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BACK BLURB

Cameron Wallace

My childhood was fraught with tragedy and pain, but my siblings and I stuck together and we made it through, despite the odds. However, I’ve been forced to keep a secret from them. One that might drive us apart. And now an outside force is threatening to expose me, and I must risk everything in order to save my family.

But when Teresa ‘Tess’ St. Marks barrels into my life, I find myself falling for a woman who could threaten everything.

––––––––
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Teresa St. Marks

My whole life I’ve lived in the shadow of my father. A no-nonsense admiral with the United States Navy, I was given the nickname “High Marks” in middle school, and it has followed me through university, and beyond. I have been underestimated, marginalized, and overlooked ever since I was born, and now I find myself face-to-face with a man who could ruin me. Because he sees me.

Cameron Wallace is everything you don’t want in a partner. Okay, he’s everything I don’t want in a partner. Smart as a whip, but you’d never know it, hot as hell, and as loyal as a golden retriever, unless you threaten someone he loves.

This mission was get in, neutralize the target, get out. But someone is gunning for Cameron, and not everything is as it seems. Do I trust him, or do I trust my gut?

For Robin

Thanks for keeping me sane!
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Cameron

“THAT’S TEN TO nine. My service.” I grinned, standing at the ping-pong table across from my opponent.

“No way. The ball was out of bounds.”

“What the fuck are you talking about, Grizz?”

He waved his paddle wide. “I’m talking about the serve you just returned was out of bounds making the score ten to ten.”

“Let me ask you something.” I cocked my head. “How is it that you’re legally allowed to ride a motorcycle when you’re clearly at least half-blind?”

“I’m blind?” Grizz countered. “Stevie fuckin’ Wonder would have called that shot ‘out.’”

My oldest brother, Connor, better known as ‘Hatch,’ was the Sergeant at Arms for the Dogs of Fire Motorcycle club. Tonight was ‘family night,’ a time-honored tradition held every month or so for club members and their families to hang out, pig out, and drink up. Although none of our other siblings were club members, the Dogs had always treated us like one of them. We were always welcome to ride, party, or hustle them at ping pong any time, and I was always thankful when my schedule allowed me time to do so.

With the club growing, the ping pong and foosball tables had been moved outside during the warmer months, in order to make more space inside the clubhouse but I had a feeling this was going to be a very temporary fix and they would eventually need to expand the building or move to something larger.

Grizz had been around since almost the beginning, and he was always the first to challenge me to a game whenever I was around. He legitimately thought he could win at least once, and he never did. It was kinda sad.

I shook my head. “I never thought I’d see the day when you were so afraid of losing to me that you’d resort to cheating. I thought you respected the game and yourself more than that.”

“I don’t sweat you,” Grizz said, squaring up to the table. “Go ahead. Take your stolen point and serve the ball. I’ll beat your ass anyway.”

I adjusted my grip on the paddle, took a breath, and served the ball. Grizz returned the shot, the ball hitting the edge of the table, causing my return to come up higher than I’d have liked. The ball was now at the perfect angle for Grizz to deliver a hard spike, earning him the point and tying up the score.

“This is it, Bob the Builder,” Grizz said. “This one’s for all the marbles. Don’t let the pressure get to you.”

“The only thing weaker than your shit talk is your backspin,” I replied.

“Enough fucking chit chat,” Grizz bellowed. “It’s time for you to go down.”

My eyes narrowed on my opponent, as I rasped, “Service.”

The volley which followed my serve was nothing short of epic. Two athletes, at the peak of their ‘careers,’ battling to the death like the gladiators of ancient Rome. Each of us upping the intensity with every returned ball, until I delivered the final death blow, leaving only one man standing in the arena.

“You piece of shit, brick layer,” Grizz shouted as I raised my hands in victory, thrusting them higher into the air as the roar of the crowd filled my ears.

Tonight’s ‘crowd’ consisted of three bikers, one of whom was passed out on a lawn chair, and a black Labrador retriever named Duff, and the only thing any of them shouted was, “I got next game.”

The families who weren’t staying had gone home, and the ones who were, had already headed to their respective rooms for the night.

“I think I’ve kicked all the ass I needed to make my point,” I replied.

“Next time, brother, I’m gonna kick your ass.”

“That’s what you said last time,” I retorted with a grin, handing my paddle to Grizz before heading inside to grab a fresh beer.

Once inside the clubhouse, I found my other brothers Cullen and Cade, standing together, talking.

“Don’t you guys see enough of each other at work?” I asked, breaking into their conversation.

“You’d have to show up to know, wouldn’t you?” Cullen asked.

“Damn, that’s a little harsh, isn’t it?” I replied.

My brothers and I were partners and co-owners of Wallace Brothers Construction, a commercial and residential building company. Business was booming, but my brothers were stressed out because we barely had the staff to cover all our scheduled jobs. Finding long-term qualified workers had proved to be our greatest challenge as business owners, and lately my brothers had even been questioning my commitment to the business. Not that I could blame them. My attendance record for meetings and site visits had been increasingly spotty in the past months, and they picked up on the fact I was clearly distracted and checked out when I was around. 

“Sorry, Cam, but come on. How many times did you make it into the office last week? Twice? For a total of four hours,” Cullen replied.

I nodded. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’ve had a lot on my plate during the past few weeks. I’ll do better, I promise.”

“A lot on your plate? You’re a twenty-nine-year-old single guy. What the hell could possibly be on your plate besides work?” Cade asked.

My family saw me as the bright and loveable fuck-a-bout kid brother. Even my younger sister, the real baby of the family, had her shit together more than I did. Meanwhile I was out, night after night, chasing women, blowing my money on bottle service and fancy dinners. As much as I knew they loved me, I also knew they were all disappointed in me at some level. The worst part was I could do very little to change their opinions of me. I was the one writing the narrative of my life, and I’d be an asshole if I got upset with them for reading it correctly.

“Okay, maybe lay off our brother for five fucking minutes, huh?” Cricket snapped, taking my arm and pulling me aside.

Our sister was fierce, bossy, beautiful, and someone you did not fuck with. The only one who got the blonde hair and blue-eyed gene, she favored our mother and we would kill anyone who hurt her. 

I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and gave her a squeeze. “Hey, sissy. When did you get here?”

“Just now. Bar was hopping. Really good tips.”

Christina was a bartender at Blush, a nightclub my brother’s club owned and she made a mint, but I wasn’t a fan of her employment choice. Mostly because she was a magnet for guys who were douchebags and since she’d lost the love her life (her words) a few years ago and blamed Hatch for that, she tended to occasionally push the boundaries with men.

I frowned. “Are you bein’ careful?”

She grinned. “No way in hell.”

“Cricket,” I admonished.

“Nope, we’re not doing that. Grown woman right here.”

I sighed. “It’s just that ever since Jase—”

“Do not say his name,” she hissed.

“Cricket, you have to deal with him leaving, sweetheart.”

“I don’t have to do shit. Hatch ran him out on a rail and Cade did nothing to stop it, so they can both burn in hell as far as I’m concerned.”

I ground my teeth, my jaw locking as she said those words. She didn’t mean them, but I knew she was hurt, I just didn’t realize she was still this angry.

“He left, Cricket. And he hasn’t reached out since. You don’t think your ex has any culpability in this? Hatch was trying to protect you.”

“Hatch can eat a bag of dicks.”

I couldn’t stop a snort. “Okay, maybe a bit harsh.”

She stared past me with a glare that could turn a man to stone. “No. He knows what he did. I’m ruined for any other man. Broken beyond repair and I will never forgive him for it. Cade is second on that list. You and Cullen are spared, but only just.”

“Well, thank god for small favors,” I deadpanned.

“Why do you look like you’re going to kill Cam?” Hatch asked, walking up to us, our brothers were close behind him.

“Oh, it’s not him I want to kill,” Cricket said.

Hatch sighed. “What did I do this time?”

“Jase,” I provided.

“Jesus Christ, Cricket, you wanna drop it?” Hatch snapped. “He wasn’t the guy for you.”

“How the hell would you know?” she snapped back. “You ruined my life. He was everything to me and you broke me. I am forever devastated. I will die a lonely, used up, old lady spinster because of you.”

“Sissy, don’t be dramatic,” Cade said.

“How about you eat chode?” she shot back.

“What the hell did I do?” Cade asked.

“You had the power to stop Thing One from sending Jase away, dickhead, and you did nothing. Nothing! You let him ruin my life.”

“Like I have the power to control Connor,” Cade murmured.

Cricket threw her hands in the air in frustration. “You’re the only one who does, idiot.”

“Maybe we stop with the name calling,” Hatch suggested.

“Maybe go take a flying fuck at a rolling donut.”

My brothers all burst out laughing. 

“What does that even mean?” Hatch asked.

Cricket huffed. “I refuse to believe you were the fastest sperm.”

“Jesus, who pissed in your coffee this morning?”

It was then I realized what day it was and shook my head before pulling Cricket in for a hug. “I’m sorry, sissy.”

“Why are you apologizing?” Cade asked.

“Because today is the anniversary of Jase leaving.”

Cricket burst into tears as she wrapped her arms around my waist.

Cade sighed. “Of course, Rain Man would remember the day our sister’s loser of an ex—” 

“Fuck you, Cade,” Cricket hissed.

Before I could comfort my sister any further, my phone Grizzed. “Sorry, guys. I gotta take this,” I said, answering. “Hey, Leslie. How are you doing? Um, yeah. I think I can manage that. How about you give me twenty-five minutes and I’ll be there? That sound okay to you? Alright, perfect. I’ll see you then, beautiful.” I hung up and returned my attention to my brothers, who were all staring at me.

“Are you fucking serious right now?” Cullen asked.

I shrugged. “What?”

“We were just talking about you showing your face around more often and now you’re gonna ditch family night to go meet some hot piece of ass.”

“First of all, I like that you assumed, correctly, might I add, that Leslie is hot. Secondly, it’s just family night and I’ve been here for over an hour already. It’s not like I’m missing a business meeting.”

“No, that will happen tomorrow when you’re too hungover from your night out with hot Leslie to show up on time,” Cade said.

“I already said I was sorry and that I’d do better, so fuck both of you. I’m outta here.”

“Cam, I’m sorry, I’m just stressed out,” Cade said, but I didn’t want to hear it. As much as they may have been right, disappointing my family was hell on me and I feared things in that department were only going to get worse.

* * *
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Tess

I walked into my family home, hanging up my coat and purse as I called out, “Sorry I’m late!”

My sister, Sinclair, came sliding into the foyer with a grin. 

Literally. 

She slid in on her socked feet much like Joel Goodsen did in Risky Business, although, she was wearing pants instead of tightie whities, thank god. “Dad’s freaking out.”

I rolled my eyes. “Dad doesn’t freak out.”

“He’s checked his watch forty-two times in the last fifteen minutes.”

I snorted. “Okay, that sounds more accurate.”

Sunday dinner was sacrosanct in our home, and I was four minutes late. And by late, I mean, wasn’t there by four p.m. to help my mother with the table setting. Or whatever. We didn’t actually eat until five, but even though we’d all flown the coop, so to speak, we were all expected to be home at four on Sundays no matter what we were doing, period. Every Sunday, every week without fail, so today’s conversation was going to be a tough one.

Because I was moving out of the country. It was temporary, but they would see it as forever, and they were going to lose their minds.

You see, my father was an uber Catholic, Ronald Reagan worshiping, high-ranking admiral in the U.S. Navy, and he didn’t like it when I went up the street alone. He and my mother had been married for more than forty-five years. He was twenty, she was eighteen when they tied the knot, and my brother came along ten months later. After that, my mother pretty much got pregnant every time my father was home for any period of time. We had been raised partially in our historic home in Bethesda, Maryland, and our other home in Camden, Maine that had been in my mother’s family since it was built in 1830.

There are six of us, all named after amazing historical figures. Well, my siblings are, anyway. My eldest brother, Grant (named in honor of Ulysses), Lincoln (named in honor of good ol’ Abe), Theodore (in honor of Roosevelt, of course), Sinclair (in honor of Upton Sinclair), Sherman (named in honor of William Tecumseh Sherman) and then me. I’m the baby, and I was a surprise. 

And I was named after... wait for it... Tess of the d’Urbervilles. Yep, no world leader or important American historical figures for me. Oh, no, I’m named after the protagonist in the book my mother read at least once every few years to get her cry on. I’d read it one time and one time only. What a massive bummer. Literary masterpiece, sure, but how much horror can one woman endure? Lordy. No thank you. I will stick to my D.W. Foxblood and Clay Morningwood happy-ending romances and will not apologize for them.

To say my parents set me up for my current career (at least in their eyes) is an understatement. I scout for Hollywood filming locations. I don’t actually do that, but it’s my cover story, and helps to explain why I travel so much.

“Mom wants you to make the rolls,” Sinclair said.

I frowned. “From scratch or did she buy the premade ones?”

“She bought the pre-mades.”

“Okay, good. I was about to open a can.”

“Oh, please.” Sinclair snorted. “Like you’d ever open a can of whoop-ass on either of our parents.”

“One can dream,” I breathed out, following her to the kitchen. 

“You are so weird, Tess.”

“So you keep telling me,” I said.

“Why is she weird?” Grant asked.

“Because she has such violent thoughts.”

I rolled my eyes as my brother laughed. “No, sissy, it’s weird that you don’t.”

“Right?” I retorted as I stepped to the sink and washed my hands. 

“Oh, good, you’re here,” Mom said as she breezed into the kitchen holding a small wicker basket. She wrapped me in a warm hug and kissed my cheek. “Happy Sunday, my darling.”

“Hi. I understand I’m on rolls.”

“You are.” She set the basket on the island and placed a dish towel inside. “You can put them in this.”

“Okey doke.” I finished with the rolls and slid them into one of her four ovens, then faced her. “Are you sure you don’t want me to make pie while I’m at it?”

She narrowed her eyes. “Where are you going and for how long?”

I sighed. “Europe. No more than five or six months.”

None of that was true, but my mother was on a need-to-know basis, and she most certainly did not need to know.

“What?” Mom screeched. “Six months?”

Dad came rushing into the room. “What happened?”

“Your daughter has just informed me she’s leaving us.”

“It’s not forever, Dad. Six months. Tops.”

“What kind of Hollywood scouting trip takes six months?” Dad asked.

“I’m working with a documentarian in Europe, so there will be a lot of on-location scouting,” I said.

“Is it really going to take you that long?” He narrowed his eyes. “Europe isn’t very big.”

“I’ll be in some pretty remote areas, so I won’t be able to call very often,” I said, ignoring my dad’s comment.

“Teresa,” Mom admonished. “They can’t really expect you to just up and galivant around Europe alone. You’re a beautiful young woman. It’s dangerous.”

“I’m fine, Mom. I’ll be with guides,” I lied.

“Really? The whole time?”

“Probably not. But enough to get the lay of the land. I’ll check in as much as I can. Stop worrying.”

“When do you leave?”

I grimaced. “I leave Tuesday.”

“Then, we better make this dinner count.”

“Mama, I’m not leaving forever.”

She patted my face. “Why does it always seem to feel that way every time you go away?”

I leaned into her touch. “Because you’re my mom and you’re a little dramatic?”

“Impertinent little shit.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” I sassed. “Thank you.”

My parents laughed and then I had to pull the rolls from the oven, so it was back to normal as we gathered the food and took it to the dinner table. The rest of the night passed without any issues other than my mother hugging for an extra seventeen minutes at the end before finally letting me leave her house.

I shook off the melancholic warning bell in the pit of my stomach as I drove down their long, winding driveway and away from my childhood home. 

Tuesday couldn’t come fast enough. I just hoped it didn’t all blow up in my face.

Again.
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Cameron

TWENTY-EIGHT MINUTES later, I entered Waddles Café on 21st Street and made my way to the booth in the very back where I was to meet Leslie. It was one of five local spots in the rotation and a personal favorite of mine, as they served a killer blackberry cobbler.

“You’re late,” Leslie said, taking a sip of coffee.

“By three minutes,” I replied, taking a seat.

“Three minutes can feel like an eternity when you’re the one who’s waiting. Especially out in the field,” he said, using his ‘handler voice.’

“You missed me that much since our last meeting?” I asked. “I had no idea your feelings for me were so strong.”

“The only strong feeling I have right now is to stick my size thirteen Ferragamo up your ass.”

“Shit, Leslie. How the hell can you afford Ferragamos on a government salary?”

“Because I was never stupid enough to get married or have kids. Which means I get to do whatever I want with my money, and I like to dress well.”

I chuckled. “You’re certainly the best dressed handler I’ve ever seen.”

“I’m the best dressed officer in the whole damn company,” he said.

“You’ve got my vote,” I retorted, just as our waitress came to the table.

“Top you up, sir?” she asked Leslie in a less than enthusiastic tone, before turning to me.

“Can I get you anything, sweetie?”

“The coffee smells great and I’d love the blackberry cobbler if you don’t mind.”

“I don’t mind at all,” she replied, giving me a wink. “Anything you need, just ask. Anything.”

Once she was gone, Leslie asked, “Does every woman you meet fall in love with you? What the hell is that?”

“Isn’t that one of the reasons you recruited me in the first place?”

“No. I recognized that you had charisma and a natural ease with women. Not that I was recruiting the American James Bond.”

“What can I say, Leslie? Some guys just have it, and the rest have to buy designer clothes.”

“I can put you inside a cell at Guantanamo with one phone call. You know that, right?”

Leslie was not my handler’s real name, but the alias he was currently using. He changed them up from time to time but always used a unisex name. Last time he was Stacy. Before that, Blair. It made subterfuge easier as my family always assumed I was meeting a woman, and honestly, I think he just got a kick out of it. Not that I wanted to paint my handler as a frivolous man. Leslie aka: Frank Graves, was an amazingly effective spy with a long and highly respected career. Working in the Talent Acquisition department was only one of many lives he’d lived within the company. His field work over the years sent over a dozen enemies of the United States to prison or to their graves. His diplomatic record was equally, if not more impressive, and I would not be at all surprised if one day he was appointed as Director of the Central Intelligence Agency.

Four years ago, I was recruited by the agency for a program called the Longbow Initiative. An ongoing undercover operation set up to infiltrate and monitor human trafficking groups at Mexican and Canadian border towns.

“What’s up with the call? Why am I here?” I asked.

“I need you to get on a plane to Moscow in six hours.”

“What? Moscow? No way. I just got into it with my brothers about how I’m never around and I have an eight o’ clock meeting tomorrow morning that I can’t miss.”

“No, you have an early morning flight on a diplomatic plane that you can’t miss. According to the employment agreement you made with the United States government, that is. You do remember your good old Uncle Sam, don’t you? He’s the one in the hat who puts all that money into your bank accounts every month.”

“You told me I could use whatever civilian cover story I wanted to,” I said. “Well, I’m playing the role of construction company co-owner, and I have to keep up appearances.”

“Seems to me keeping up appearances for you would mean flaking out on the meeting and showing up two days later with an excuse.”

“The only reason my family thinks I’m a flake is because I can’t tell them what I really do for a living outside of the building business.”

“You chose your cover,” Leslie said, with zero sympathy in his voice.

“I chose to be close to my family. Something you’d understand if you had one of your own,” I snapped.

“You’re absolutely right, which is why I don’t. Cameron, at some point you are going to be forced to isolate yourself even further from your family. You’re a damn good field officer, but if you want to further your career within the company, not to mention make an even larger impact through your service, you’re gonna need to go deeper.”

“Deeper? I’m pushing thirty years old, and all I do is work. Then, when I’m not on the job, I’m either working with my brothers or getting yelled at by them. Not to mention, they think it took me four years of junior college to get my business degree, and that I spend all my time chasing women and partying. Little do they know, I only drink when I’m around them, and most of that is theater. Hell, I think I’ve managed to kill three potted plants due to dumping my drinks when no one was looking. And it’s pretty fucking hard to be a playboy when you haven’t even been on a date in three years.”

Penny returned with my coffee, cobbler, and another wink before slinking away back to the kitchen.

“Do you remember what I told you when I recruited you?” Leslie asked.

I nodded. “You said that even though I wouldn’t be working for the company full-time at first, that this job would require all of me.”

“That’s right. That’s exactly what I said.”

“Okay, but all of me still means there’s a me in here, right?” I jabbed my fingers into my chest. “I mean, I still get to have some sort of life outside the company, don’t I?”

“Maybe,” Leslie replied with a shrug. “Some officers do, and some don’t. For me, there’s only the job. Maybe you’ll be able to have some sort of regular life. It’s not for me to say. What is for me to say is to be on this flight. Your contact will find you once you’re in Moscow, and I’ll see you when you get back home.”

“My brothers are gonna kill me.”

“Maybe, but you’re doing this for them in a roundabout way.”

“How’s that?”

“Those fires that burned down your company’s homes.”

I nodded.

“Zivon Petrakov orchestrated them.”

“Ilya Petrakov’s son?”

Leslie nodded. “Our Russian intelligence tells us that Zivon was running an insurance scam here in the Pacific Northwest. Setting fires at building sites and then rechanneling the insurance payouts to an offshore account. It’s been a pretty profitable enterprise for Zivon. He’s trying to prove himself to dear ol’ daddy, but so far all Zivon’s managed to do is bring more federal heat onto the Petrakov family. Ilya’s pissed and Zivon is hiding somewhere in Moscow, but we’re not sure of his exact location.”

Ilya Petrakov was the head of a powerful crime syndicate based out of St. Petersburg. A cruel man who ruled with an iron fist. He was known as ‘the Skinner’ in Russia due to his preferred method of torture. The only one within his family who was even more bloodthirsty was Ilya’s son Zivon. A playboy gangster with a massive chip on his shoulder who wanted nothing more than to earn his father’s respect. 

“So, this mission is about the Petrakovs?”

Leslie shook his head. “I can’t say much here, but in short, you’ll be backing up an embedded officer. It’s a simple assist, and you won’t be there for very long. Three or four days, a week, tops.”

“Okay, but why me? I’ve never worked a case outside of the U.S., let alone Russia.”

“This mission requires an officer who fits your age, physical description, who can speak, and more importantly, understand Russian, which your file says you’re fluent in.”

“I took Russian for four years,” I replied. “I wouldn’t exactly say I’m fluent in it.”

“You studied fine art in college, didn’t you?” 

I nodded. “I minored in it,” I replied. “Graduated with a BFA in art history as well as printmaking. But you knew that already.”

Leslie smiled. “A window of opportunity has been opened for us, so we move accordingly. You’ll be posing as a high-end art broker.”

“So, if this mission isn’t about the Petrakov family, how does it involve me?”

“Because the man you’ll be helping to take down is like family the Petrakovs and one of the Ilya’s biggest earners. His name is Sasha Fedya. He’s the biggest fence in Russia and taking him down will put Ilya Petrakov on his back foot, which is exactly where the agency wants him. All you need to do is make a few appearances and then get the hell out of Dodge. That’s it. Everything else you need to know, you’ll find in your mission brief.”

“What about Zivon Petrakov?” I asked. “If he’s looked into my family’s business there’s a chance he could recognize me should we meet.”

Leslie lowered his voice. “If you do, management has authorized the use of deadly force if engaged.”

A puff of air escaped my lungs. “In my three years of service I’ve never once drawn my weapon in the line of duty, now I’m being given the green light to assassinate the son of a Russian mob boss?”

“He’s killed three of our informants and one operative in the past two years. Plus, two SIS agents. Not to mention, the people within his own crew who he iced just for suspecting they were rats. He’s out of control and daddy doesn’t appear interested in pulling on junior’s leash. Believe me, putting that dog down would be a service to the whole world.”

“All things equal, I think I’ll just try my best to stay off his radar,” I said.

“He’ll never know you left the US, let alone landed in his back yard. You’re flying to Russia on a military plane, under deep cover.”

“You recommended me for this job, didn’t you?”

“That’s right,” Leslie replied. “You may not know it, but I’m looking out for you.”

I cocked my head. “How’s that, exactly?”

“Successful completion of this mission comes with a bump to GS-12 and a significant pay raise.” I opened my mouth to speak, but Leslie held up his hand, cutting me off. “Look, Wallace. I told you, in order to climb you must be willing to go deeper. Well, son, it doesn’t get any deeper than going undercover in Mother Russia.” Leslie leaned in close. “Tell me something... do you want to put up drywall for the rest of your life, or do you want to serve a higher calling? Because, if you really want to be of service you’re going to have to hang up your toolbelt. You’re an entry-level operations officer with a bright future, which has afforded you the sliver of a personal life until now. But, if you want to advance you’re gonna have to let the family business go.”

“You don’t know how hard what you’re asking me to do is,” I replied.

“Maybe, but every officer has had to give up something or someone at some point. Right now, it’s only a meeting with your brothers.”

I nodded.

“Good. The details of the mission and stage clothes are in the backpack under the table. Your counterpart will have further instructions and a clean weapon waiting for you in Moscow. Hopefully, you won’t need it. All you need to do is get on the plane, study the brief inside and out and start brushing up on your Russian.”

“Do you remember your first kill?” I asked, quietly.

“I remember every single detail of that day from what I had for breakfast to the look on his face when I pulled the trigger. You will never forget the first time. It’s impossible. Others I’ve forgotten, but not the first. It’s the same for every officer. It’s why those who’ve never gotten wet don’t climb the ranks as quickly, if ever. Once you’ve killed a man in service to the people of the United States of America it’s hard to trust anyone who hasn’t. It’s kinda fucked up, but it’s true.”

Leslie’s words burned my ears. I didn’t want to hear that this job would turn me into a callous death machine. It’s not why I joined the agency. On the other hand, I’d been trained to kill bad guys, and Zivon was most definitely a bad fucking guy.

“Just keep an eye on my family while I’m gone,” I said before finally taking a bite of my cobbler. 

“Good?” Leslie asked.

“Fucking delicious, but I probably should be eating apple pie after such a rousing and patriotic speech.”

“We’re not heroes, Cameron. We’re garbage men. Don’t ever forget that. We take care of the trash, so our citizens aren’t swimming in it every day.”

“You once told me that some officers have at least one civilian who knows what they do.”

“That’s right,” Leslie said, taking a fork full of cobbler from my plate. “The company frowns upon it, but more officers have a civilian confidant than you might think. Officially read in or otherwise. You’re not thinking of spilling the beans, are you?”

“When I imagine the future, I see my family suffering because of what I’ve chosen to do with my life, and I need to do everything I can to avoid that from happening.”

“And you have an ally in mind?”

I nodded. “My brother, Hatch. I think he could and would help me bridge my two lives if I came clean and asked.”

“You don’t sound entirely convinced.”

“He already plays the roles of big brother, father figure, and MC officer. As much as I could use his assistance and guidance, I don’t want to burden him.”

“I think you should trust your gut and hold off on disclosing to anyone right now. Your career is only just beginning, and the burden of knowledge is a genie you can’t ever put back into the bottle.”

“Thanks, Leslie.”

“You can thank me by sliding that cobbler a little closer to me,” he replied.

I pushed my plate toward him and sat back in my seat.
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Cameron

A CAR SERVICE arrived at my door at precisely five a.m. to drive me to the military airfield at PDX where I found a C-37A fueled up and ready for takeoff. I made my way to the back of the plane in hopes of finding a private and quiet place to go over the details of the mission. According to the brief, I was to fly to Moscow with a small group of U.S. diplomats posing as a White House staff photographer, Clifton Wells. Of course, that cover identity was only to keep my fellow passengers in the dark.
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