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			Synopsis

			Last month, intelligence analyst Lexie Martin found out a secret that could ruin lives. After a week on the run from her own government with her maybe-almost girlfriend, Sophia Flores, Lexie was forced to turn herself in and accept her punishment. But that punishment never came…

			 

			Aside from Lexie’s confusion about the whys of her release, things seem to be okay—she’s free, back at work, and is officially dating Sophia, which is way better than just okay. But when you embarrass the most powerful man in the country, you risk incurring his petty wrath, and when Lexie is reassigned back into a field position in a hostile country, she’s sure it’s retaliation for knowing the truth and that the president is going to leverage what Lexie did to keep her in line.

			 

			Now Lexie has a new mission. Make it home to the woman she loves.

			 

			Book Two in the Halcyon Division Series.
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Praise for the works of E. J. Noyes

			Integrity

			Noyes writes in first-person point of view like no other. This author made me see and feel everything through Lexie’s eyes. Noyes’ writing is beautiful and real, I loved getting lost in the main character’s head and re-read several paragraphs because they were so poignant.

			Noyes always writes witty, funny heartfelt dialogue and this book has all of that in bucket loads. 

			-The Lesbian Review

			Noyes never fails to impress me with her talent. She is fearless in her storytelling, never hesitating to flesh it out and let the story take her where it will. Because she does, it feels organic to the reader. Scenes don’t feel forced. They work. Furthermore, they advance the plot. It all works to prove Noyes is a master at producing stories that are pure, indulgent escapism. Readers get so caught up in the narrative that it’s over before they know it and they’re a little disappointed that it has. However, a true Noyes fan always knows that the reread is going to be just as good, if not better than the first time through... Book one of the Halcyon Division Series is a fantastic beginning; I have no doubt readers are going to enjoy this journey and sign up for more. This is heart-pumping, non-stop, page-flipping fun, and one heck of a ride! My recommendation: don’t miss out!

			-Women Using Words

			Schuss

			This is an absolutely charming first-love, new-adult romance between characters that I had already bonded with. Seeing how they have grown and matured in the four years is a treat and watching the two struggle with their feelings for each other just melted my heart… Schuss could be read as a standalone novel, but honestly, I think you should read both books together. They are wonderful stories, and I highly recommend them.

			-Betty H., NetGalley

			E. J. Noyes has this way of writing characters that you get completely absorbed into. When we were left with the Gemma and Stacey cliffhanger in Gold, I was hoping we’d get their story and it was phenomenal.

			-Les Bereading, NetGalley

			If I Don’t Ask

			If I Don’t Ask adds a profound depth to Sabine and Rebecca’s story, and slots in perfectly with what we already knew about the characters and their motivations.

			-Kaylee K., NetGalley

			Overall, another winner by E. J. Noyes. An absolute pleasure to read. 5 stars.

			-Lez Review Books

			Go Around

			Noyes excels at writing both romance and intrigue and it shows in this book. Her characters might as well be real they are so well-written. I’m a pretty big fan of second-chance love stories, and I love the way this one is done. You get the angst you expect from the two women trying to get past the pain of their separation and work their way back to being a couple in love. The outside forces that had a role in their breakup are still around and have to be dealt with. Add in a nasty bad guy (or guys) who are physically and psychologically stalking Elise and you get a tale full of danger, excitement, intrigue, and romance. I also love the Easter egg the author included for her book Alone. I actually laughed out loud at that little scene. E. J. Noyes’ works always get my highest praise and recommendation, and this novel is no different. You really need to read this book.

			-Betty H., NetGalley

			In Go Around, E. J. Noyes has dipped her toes in the second-chance romance pool and was masterful in blending angst, enduring love and suspense in it. The chemistry and dynamics between the pair were thick and palpable but what stood out for me throughout the book was the type of love everyone wished they had; fierce and protective, grounded in loyalty, passionate yet to be able to just be when you are with the other. Noyes also made Bennet, Avery’s dog another highlight for me. He was the tension breaker and a giant darling.

			-Nutmeg, NetGalley

			Pas de deux

			Pas de deux doesn’t disappoint: the writing is excellent, the pace is ideal, the characters are layered and, yes, relatable, including the secondary characters, from Caitlyn’s groom Wren, to Addie’s friend Teresa and, of course, Dewey the horse. One of the many things I loved in this book is the way the MCs deal with problems. They do this very adult and very rare-in-lesfic thing: they talk to each other. This book is proof that miscommunication isn’t required for drama. Neither is a breakup. Well-fleshed characters with very human hang-ups bring all the angst and drama necessary. It’s all the more interesting here as Pas de deux is part enemies-to-lovers romance, part second chance, depending on whose point of view is playing.

			-Les Rêveur

			This story is not the traditional enemies-to-lovers romance, and I love that. Noyes really puts emphasis on how skewed memories can become as you get older, and how an experience may appear different to another person who had the exact same one. Even if you are unfamiliar with dressage, Noyes’ writing is still spot-on and delivers the same compelling, fun, and intriguing story with loveable characters of both the two-legged and four-legged kind. This love letter to a sport she obviously has a passion for is so evident and I felt honored to have her share her passion with me and every reader who picks it up. If you love horses, enemies-to-lovers, or even just Noyes’ stories in general, this one will definitely be a favorite on your list.

			-The Lesbian Review

			Reaping the Benefits

			The story is quite eccentric with its paranormal context but in fact is a pure romance at heart with a nice dose of humor. The book is written in third person, from the point of view of both protagonists, which is not common for Noyes, but it is executed perfectly. With all main elements done well, this makes an awesome read which I could easily recommend to all romance fans.

			-Pin’s Reviews, goodreads

			I’ve read many love stories that entertain the idea of soul mates, but this one does something even more interesting. This one explores the depth of love and its ability to transcend death. This story plays with the idea that love has no limits or boundaries. Its exploration provides a unique setting for this heartfelt romantic tale. At its core it remains a romance. The love story between Jane and Morgan is tender and sweet. It’s so cleverly and delightfully done; I’ve never read anything quite like it before. Noyes possesses the ability to see a story where others don’t and turn that into something unique and captivating. She uses rich storytelling and engaging characters to enthrall and delight us. 

			It’s fresh and original. It’s everything you crave when you want to dig into a great romance. I highly recommend it.

			-Deb M., NetGalley

			If you’re looking for a lesbian romance, but with a twist of something different, I recommend Reaping the Benefits. It’s sweet, sexy, and fun.

			-The Lesbian Review

			If the Shoe Fits

			When we pick up an E.  J. Noyes book we expect intensity, characters with issues (circumstantial and/or internal), and a romance that builds believably. Considering this is Ask, Tell #3 we expected all of the above layered with epic seriousness. We were pleasantly surprised and totally floored by the humor in addition to what was already expected!

			-Best Lesfic Reviews

			Alone

			E. J. Noyes is easily one of the most gifted writers pulling us into whatever world she creates making us live and feel every emotion with her characters. Definitely, loudly, vehemently recommended. 

			-Reviewer@Large, NetGalley

			Alone is an absolutely stunning book. This book is not a 5-star, it is well above that. You don’t see books like this one very often. Truly a treasure and one that will stay with you long after the final page.

			-Tiff’s Reviews, goodreads

			There are only a few books out there so compelling they seem to take control of you and force you to read them as quickly as possible. You can’t put them down. You just want the world to go away and leave you alone until you can finish this story. Alone by E. J. Noyes is that book for me. This novel is absolutely wonderful.

			-Betty H., NetGalley

			Not only is this easily one of the best books of 2019, but it has worked its way onto my personal all-time top 10 list. There is not one formulaic thing going on, and it’s “unputdownable.”

			-Karen C., NetGalley

			I cannot give this anything more than five stars, but damn I wish I could. I would give it 15.

			-Carolyn M., NetGalley

			Ask Me Again

			Not every story needs a sequel. Ask, Tell demanded it, and Noyes delivers in spectacular fashion. Sabine and Rebecca show us their fortitude and their strength in their love for each other…Thank you, Noyes, for giving us a great story, a great series, and amazing women that teach us the best things in life are worth fighting for.

			There really is only one way to tell this story, and Noyes executes it perfectly. She gives us events from the first-person perspective. However, she alternates each chapter between Sabine’s point of view and Rebecca’s point of view. You’re able to get the full perspective of their inner feelings and turmoil they hide from one another. In addition, you’re able to get the complete picture of the unconditional love Sabine and Rebecca have for each other. It’s this little light of love that propels the reader to keep going and hope these women will finally reach the end of the darkness.

			-The Lesbian Review

			Gold

			This is Noyes’ third book, and her writing just keeps getting better and better with each release. She gives us such amazing characters that are easy for anyone to relate to. And she makes them so endearing that you can’t help but want them to overcome the past and move forward toward their happily ever after.

			-The Lesbian Review

			This book is exactly the way I wish romance authors would get back to writing romance. This is what I want to read. If you are a Noyes fan, get this book. If you are a romance fan, get this book. I didn’t even talk about the skiing… if you are a skiing fan, get this book.

			-Lex Kent’s Reviews, goodreads

			Turbulence

			Wow… and when I say ‘wow’ I mean… WOW. After the author’s debut novel Ask, Tell got to my list of best books of 2017, I was wondering if that was just a fluke. Fortunately for us lesfic readers, now it’s confirmed: E. J. Noyes CAN write. Not only that, she can write different genres… Written in first person from Isabelle’s point of view, the reader gets into her headspace with all her insecurities, struggles, and character traits. Alongside Isabelle, we discover Audrey’s personality, her life story and, most importantly, her feelings. Throughout the book, Ms. Noyes pushes us down a roller coaster of emotions as we accompany Isabelle in her journey of self-discovery. In the process, we laugh, suffer, and enjoy the ride.

			-Gaby, goodreads

			The entire story just flowed from the first page! E. J. Noyes did a superb job of bringing out Isabelle’s and Audrey’s personalities, faults, erratic emotions, and the burning passion they shared. The chemistry between both women was so palpable! I felt as though the writer drizzled every word she wrote with love, combustible desire, and intense longing.

			-The Lesbian Review

			Ask, Tell

			This is a book with everything I love about top-quality lesbian fiction: a fantastic romance between two wonderful women I can relate to, a location that really made me think again about something I thought I knew well, and brilliant pacing and scene-setting. I cannot recommend this novel highly enough.

			-Rainbow Book Reviews

			Noyes totally blew my mind from the first sentence. I went in timidly, and I came away awaiting her next release with bated breath. I really love how Noyes is able to get below the surface of the DADT legislation. She really captures the longing, the heartbreak, and especially the isolation that LGBTQ soldiers had to endure because the alternative was being deemed unfit to serve by their own government. I applaud Noyes for getting to the heart of the matter and giving a very important representation of what living and serving under this legislation truly meant for LGBTQ men and women of service.

			-The Lesbian Review

			E. J. Noyes was able to deliver on so many levels… This book is going to take you on a roller-coaster ride of ups and downs that you won’t expect but it’s so unbelievably worth it.

			-Les Rêveur

			Noyes clearly undertook a mammoth amount of research. I was totally engrossed. I’m not usually a reader of romance novels, but this one gripped me. The personal growth of the main character, the rich development of her fabulous best friend, Mitch, and the well-handled tension between Sabine and her love interest were all fantastic. This one definitely deserves five stars.

			-CELEStial books Reviews
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About the Author

			E. J. Noyes is an Australian transplanted to New Zealand, which may be the awesomest thing to happen to her. She lives in the South Island with her wife and the world’s best and neediest cat, and is enjoying the change of temperature from her hot, humid homeland.
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Author’s Note

			This one is fiction too.

			





Prologue

			So, how did we get here?

			You’re probably curious about what happened before this, right? Though, if you’re not curious or you’re up to speed already, then you can skip forward past this quick explanation.

			I’m Lexie Martin, a government intelligence analyst, it’s nice to meet you. About three weeks ago, I was enjoying a regular day at work when I received some seemingly routine information about a chemical weapon attack in Afghanistan. It didn’t take me long to realize that something seemed weird, and this attack looked suspiciously like one of our own, an American, illegally testing a chemical weapon. With Russia’s help.

			Yeah. Bad.

			My suspicion of something being wrong was confirmed when a stranger let himself into my apartment for a “chat” that night. I was supposed to forget about the horrible intel, and go with him to debrief and delete all relevant files. No thanks—my parents taught me about Stranger Danger. After escaping the guy, I did what anyone would do.

			I ran.

			Once I’d hunkered down in a safe location for the night, I got a call from one of my bosses, the one who runs Halcyon Division. Oh yeah, sorry, I forgot to mention I also work for Halcyon Division. Think of Halcyon like…a hidden anti-virus for the government, keeping corrupt and tainted-by-foreign-influence people out of Congress. So, that intelligence I was ordered to forget? Turns out it was super important. My Halcyon boss, Lennon, ordered me to keep it safe, and see if I could unravel it. If I did, Halcyon could remove someone—I had no idea who—from the highest office. Someone who was actively working against the good of the country.

			Because I am a doubly diligent government employee, I agreed. When I say “agreed,” I mean I didn’t actually have a choice. When you might hold the key to keeping your country safe, you can’t really say no without looking like an asshole. And in case you’ve never tried it, let me tell you—running and hiding from the government is hard. Especially when they know you know a secret that they didn’t want anyone to know.

			I needed a human security blanket, someone with me to discourage governmental snatch-and-grabbing. Witnesses are awesome. So is someone to keep you company.

			There was really only one option: Sophia Flores. Swoon. Yeah, I said swoon.

			We’d only been on a few dates, but there had been a whole lot of flirty texts and interesting FaceTime conversations—can you say “chemistry and instant connection”? I can, and I’ll add “off the charts.” Thankfully, Sophia agreed to come road-tripping with me. Thankfully not just for the whole intelligence thing, but because I really liked her. Of course, I told her it was just a boring old road trip, definitely didn’t mention I was fleeing from the government because I’d found out something that might be bad.

			Long story short, it was an adventure. Sophia and I totally caught feelings for each other, which helped when I had to come clean(ish) about what I was really doing. And yes, I felt terrible about the lies and manipulation but some things, like the security and safety of the country, are a little more important than my love life. Fortunately, Sophia forgave me for not telling her the truth in the beginning (not that I told her the whole truth in the end but, you get the idea), and then kept me sane and grounded while I figured out the secret behind the intelligence—yay, me.

			I sent what I knew to Halcyon, got a pat on the back for uncovering the secret, or the start of it, and after ensuring Sophia’s safety I turned myself in because honestly—running forever, no thanks. Halcyon intervened to keep me from being incarcerated and branded a traitor and uh, well, it was kind of like an action movie. A painful one. But I survived, I’m free, and apparently I still have a job (or two).

			So, here we are…

			





Chapter One

			My oasis

			In the fifteen days since it had last happened, I’d forgotten what it was like to wake up next to Sophia Flores. Or, more accurately, not so much next to as kind of underneath and kind of on top and kind of all entwined together. I squirmed my feet, trying to get some blood flowing back into them, but ended up trapped when Sophia shifted in response to my shifting. The position she now caged me in was comforting and familiar, though admittedly painful given my recent escape from custody. Or more accurately—having someone stage my escape from custody for me while I was just a helpless participant.

			My job as an intelligence analyst is usually straightforward, and often mundane, but since I’d been given intel implicating the vice president in an illegal chemical weapon test in partnership with Russia, my life had been turned on its head. Hopefully my life was on its way to being set the right way up again.

			Carefully, I brushed Sophia’s dark, wavy hair from where it’d fallen over my face, but not before I’d inhaled deeply to remind myself of the scent of her shampoo. While waiting to see if I’d be thrown in jail as a traitor, I’d thought about the smell of her hair…the fullness of her lips…her laughing light-brown eyes…her low, husky voice…the way her breath hitched as my fingers mapped her skin…the way her body begged my body.

			Her heavy curtains cocooned us from the world outside, and without a bedside clock, I had no idea of the time. Morning, based on the fact I was awake. I drew in a deep, slow breath and then exhaled, taking stock of my body. Broken fingers ached sharply, not-broken but still damaged and bruised ribs hurt, not-broken ankle ached and throbbed, right leg and hip felt like they’d been wrenched out of place and put back carelessly. And my head still throbbed like I’d gone twenty rounds with a professional boxer, the cut on my hairline pulling uncomfortably tight as it healed.

			But… I was alive, free, and wonderfully tangled in bed with the woman who’d been with me through the stressful week that had preceded my short incarceration. The woman who I could easily and, scarily for me, never having been one for serious relationships, picture myself having a life with outside of all this. So, all in all, more pluses than minuses, which was a nice change after the last few weeks of mostly minuses.

			Sophia shifted, her legs moving restlessly against mine. I knew from the eight days we’d spent together on our road trip, that was less fun driving adventure and more me hiding from the government and trying to uncover a huge secret, that the squirming meant she was thinking about waking up. Up until now, she’d stirred while I was doing my morning workout on the floor of a hotel room, but being in bed with Sophia meant I could finish waking her up. I smiled, remembering the one time that I’d woken her up. With oral sex.

			I drew my foot up the inside of her calf and reached under the covers to slip my hand under her tee, lightly stroking the side of her breast. Sophia startled then jerked upright, freeing me and dislodging me all in one movement. She flailed, her limbs making contact with parts of my body that did not want that kind of contact. I grunted at the jolt of pain that burst through my torso, tried to move and failed, then tried not to hiss out an expletive and also failed. I lay supine, sucking in wheezy inhalations in a futile attempt to breathe through the searing pain and my spasming diaphragm.

			Sophia rubbed her face. “Shit. Sorry, Lexie. I’m sorry,” she mumbled against her palms. Her voice was rough with sleep and in any other circumstance, when I wasn’t trying desperately to just inhale and exhale, I’d have found it sexy. She leaned over to look down at me. “Are you all right?” Her hand came to rest lightly on my hip.

			“Mhmm.” My response would have been a more convincing assertion if it hadn’t come out as a strangled squeak. Technically I was all right, just momentarily rendered useless by the elbow she’d accidentally rammed into my bruised ribs.

			Sophia’s gentle hands raised my tee, her fingertips brushing my skin. She stroked lightly up and down my belly, murmuring for me to relax, until I started breathing more easily, instead of like a hyperventilating sprinter. She thumbed the underside of my breast in a gesture that was loving, almost possessive, instead of sexual. “I’m so sorry. I was dreaming and then woke up and forgot for a moment that you were back.”

			Back.

			I was back from that place where I’d been held and debriefed. But was I back in her life? And if I was, was it for good or just temporarily? I bulldozed those worries aside for now. The pain had eased enough that I could talk again, albeit still breathlessly. “It’s okay. I’m okay.” I dropped my hand on top of hers.

			“Where does it hurt?”

			Smiling tightly, I said, “Everywhere.” When I realized how distraught she looked, I added, “But it’s way better than it was a few days ago. So in a few more days I’ll be good as new.”

			Sophia’s hands came up to gesture awkwardly, like she just didn’t know what to do or say. Eventually she asked, “What do you need, hon? What can I do?”

			I bit my lip on a smile; I’d missed her hon. I took her hands and brought them back down, holding them against my chest. “I don’t need anything except what I’ve got. You. And you can stay right here and help me go back to sleep.” Wishful thinking. Now I was awake and uncomfortable, any chance of sneaking in a little more sleep was slim. But lying in bed with Sophia was a very close second to sleeping.

			“Okay,” she agreed quietly as she carefully eased herself back down beside me. A tentative hand moved lightly along the side of my ribs then down until it came to rest on my hip.

			I could feel the tension, the discomfort, the desire to ask me the why and what and how. When I’d turned up at her pickleball gym last night, she didn’t ask me anything, except for “Are you all right?” But she would have to be bursting with curiosity. After we’d spent those eight days closely quartered, taking a crash course in Getting To Know You, I’d left her in a hotel room just outside of Jacksonville. I’d told her she’d likely never see me in person again, because I’d fully anticipated being imprisoned for what I’d done, even though I’d been ordered to do it by Lennon, the boss of Halcyon Division, the secret government branch I worked for.

			Yet here I was.

			Last night, as she’d watched me change for bed, Sophia hadn’t asked about the mess of healing bruises, cuts, and abrasions painted over my body. And I didn’t know how to explain. How do you explain something as complex as my life, what had happened during those ten days where I’d been held in a secure facility, wondering what would happen to me, falsely accused of stealing top-secret intelligence? And even if we did talk about it, so much of what had happened was classified. And then there was the whole issue of Halcyon…

			I could just imagine the conversation. Oh, hey, Sophia, so like, um, I’m totally a legit intelligence analyst and yeah, I gave you a bare-bones explanation of the deal with that intelligence I was working with during our weird road trip, but I also work for this secret bipartisan government division that helps keep all the corrupt and foreign-tainted bastards out of our government and that’s why we had that fun vacation-not-a-real-vacation while I was trying to figure out the secret I’d been told to keep safe so that secret division thing could use it, and oh yeah, something exciting is coming up, so watch the news and hint-hint, the VP is a traitor and he’s toast.

			Yeah, right. Let me count all the ways in which that’s not a good idea.

			“How was your Halloween?” I asked, just for something to break the silence. “Did you do anything? Dress up, big party?”

			She shook her head. “None of the above. Some friends tried to get me to go to a party but I didn’t feel like it. I bought myself a massive bag of candy and watched the newest Halloween movie. How was yours?” The moment she’d asked, Sophia’s mouth fell open. Apparently she’d twigged that I was most likely locked up on Halloween—I was—and she hastened to backtrack. “I mean…you know.”

			I kissed her palm, the base of her thumb. “It was good. I think,” I added with a grin I hoped would ease her discomfort. “Not really sure what day was what but all the days were fine, so I feel confident saying my Halloween was okay.” She still looked uneasy, so I continued, “Next year we should dress up in some cheesy matching outfits, like salt and pepper or Bonnie and Clyde and party until the small hours. Or, we could stay home and eat candy and watch scary movies and ignore all the kids in the building. Whatever you want.”

			“Deal,” she agreed instantly. There was a long silence before she asked, “You really didn’t know what day it was while you were gone?” I could hear the forced monotone in the question, as she worked to keep her emotions out of it. Clearly, my attempt to ease her discomfort had failed.

			“I didn’t, no. No phone or calendar supplied. Aside from the uncertainty and missing you like crazy, it was actually kind of nice to have zero responsibilities and a break from all the work stress.”

			Her teeth grazed her lower lip. “Will you tell me about it? Your time…locked up?” She’d also wanted to know the details of the 2017 event overseas where I’d been involved in a hostage situation that’d left my asset and three terrorists dead, and me with vengeance stab wounds after I’d killed a man in an attempt to escape. Those scars were a constant reminder of the job I used to do, of what I’d done. But Sophia’s curiosity hadn’t been voyeuristic. It was caring, as if she wanted to take on some of the trauma herself, carry some of its emotional weight. I sensed the same in her now.

			“If it’ll help you, yes, of course.”

			“I think it will.” Sophia drew in a slow, slightly shuddery breath. “The whole time you were away, I imagined so many things, had started to deal with never seeing you ever again, but then you came back and you looked”—her whole face scrunched up like she’d smelled something bad and wanted to cry about it—“like that, and now I don’t know what to think.”

			“I’m sorry,” I said, hoping it was enough of a blanket apology for now. She deserved to know how I’d come to look like I’d been in a car accident—because I technically had—but what exactly could I tell her? How do you explain the unexplainable? I’d fought with that question during our road trip, and never came up with a satisfactory answer. I couldn’t tell her about Halcyon. I couldn’t tell her what I’d found out about our vice president and that he’d soon be removed from his position. I couldn’t tell her the only reason I wasn’t in jail for the rest of my days was because apparently Halcyon Division had almost limitless power over the White House and had assured them my release was in the country’s best interests. So what could I tell her?

			As much of the truth as I was able to. She deserved that.

			I rolled onto my side, angling my sore right leg into a more comfortable position before fluffing her excess of pillows to lean against. Sophia moved with me, her hand falling from my body. I moved it back to rest on my hip. “Um, after they picked me up, we drove for a day or so. I still don’t know where we ended up. It was fine, not much bathroom privacy but they were nice to me. And very quiet which gave me a lot of time to think.” And think I did. “Uh—” I faltered and couldn’t recover.

			“It’s okay if you’re not ready,” Sophia murmured.

			“No, it’s not that. It’s just, I’m…” I paused. “Not sure how to word it.” When talking about my job, ordinary things like mentioning an incident were never simple or straightforward. Thankfully Sophia understood the limitations my job put on sharing because she’d been with me while I worked through the intelligence that’d started this whole thing, and she knew I’d been dodging questions and telling some half-truths. Quarter-truths if you counted the fact she didn’t know I technically had two jobs. But we’d come to an agreement—I’d share everything I could about the work stuff, and be an open book about my personal stuff.

			“Ahh. Gotcha.” She smiled tightly. “I figured, because you have The Look.”

			Frowning, I asked, “What’s The Look?”

			“You get an expression sometimes when you’re trying to explain something. I’ve always assumed it’s because you’re doing mental gymnastics, trying to figure out how and what you can tell me.”

			My eyebrows shot up. “What’s The Look look like?”

			“First it’s almost a little guilty, borderline panicky. Then you look like a kid who didn’t do their homework but has been asked to give a last-minute talk to the class. Then your expression gets kind of faraway like you’re hoping the right way to answer will suddenly come to you if you look at nothing for long enough.”

			“Wow.” Laughing, I shook my head (and made a mental note to watch my expressions around strangers). “I had no idea. I…you’re right, I am doing mental gymnastics, making sure I don’t share something I shouldn’t, while trying to be honest.”

			She squeezed my hip gently. “I know you can’t share everything. But if you can share…”

			What I could share wouldn’t fill a thimble, but I had to give her what little trickle of information I could. “Okay. Um. I was debriefed a few times. It was…not fun. They didn’t hurt me physically,” I quickly added when I saw her horrified expression. “Only my ego, and we know how easy it is to bruise that.”

			Laughing quietly, Sophia pinched my hip. “Liar. Your ego is bulletproof.”

			“Not quite. More like…bullet resistant.” I grinned cheesily. “I told them the truth. They didn’t like it because they thought I was lying. Then I spent some days in my room by myself. Then more talking and alone time and that was that.” This was where things got perhaps the trickiest, where I had to be careful not to let slip that I’d been rescued and maybe not entirely legally. “I don’t know what happened exactly, but my lawyer was apparently very good at his job. They released me and on my way home, we got into a car crash, some guy T-boned our car. I spent a few days recovering, and then came to find you. And here we are.”

			“Mmm, yes. Here we are,” she said. The little eyebrow scrunch told me she knew I’d omitted some parts and maybe been half-truthful about others.

			I smiled sheepishly, genuinely remorseful that I couldn’t share the things that might put her at ease. “Obviously, that’s the bare-bones, nuts-and-bolts version.”

			The not bare-bones version included details where my agency boss, Derek—whose loyalty I’d been questioning through the whole process—rammed the transport vehicle in an attempt to stop it, but actually made it crash while I was chained in the back and getting flung around like a sack of flour. He set me free and sent me to a safe house with instructions to rest and heal, visit Sophia, and come back to work in two weeks. Oh, and then there was the bombshell that he was part of Halcyon Division too, and had been the whole time I’d known him. Talk about right under my nose.

			Oh! Then there was something else Derek and Halcyon kept alluding to, where apparently I had “value,” hence my rescue instead of waiting for the wheels of justice to slowly turn. I mean, yeah, I’m a great at my jobs, but… Valuable? I made a mental note to ask Halcyon if I was valuable enough for a pay raise.

			Though Derek had assured me that everything would be okay when I went back to work, my short detention hung over my head as an ominous reminder that I’d been a Very Bad Girl. Not quite in the “stealing government secrets and leaking them all over the Internet” way. But definitely in the “I received intel, was threatened by a thug while I was naked in bed, got spooked and ran away, then accessed the intel not one hundred percent securely and discovered the vice president’s illegitimate son had been in charge of an illegal chemical weapon test that’d killed three hundred and sixty-two innocent civilians” way. And also the “I discovered the VP was deep in Russia’s pockets, and the president and a bunch of other people were pissed I’d found out their secret” way. They weren’t pissed about the illegal weapon test or the murder of innocent people, only that someone had found out about it.

			And now Halcyon Division was going to use the information to force the corrupt vice president to resign. Goodbye, Vice President Randolf Berenson, you treasonous sack of shit.

			I hoped my explanation would satisfy Sophia. When I thought about it like that, laid alongside actual traitor deeds—in which I had not engaged—what I’d done didn’t seem so bad at all. As an intelligence analyst, my job was to sift through intelligence, find relevant details, and put it into a format for policymakers to use. In this instance, I’d done my job and I’d done it well. Granted, I hadn’t done it in a totally secure work setting or through entirely official channels, but when you took in the big picture, I’d done my best given the circumstances. Justifying one’s actions was easy if you didn’t dig too deeply into their nuance. My government had taught me that very recently.

			I’d also received assurances from Lennon that Halcyon would do what they could to make things easy for me—without revealing themselves, of course. Halcyon Division operated deep in the shadows. So deep that, aside from those employed by Halcyon, only a select handful of high-ranking government officials even knew it existed. Super-secret government agencies designed to keep foreign operators and corrupt officials from ruining our great nation are super-secret.

			Sophia thumbed the edge of my mouth, bringing my attention away from my thoughts and back to her and us in this bedroom, back to the place I wanted to be physically and mentally. “Did you see a doctor about”—she gestured vaguely up and down my body—“all of that?” She’d accepted my car crash explanation with nothing more than sweet concern, mercifully not asking how the hell I’d had the misfortune to be in a car crash right after being released from custody.

			“Yep, I went to the ER. It’s not that serious, it’ll all heal up on its own just fine with a little time.” I took advantage of her frowny disapproving face to ask, as casually as I could, “Did anyone strange come see you while I was gone?”

			Sophia’s eyebrows shot up. “No, nobody at all. Why?”

			“Just wondering.” Bastards. The lead debrief guy, if you could call an interrogation-esque conversation a debrief, had taunted me that he would break our deal, the one I’d insisted upon before I’d handed myself in—that Sophia and her family were to be left alone. He’d said that they’d been to see Sophia, and implied she’d spilled intimate details about our time together. I knew she’d seen none of the intelligence I was working on, or the reports I’d written, nor heard any of my phone conversations, and the thought they’d coerced her into sharing or made her uncomfortable had made my blood boil. Now my blood was boiling all over again, but for a different reason.

			I set the boiling blood aside, forcing myself to think of something more pleasant. The woman beside me. “I thought about you a lot while I was…away.”

			Her eyes softened, her expression turning to a mix of relief and bashfulness. “I thought about you too.”

			“I’m glad.” I kissed the tip of her forefinger. “But I mean, I really thought about you. As in dark of night all alone wondering my fate sort of thoughts. You really were a light in the dark, Sophia.” Turning her hands over, I studied their shape, the taper of her fingers, her short nails, the rainbow Care Bear tattoo on her wrist. “They teach you that when you’re in a situation you shouldn’t be in, to focus on something, something that’s not about where you are right then. Something nice, something good, something you want. It’s an anchor point, an oasis you can send your mind to when someone is trying everything they can to make you do what they want or tell them the things they want to know. And you were my oasis.”

			“Spy training?” she quietly asked, a small smile lifting her lips.

			I reminded her, yet again, in a teasing voice, “I’m not a spy. But we do receive some training for…” The words rattled around in my brain, separating and reforming into something that I could say to her. “Those questioning situations.” Bravo. Very informative. I love my job (most of the time) but fuck, I hate the constant sidestepping and micro-deceptions and also the flat-out lies.

			“I’m glad thinking about me helped. I thought about you too,” Sophia said tightly. “So much. I was devastated that I was never going to see you again.”

			“I’m here now,” I said, rolling carefully on top of her, both for my ouchies but also to gauge her mood. When her hands slid to my ass, I murmured, “And there’s nowhere else I want to be.”

			As I slid my thigh between hers, Sophia went still. Not quite the reaction I’d been hoping for. But it made sense when she quietly said, “I don’t want to hurt you. And you’ve got two broken fingers.”

			I held up my partially splinted right hand. “I do, but it’s two unimportant fingers, pinky and ring. And I’m sure you can be gentle.”

			“Oh, I can be very gentle,” she promised. “Except in the places you want me to be rough.”

			“And what places are those?” I asked hoarsely.

			She showed me, until a knock on her bedroom door interrupted something I really didn’t want interrupted. Sophia popped up from between my thighs. “Yeah?” she called.

			An unfamiliar voice called back, “Sophia? You up? Are you still getting bagels this morning?”

			“Shiiittt,” she whispered. “Camila doesn’t know you’re here.” She turned her head toward the door, raising her voice to say, “Just a sec.” Sophia’s older sister had been staying with her since she’d come home from Florida without me. Just some company, she’d explained last night. She didn’t need to explain why; she’d been devastated when I’d left and didn’t want to be alone. Sophia shifted from between my legs—sigh—patting the inside of my thigh as if reassuring me she’d return. “Are you hungry?”

			I told my libido to put itself on ice for now and tried not to sulk. “Yeah, a little.”

			“Would you be okay here for a half hour while I go grab breakfast? Camila promised a Saturday morning bagel feast, with the caveat that I procure the bagels.”

			“Sure.” I sat up. “I’ll come too.”

			“Lexie,” she said, slowly, patiently, the teacher explaining to the dumb kid. “Your walk is a limp. I think you need to relax and heal.”

			I thought about protesting but realized her jaw had set into stubbornness. “Okey dokey, you’re the boss.” I only just managed to stop myself from reminding her to be careful and to keep her eyes open for anything or anybody that looked out of place. We didn’t really need to do that now.

			Smiling, she kissed me. “And don’t you forget it.” She dressed quickly and left me with instructions to help myself to anything I needed until she came back. I heard a conversation—hopefully Sophia telling her sister I was here so she wouldn’t freak out—before the front door closed.

			I lasted two minutes before I began feeling antsy about lying around doing nothing. I stretched carefully, then eased out of bed. Sophia’s apartment was on the top floor of a newish building near the university and when I glanced out the window, I spotted her jaywalking. Smiling, I found a space on her bedroom floor where I could have a short, gentle yoga practice.

			Feeling much better in mind and a little better in body, I wandered into the living room and spotted an older, taller, darker-eyed version of Sophia in the kitchen, staring at the coffee maker. I offered an awkward wave. “Hi.”

			“Hello.” Her appraisal of me was slow and measured, her statement even more so. “So, you’re her new girlfriend,” she said coolly.

			Well… Girlfriend was an unexpected description for what I was, but sure, I was happy with that. The word made me feel warm and fuzzy inside and if not for the iciness radiating from Sophia’s older sister, I’d probably have been grinning like an idiot. Instead, I smiled warmly in an attempt to offset the chill. “I am, yes. You must be Camila.” I walked over, hand outstretched. “I’m Lexie. Sorry we didn’t get to meet last night, but you were still at work when we went to bed. Nice to meet you.”

			She stared at my hand as if it were something toxic before she took it. Her overly firm grip was a power play as she confirmed her identity with a simple, “I am.” Apparently it was not nice to meet me.

			Camila wasn’t cold or aggressive, more guarded. And with good reason. I was sure Sophia had told her about me, about us. It’d been a minute since I felt guilty about pulling Sophia into a mess then leaving her, but there that emotion was again. A deep inhalation and exhalation helped move the guilt to where I could deal with it later. I went with the best thing I knew to get past someone’s defenses—keep them talking. Or in this case, get them talking. “Sophia told me you’re a chef.”

			“Yes. At Manger.”

			“Oh! I’ve been there, a few times actually. You guys have a really great menu.”

			A dark arched eyebrow slowly rose. “Really?”

			I nodded enthusiastically. “Mhmm. It’s one of the few places I’ve found around here with multiple really good vegetarian options, at a restaurant that isn’t purely veggie-focused that is.”

			“Thanks.” She paused and I could see her weighing her words before she softened fractionally. “I craft the vegetarian menu.”

			I would have asked her for some recipes or a tip on how to get my tartiflette as good as Manger’s, but got the feeling she’d tell me one of the main ingredients was cyanide or something. “How long have you worked there?”

			“Four years.” Camila peered over her shoulder as if she was worried Sophia might burst through the door with bagels in hand and catch us in the middle of a stare-off. “What’s with”—she indicated me with a swirling forefinger—“all that?”

			“Car accident,” I answered as I poured myself coffee.

			Camila slipped around to the other side of the kitchen island. “Looks painful.”

			“It was.” I turned to face her.

			She set her mug down. “Look, I’m just going to come out and say it. I don’t know what happened during your ‘vacation,’ but I do know that when Sophia came back, it was like someone had just killed our parents and made her watch.”

			“Oh.” My stomach dropped at the thought of Sophia’s anguish. A gulp of coffee gave me a moment’s pause to settle my own anguish and think of what to say to this stranger. No, while she was a stranger to me, she wasn’t to Sophia, and I needed to remember that. “I’m not sure what she told you—”

			“Not much,” Camila interrupted.

			“Right.” Clearly, and thankfully, Sophia had kept her cards close to her chest. And obviously I couldn’t tell Camila exactly what happened, but if I could smooth over her poor impression of me then I was damned well going to try. “We had a misunderstanding, one of those new relationship miscommunication mishaps. Then I had my accident, and after all that time had passed I wasn’t sure how to approach her. So it kind of snowballed into seeming much bigger than it was.”

			“I see. Looks like you figured out how to approach her.”

			“I did.” Smiling, I added, “Thankfully for both of us.”

			She moved around to stand by me, close enough to be uncomfortable without outright looming into my personal space. “I suppose this is where I tell you I’m keeping an eye on you. She’s my little sister,” Camila added, as if that explained everything. It did.

			“Fair enough. I’m used to people keeping eyes on me,” I said dryly. I’d had so many eyes on me in the last three weeks that I would have felt weird without someone watching.

			“Also, I’ll kick your ass if you hurt her.” Based on her expression and tone I had no doubt she could and would.

			“Honestly, I’ll save you the trouble and kick my own ass.” I set down my mug and raised placating hands. “Look, I don’t intend to hurt her. And Sophia’s a grown woman who’s capable of choosing who she wants to hang around with. I’m hoping that’s me. For a while yet.”

			“That she is, but she gets attached very easily. She’s also got a heart the size of Europe and has a habit of adopting strays.” The measured gaze made it clear Camila wasn’t talking about bringing in a cat off the street.

			“Um, thanks?”

			She smiled broadly and if I hadn’t seen the genuine amusement in her eyes, I would have thought it fake. Seemed there was a human under that cyborg bodyguard. “You’re welcome.”

			The sound of the apartment door unlocking moved Camila to the couch where she flopped like she’d been sitting there all morning just drinking coffee and chilling, rather than threatening me to behave. When Sophia slipped inside, her arms laden with bags, I rushed to her as quickly as my throbbing leg allowed. “Here, let me help.”

			Sophia let me take one of the bags—apparently “getting bagels” meant “do a mini grocery shop”—studying me and then her sister with an expectant, slightly suspicious expression. “I see you guys have met.” She unwound her scarf and hung it by the door.

			Camila nodded vigorously. “We sure have!” She turned her toothy smile on me, which gave me a glimpse of what she might be like once she got past her wariness. If she ever did. “Right, Lexie?”

			“Mhmm, we have indeed.” I slid the bag onto the countertop and took the second from Sophia so she could take off her coat. “Getting along great.”

			“Like old friends,” Camila agreed.

			I smirked. I’d had a few people who were supposed to be my friends threaten me before, so the description fit just fine.

			





Chapter Two

			I don’t want this bubble to burst

			Once we’d finished her gourmet bagel breakfast, Camila left with a cheerful (or maybe faux-cheerful in my case) goodbye to each of us, citing she was superfluous to requirements now that I was there. I definitely caught a little snideness. Yeah, I’d screwed up, I get it. But it would never happen again.

			We stayed at Sophia’s place, just reconnecting, for another day and night before she quietly said she’d like to see my apartment. I mustn’t have hidden my confusion because she’d been quick to say, “If that’s okay.”

			I was so relationship-deficient that it hadn’t even occurred to me that after everything we’d been through together that it was time to let her see my personal space. I almost stumbled in my haste to agree. “Sure, of course, no problem. We can go whenever you want.” Frowning, I added, “Might have to grab some food though.”

			I’d only spent a few hours at my apartment after emerging from the safe house, and it’d been pretty hazy. All I really remembered was noticing that someone had cleaned my bedroom carpet where the guy they’d first sent to grab me had put his broken-nose blood all over it, that the wall he’d smashed into to receive said broken nose was repaired, and that my bed was neatly made with clean linens.

			Because Sophia was a graphic designer and website builder extraordinaire who worked from home or wherever she wanted to, she packed her things in record time, and we were off on another adventure. To my house… Perhaps not quite an adventure.

			After unpacking the groceries we’d picked up on the way home, and noting I maybe should have checked what was already in the fridge and pantry to avoid double-ups, Sophia claimed the rarely used small desk in my living room. And I tried not to fret about what she thought of my apartment. It wasn’t artsy and eclectic like hers. It was…prosaic, like every place I’d lived in when I was growing up around the world with my constantly moving diplomat-father family.

			I was suddenly struck by the realization that I was forty-one years old and dammit, I could decorate my place however I wanted. I’d kind of just always kept the same basic aesthetic I’d had in all the borrowed domiciles I’d inhabited as a kid—clean and modern, a.k.a sterile and boring. The only splash of color in my living space was the art I’d bought from all around the world, hanging on my plain white walls. My furniture could have filled the pages of an IKEA catalog. But now, maybe, Sophia would cast her vivacious, artistic eye over everything and leave her mark on my space.

			My space. Would she find my mattress comfortable? Did I have enough towels for two people? Would we cook, or order in? Would she be okay with me disappearing each morning into my quiet room where I meditated and practiced yoga? Would we just…do what we’d done during our time in Florida, but now with added going out and not hiding from people trying to find me? What about when I went back to work in a week’s time, how would that fit in with the existence we’d carved out together? This was different to the time we’d spent together holed up in hotels. Now it was real life. And real life was a little scary.

			Along with a small bag of clothing and essentials, she brought her laptop and the portable second monitor she’d carted around on our road trip. As I watched her setting up to work, hanging clothes in the space I’d made for her in my closet, laying out her e-reader on the coffee table, I felt a twinge of sweet nostalgia, followed by a surge of certainty. I knew this woman—we’d already lived a small lifetime together in those eight days, and this could be our new life together, this existence of our regular, separate lives, and meeting in the middle for every other part. How wonderfully domestic. No sarcasm—it really was wonderful.

			Discoloring my joy was my impending return to the office, the anxiety dangling over my head like a cartoon boulder teetering on the edge of a cliff. I tried replacing the anxiety with imagining the normality of returning to work: my morning workout and shower in the gym, the stroll from the gym to the main building, scanning my ID to open the ballistic-resistant front doors, scanning through the turnstiles, moving through the security and body-scanning stations, being confirmed as clean, the slow elevator up to my floor, settling at my desk with a cup of tea, reading taskings while I ate breakfast. That would be the same as always. And yet everything would be completely different. Because now I knew exactly the kind of government I was working for.

			 

			 

			After almost a week of rotating between our apartments, Sophia and I had the girlfriends thing down pat and had reached “toothbrushes and clothing essentials at each other’s places” stage. She’d also given me back the things she’d kept for me when I’d had to leave her in Florida. I’d taken gleeful re-custody of the premium Oolong tea, infuser, and Sasquatch mug she’d bought for me, the drawing of me as a superhero—Super Lexie—holding up the whole world, as well as a little black dress I’d bought on a whim during an evade-my-would-be-captors outing. That dress needed a maiden voyage, and a romantic date was just the thing—I just had to plan one, as I’d promised Sophia in Tampa.

			A knock on my apartment door on the dot of three p.m., the day before I was due to return to work, made me feel like someone had plunged me into a hot bath. And despite knowing it was irrational, I couldn’t rein in my fear. People didn’t knock on my door, and the last uninvited visitor to my house had basically tried to kidnap me.

			When I peered through my peephole, I saw a bland midthirties guy wearing dark-gray dress pants and a sharply pressed white button-down, standing back from the door. In one hand he held a small box wrapped in black plastic and in the other, a portable identification device. Squinting, I noticed the pin on his collar—a small gold kingfisher that could easily be taken for a fraternity or political affiliation insignia, but which I recognized instantly. I had one myself. I could relax. He was allowed to be here.

			I opened the door. After glancing at the device, he looked up again and offered me a genuine, beaming, smile. “Good afternoon. Can you state your full name, please?”

			I leaned toward his device-holding hand and raised my voice. “Alexandra Elizabeth Martin.”

			He held the device up to my face for a few seconds, then presented it to me like a sommelier presenting a bottle of expensive wine. “Left ring and right index prints, please.”

			I pressed the requested fingertips against the screen, underneath two photographs of me—one a passport-style ID photograph and the other from ten seconds ago—and the graphic of my matched voice wavelength. Once he’d confirmed I was me and not someone wearing a me-mask, he handed over the parcel. “Enjoy the rest of your day.”

			“Thanks, you too.”

			I closed and double-bolted the door. Sophia glanced up from her phone, her eyes straying to the box. She wrinkled her nose. “Dammit, I thought you’d ordered food.”

			I raised my eyebrows. “At three o’clock? And I thought I was cooking tonight?”

			She shrugged, a smile building at the edges of her mouth. “You are, but I’m hungry and hopeful.”

			I leaned over the back of the couch and kissed her, careful to keep my parcel behind my back—not that there was anything that might identify it, but paranoia was a lifelong habit. “Once I’ve opened this, I’ll make you a snack. And then I’ll cook something amazing for dinner. I was thinking Indian, how does aloo gobi sound?”

			“It sounds amazing.” She twisted around to face me fully, put her hand on the back of my neck, and pulled me closer. “But I can make my own snack.”

			“I know you can, but if I make it, that means you don’t have to get up.” We’d been chilling on the couch for most of the day. The most vigorous thing we’d done was a standing quickie in the kitchen after loading the dishwasher.

			“I like your thinking.” After another lingering, toe-tingling kiss, she released me. She said nothing more about my visitor, apparently satisfied that if I was okay then she was also okay.

			Safely inside my bedroom, and with Sophia safely outside my bedroom, I peeled the security tape with its stamped hologram H from the box, which otherwise displayed no markings. I knew who it was from, having received many parcels like this from Halcyon Division—mostly phones or credit cards and ID with not-my-name on them. The replacement Halcyon phone with its blue case was already set up with a SIM card and one number, which I knew by heart anyway, stored in the only app on the phone.

			I opened up the encrypted communications app and pressed the number.

			“Lennon,” was the almost-immediate response. His familiar voice was soothing, as was the sound of him puffing a cigar. The world had not stopped turning while I’d been gone. Comforting, considering what I’d done to keep the world turning.

			“Thanks for the new phone,” I said. “I thought you’d make contact earlier.” I hadn’t spoken to him since the day of my surrender, when he’d given me permission to stop running, and told me I’d done good work.

			“I thought you’d appreciate a short time to regroup and relax.”

			“Thoughtful, but neither of those things are going to happen. I assume everything is as it should be?” Like one of the worst VPs ever elected being kicked out of office, his illegitimate son arrested for his part in the weapon test, and illegal chemical weapon stockpiles destroyed.

			“Yes. Thank you for your hard work. It’s not gone unnoticed.”

			“Am I getting a promotion? A massive raise? A huge bonus?”

			He chuckled. “Not quite. You’re getting to stay free, which I’d say is a fair trade.”

			Not going to prison for the thing I did because I’d been asked to do it didn’t really seem like that much of a reward. “Fine,” I mumbled.

			“I thought you’d like to know that thanks in part to your excellent work, the Halcyon Protocol is complete. It’s anticipated Vice President Berenson will resign in the next few days.”

			“How exciting, and what a gift for my return-to-work week. What’s the reason given for his resignation?” They couldn’t say he was resigning because his illegitimate son worked with Russia to test a chemical weapon on innocent civilians and oh, just for fun, the vice president was also way too friendly with Russia. The citizens of this country needed to feel safe, and worrying about foreign influence lurking around every corner was not conducive to feeling safe.

			“Health problems.”

			“Poor man,” I said dryly.

			“Indeed. How is Ms. Flores?”

			“Better than ever,” I said instantly, trying to slough off the annoyance I felt at that question. Lennon thought Sophia was a bad idea, that—among other things—she’d split my focus from my work. He’d made his feelings about my relationship clear while also praising me for having the foresight to utilize her to keep myself safe. Utilize was the worst word and I hated that it sat alongside attraction, interest, desire, lust, and maybe even…love. Sophia was the thing that’d made it possible for me to figure out the pieces of the puzzle I’d been assigned, but Lennon was still firmly glass half-empty when it came to her. And I didn’t know why.

			“Then I’m pleased for you,” he said evenly.

			“Whaaaat? No ‘Be careful, Alexandra’?” He’d said it so many times in relation to Sophia during the great adventure that I’d almost thought he’d recorded himself and was just hitting playback.

			“I always want you to be careful. But now that Halcyon’s agenda is set in stone, I needn’t worry about Ms. Flores distracting you from your tasks.”

			I let it go. Arguing with a man I’d never actually met about my love life was pointless. “She’s not a distraction,” I said firmly, congratulating myself for landing on firm instead of the petulant that had been at the back of my mouth.

			Lennon ignored me. “I’ll be in touch. I’ll be calling upon you soon for something important.”

			“Oh! Is it my Lexie is the Savior of the World task dealio? That thing Derek said about me being valuable or some shit?”

			He mhmmed his agreement.

			“Exciting.”

			Having exhausted the necessary conversation, we hung up without goodbyes as we always did. Efficiency was probably in Halcyon Division’s operating manual or something. I locked the phone in my closet safe and went back to the living room to show Lennon’s Half-empty Glass some love.

			 

			 

			She showed me some love after dinner, and once we’d officially gone to bed for sleep instead of sex, I passed out in what felt like minutes. And then woke again at 2:32 a.m. because why not have insomnia when I needed to be rested to go back to work?

			Sophia shifted slightly, easing her weight off me, and I took the opportunity to slide from underneath her and slip from my bed. Before we’d first started sleeping in the same bed, we’d both admitted to sleeping like an octopus being exorcised and I’d thought there was no way two messy sleepers in one bed could ever work. But it did for us, and in those days without her I’d felt the absence of the weight of her limbs across my body as if a part of myself had been torn away.
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