all. If there’s something real between the two of you, then go for it. But don’t think you have to stay in this dead-end job just because he works here too.”

“There’s nothing between Matthew and me,” Bree interjected when Kiki took a swallow of coffee. “I work for him—”

“Lie to me if you want, but don’t lie to yourself. There’s no shame in liking a man, even if he is your boss.”

“He’s not. And I don’t.” Bree swallowed the lie along with a slug of her coffee. Matthew was her boss and partner. She’d once thought he might be more…until Sasha reentered the picture. If ever she could use Kiki’s advice, now was the time.

But Kiki wasn’t privy to the Sci-Spy side of the business.

“Bree,” Kiki hesitated, and the laughter left her face. “You could be doing so much more with your life.”

I am. You just don’t know it. Bree plastered a smile on her face. “Careful, you’re starting to sound more like my mother than my best friend.”

“God forbid! The last thing I need is another child.” Kiki laughed as she gathered her mug and rose to leave. “I’ll give you space to get ready for that class of yours. But don’t, I repeat, don’t…” she injected an expletive that Bree’s mother would never use, “settle for less than you deserve in life.”
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Don’t settle. Don’t settle. Don’t settle. The words pounded in Bree’s brain as she went through the motions of teaching, interviewing candidates, and walking to the vet school to visit her friend Dr. Melody Warthan.

In less than a year, Bree had gone from lab chemist to solving three murders, chasing international terrorists, and learning the spy trade, all while juggling various science projects. She no longer thought of herself as just a chemist. She was more of a—

“Jack of All Trades.”

Bree whirled to confront the voice behind her but saw only Melody exiting an exam room. “How are things at the school since Max Edelston took over as Vice President of Student Affairs?” she asked her friend.

Melody’s eyes crinkled as a smile lit up her face. “It hasn’t been long enough to know for sure, but I have the feeling he’ll bring about change.”

“If the candidate pool for chemistry professor is any indication, he’ll make good on the promise to diversify the staff.”

“Let’s hope. You know how I feel about the university’s track record.”

“Records galore and so much more!” A squawk accompanied the announcement. Bree turned to peer into the exam room.

“Come in and meet Scarlett the Grey,” Melody said, taking Bree by the arm. “She’s an African Grey parrot who has been a patient at our clinic for over thirty years. I started caring for her when I joined the staff.” Melody took a grape from a container on the counter and offered it to Scarlett. “Grape?”

The parrot took the grape gently from Melody’s hand. “Love you,” she said.

“You don’t love me; you love the grapes.”

“Love you,” repeated Scarlett.

Melody stroked the bird’s feathers. “Meet my friend Bree. Can you say hello?”

“Hello. Want a deal?”

Bree laughed and at Melody’s urging offered Scarlett a grape.

“Love you,” replied Scarlett.

“Where is she from?”

“Scarlett belongs to Jack Trayder. You know, the man who runs Trader Jack’s Emporium?”

An image of a tall man dressed as a pirate—complete with parrot perched on his shoulder—popped into Bree’s mind. “Do you mean the guy with the crazy commercials? Scarlett is that parrot?”

“The very same. Scarlett belonged to his father and now to Jack Jr.”

Bree shook her head. “They sell or rent anything and everything that was ever made. What’s that tag line? Trader Jack’s where you can be—”

“Jack of all trades,” finished Scarlett before Bree could get the words out. “Welcome to Trader Jack’s.”

“Pleased to meet you, Scarlett. You are quite the celebrity.” Scarlett preened, ruffling her feathers, showing off the spectacular red tail for which she might have been named.

Melody turned to the bird. “Scarlett’s owner is due to pick her up soon. I’d better finish her exam.”

They decided on a time to meet later. “We’re the best. Don’t settle for less,” called Scarlett as Bree walked away. “Good-bye, pretty.”

As Bree walked toward her car, the smile slid from her face. Don’t settle. She shook her head in frustration. Her world was a strange place when even a parrot’s advice made her wonder about her life choices.






Chapter 4


The next morning, Bree stifled a yawn as she pulled out a chair next to Tugood at the Frank-N-Stein, a local 24/7 diner. He slid the coffee pot to her and waited until she took a sip.

“It’s not like you to have serious jet lag. You weren’t even in California long enough to adjust.” He frowned at her. “Are you okay?”

“Just tired.” She frowned back at him, earning a grin. “You set a brutal pace for investigations, boss.”

“Only from protegees who can handle it.” He winked.

Her stomach did a little flip and warmth flooded her senses. Stop it, she commanded herself silently. Matthew was a liar. A charmer. A loner. And a dangerous man. A spy without personal ties to anyone or anything—able to shove his emotions into a tiny box during missions.

To combat thoughts of Matthew, she summoned up an image of Detective James O’Neil with his blond hair and boyish smile. James was what she needed. Caring. Open. Stable.

Matthew nudged her elbow and she looked over to see him refilling her empty coffee cup. “While you’ve been daydreaming, business has been booming in Frank’s,” he murmured. “See anything of interest?”

“The server has walked past us three times,” she replied, not hiding the irritation in her tone. “Once with a pot of coffee and a plate of scrambled eggs, hash browns, and wheat toast for the red-faced man in the faded brown sweater.

"Once with a set of menus when she seated an elderly gentleman and his wife—both wore wedding rings and they argued over which day was garbage day. And once when she took coffee to a nondescript African American man with short hair, sitting by the window who drank his coffee plain and immediately started reading a battered paperback book.” She looked Tugood in the eye. “Unless the toast had a cryptic message burned into it, I saw no evidence of covert communications. Did I pass the quiz?”

A ghost of a smile played on his lips as he shrugged. “How many people are there in the diner besides us?”

“Seven.” She described them, adding in the locations of the exits and security cameras for good measure.

Tugood nodded. “You’re learning, Bree.” He took a swallow of coffee. “I’m proud of you. Not only do you have good instincts, but you listen to them.” He went on to tell her that she’d been followed at the airport during the last mission.

Bree felt the blood rush from her face. “I should have known.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. You did your job and acted on your instincts. Between the time you entered the hotel and the time you left, you completely changed your look, your walk, and nearly every other identifying aspect about yourself. Like I’ve told you before, you’re a natural.”

“I didn’t do it on purpose,” Bree confessed, feeling like a fraud.

Tugood merely shrugged. “Maybe not. But you didn’t consciously observe the people in the diner, either, yet you were spot on in your recollections. That’s instinct. And training.”

Bree took another sip of coffee to avoid answering him. She’d been aware of thinking about James, not her surroundings. Even so, Tugood’s impromptu quiz showed her she was much more aware of everything going on around her than she’d given herself credit for.

She’d effectively split her mind to ponder two separate issues. She shivered, aware her actions were too much like the man beside her, pondering if one day she’d also learn to pack away her emotions too.

No wonder James wanted her to give up working for the Sci-Spy organization.

A tinkle of the bell sounded at Frank’s entrance. Matthew and Bree observed the man framed in the doorway, his high styled pompadour haircut mere inches from the lintel. Easily six and a half feet tall with broad shoulders and a trim, yet muscular, torso with the slightest of paunches, he was immediately recognizable. Even without the pirate costume.

Matthew stood and held out his hand to welcome Jack Trayder, emporium owner and crazy commercial guy, who joined them for breakfast.
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 “Something isn’t right about my business,” Jack said after the waitress took his order and left. All traces of the genial, funny man who’d first greeted them disappeared. Pinched, frowning brows replaced his earlier smiles. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy about the increased revenue, but the rental business isn’t known for the kind of explosive growth I’m seeing.”

“Not even if you’re blowing up the competition?” Bree asked, citing a tag line from one of the more outrageous commercials where a villainous, masked Jack Trayder triggered a bomb set in a fictional competitor’s warehouse.

A smile tugged at Jack’s lips, lightening his mood. “That was one of my dad’s first commercials. Inspired, I think, by the roadrunner and coyote cartoons of his childhood. Recreating it was fun for him.”

A faraway look shadowed his eyes. “Those commercials and feeling like he’s still a vibrant part of the business, bring him joy. His dementia is still in early stages, but he knows what’s happening. I don’t want the business to slip away from him on my watch.”

“You’ve only cited an increase in revenue,” Matthew said. “That doesn’t usually signal a business that’s going under. What else have you noticed?”

Conversation paused as Jack’s breakfast was delivered and a fresh pot of coffee placed on the table. Bree nibbled at a slice of toast and sat back, watching Jack’s reactions as Matthew led the conversation.

“It started about a year and a half ago.” Jack began telling the story between bites of scrambled eggs and ham. “We decided to add both vehicle rentals and storage units to the mix. A very different model than what we’d done before. I expected to have to finance the new additions for a while before they became profitable.”

Matthew waited, letting silence do his work for him.

Eventually Jack shrugged. “The long and the short of it is that the new ventures started producing an almost immediate—and unexpected—return on investment.” He pulled a tablet from the pocket of his jacket and loaded images of sales projections, quarterly reports, and other financial data.

Matthew nudged the tablet toward Bree, giving her better access to the data and making it clear she was an analytical expert. While she paged through the data, he steered the conversation.

“Storage units and rental cars are a long way from rent-to-own TV sets and rent-by-the-day party supplies. Why the change?”

“It started almost by accident,” Jack began, sipping his coffee. “The rental business is thriving, partly because the younger generation isn’t into ownership. So short term rentals for everything from seasonal décor to furniture is in demand.

"One week, it’s a game night party with friends, complete with a rented gaming table and themed dinnerware. The next week you switch it out for a Hollywood movie themed get-together. Then a luau. And so it goes. Halloween and Christmas decorations are hot-ticket items too.

"As this segment of the business picked up, we realized we were running out of warehouse space. That’s when Billy got the idea to purchase a storage unit site. We use a portion of the units for warehousing various merchandise—sorted roughly by theme—and the others we rent out. About six months ago, we moved from our old storefront to the main office at the rental complex.”

“Billy?” Bree queried, fishing for information.

“Billy Bandergas. He’s a cross between a business mentor, adopted uncle, and friend. I can’t remember a time when I didn’t know Billy, but we really got close when dad started declining. Billy took over a lot of the day-to-day operations. He knows the ins and outs of the business better than anyone, except me. And dad. Once upon a time, that is.”

Business mentor. Not the same as business partner. Bree filed the information away.

“And the auto rental?” Matthew asked. “Also, not typical for you.”

“That was a happy accident and—indirectly—Billy’s doing as well. He’s an old gearhead, always tinkering with vehicles of one sort or another. He used one of the storage units as a garage.

"One day, a customer asked if he could rent a car. It snowballed from there. Some of the rentals are tourists, but most are, again, younger people who don’t want to bother with owning a car. We do daily, weekly, and monthly rentals of select vehicles. Billy’s even proposed we add a pickup/drop off service at the airports.”

“So, a combination between ride shares and traditional rentals?” Bree asked. “Quite the concept. And definitely likely to ruffle some feathers.”

Jack shrugged. “Every new business disrupts old businesses. And if the models work, we’ll expand out of Chicagoland and into other cities. I’m not against growth. As long as I’m still serving my customers and caring for the employees.”

“Everything you’ve said,” began Matthew, “makes sense. Except for one thing. What exactly makes you uneasy? Why did you seek me out?”

Jack shoved his plate away, propped his elbows on the table and rested his chin on his clasped hands. “On the face of it, I have nothing to worry about. But something doesn’t feel right to me.

"As far as I can tell, there are no discrepancies in the books, no reason to doubt the business income, yet something isn’t right.” He shook his head, brow once again furrowed.

“Maybe I’m just imagining disaster around every corner. A family business operates on very slim margins. Once the debts are settled and employees paid, there is just enough left over for a simple life.”

Simple to Jack Trayder and simple to Bree Mayfield-Watson were worlds apart, Bree mused as she looked again at the spreadsheets showing profit versus loss. Jack’s frame of reference was vastly different from hers.

“In any case,” Jack gave a disarming smile and slight shrug of his massive shoulders, “I heard that your firm specialized in industrial investigations. Beyond determining if there is anything amiss in the business, I’d like to know how the employees view us.

"What we’re doing right. What can be better. I’d love to go undercover in my own organization to see for myself what we do right and wrong, but,” he shrugged again, “I doubt that’s possible.”

“You are far too distinctive to be able to hide in plain sight,” Bree agreed, thinking his height and build alone would “out” him if he tried.

“Exactly.”

“You’re in luck,” Matthew said, sparing Bree a sidelong glance. “No one will look twice at my associate once she’s undercover.”

The backhanded compliment hurt. One of her primary assets—according Matthew—was her ordinary appearance that left few, if any, impressions. Medium height, medium brown hair, uninteresting brown eyes.

Nothing outstanding about her, unless you counted her curvier-than-a-plus-size-model build. And even that was toning and tightening due to the rigorous training exercises Matthew insisted she do to stay safe in dangerous situations.

Still…no one will look twice? Every woman wanted to be someone who elicited a second, or third, look.

“Watson? Stop daydreaming.” Matthew’s sharp tone refocused her meandering thoughts on the men sharing her table.

Jack Trayder outlined his goals then left, allowing Bree and Matthew time to discuss strategies, research, and their roles in the upcoming mission.
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