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      “The weather was so bad I thought we wouldn’t get a single pumpkin this year, but when I was clearing away the leaves, I found half a dozen hiding behind the old apple tree,” my stepmother said through the phone. Stepmother. Kitty was only eight years older than me. “So I’m trying out a new pumpkin pie recipe, but I have a spare⁠—”

      “We ordered an extra one from the store in case the pumpkins we grew taste icky,” my brother put in—the two of them were on speaker. “Can’t have Thanksgiving without pumpkin pie.”

      “I’m sure the homemade version will turn out just fine.” The car in front of me turned off, leaving the road clear as I headed north out of Vegas. “Did you decorate yet?”

      Holidays were Huck’s favourite thing. The food, the decorations, the house filled with people… Yes, those get-togethers had been the best part when we were younger. I actually didn’t care much for people, but at least if there was an audience, Dad couldn’t fly into a narcissistic rage. Thankfully, he was dead now, and my biggest disappointment was that I hadn’t been the one to help him shuffle off this mortal coil.

      And I was also bitter as hell that he’d taken my beloved big brother with him.

      If reincarnation was a thing, I was going to spend my next life hunting that asshole down and making his existence as miserable as he’d made mine growing up. However, despite throwing myself into danger on a regular basis, I didn’t intend to die any time soon, so revenge would have to wait.

      “Yes, I decorated,” Huck said, even though Thanksgiving wasn’t for another three weeks. “Everything’s done, and we’re having pumpkin lasagne.”

      “You’re having that tonight? Or on Thanksgiving.”

      “Neither. We’re having pumpkin lasagne when you come, and you’re not coming on Thanksgiving. You’re coming the Sunday after Thanksgiving. Marc’s coming on Thanksgiving, and I already finished his painting.”

      Enough with the fucking paintings. Every year, Huck painted three more, one for Kitty, one for Marc, and one for me. Five of us sitting around the dinner table, smiling, laughing, a figment of his incredible imagination. It was the only way I’d see Booker grow up, the only way I’d see the real Marc again, but I hated it, hated that Huck lived with a foot in the past while I fought to focus on the future.

      Booker was cold in the ground.

      Marc was Hollywood’s hottest property.

      And me? I liked to kill people.

      Okay, perhaps “liked” was too strong a word, but every time I popped another pimple on the backside of humanity, I felt a deep sense of satisfaction. Of course, Huck and Kitty didn’t know that. They thought I had more of a desk job. Anytime they asked questions, I bored them to death by talking about Army logistics for ten minutes, then watched them sag in relief when I changed the subject.

      So, why did Marc get custody of my family on Thanksgiving? Well, he’d never let them down, only me, plus he was great with Huck. Some years, I didn’t even make it home for the holidays, so it didn’t make sense to ruin their relationship as well as my own.

      “How did the trip to Omaha go?” I asked.

      My little bro was an artist. More of a sculptor, really—wood carvings were his speciality. Ever since we were kids and he used to squirrel himself away in a corner, alternately rocking back and forth and whittling away at a stick with an X-Acto knife, Huck had been happiest with a lump of wood in his hands. Now, his pieces sold for thousands. Kitty managed his money and his life, booked his shows and negotiated the contracts, and to give her credit, not once had she ever tried to rip him off.

      Which was a good thing, because I didn’t want to have to fuck with her.

      “Awesome! All the birds except for two are sold, and the gallery lady said those will go soon. So many people love birds.”

      “Which was your favourite?”

      “The blue jay.”

      It was always the blue jay or the cardinal. “What’s your next project?”

      “A mountain lion.”

      A mountain lion? Fuck. Huck liked to sculpt from life—it was his gift. He saw something once—a bird, an animal, a person, a building, a landscape—and then he recreated it in his studio.

      “Tell me you saw it in a documentary?”

      “No, in the yard.”

      He sounded excited. I was wondering how fast I could get to Nebraska with a gun. I didn’t make a habit of shooting for sport, not since Dad died, but I’d do anything to protect my little brother.

      “Don’t go out there again, okay? I’ll see if I can bring my flight forward.”

      Kitty laughed, a sweet, melodic giggle.

      “No need to change your plans. We’ve had a talk about safety, and Huck’s not going to go out when the mountain lion is around. Did you forget the sensors?”

      Of course I didn’t forget the sensors; I’d installed the damn things. A network of motion detectors and cameras surrounding the estate, ready to alert both Kitty and me to any danger. Even though she hated guns, I’d made sure she knew how to shoot, and she’d protect Huck almost as fiercely as I would.

      I slowed to a stop outside Casa del Gato and waited for the gates to open. The Cathouse. We’d named it for a joke because the house had once belonged to Dick Steele, aka the Prince of Porn, but Casa de Perra would have been more appropriate, seeing as we had three dogs and no cats. As soon as the gate rolled far enough to the side, I inched my SUV forward, heading for the nearest carport…then stopped short as a pair of turkeys ran across the courtyard. The turkeys were followed by Marcel, who was wearing chino shorts, a pale pink golf shirt, a single loafer, and a panicked expression. Marcel was our home help, but in reality, he thought of himself as a mini dictator. We kept him around because he could cook. Like Huck, he’d been prepping for Thanksgiving since Halloween, and if he mentioned cranberries or nutmeg one more time, I was going to line his collection of pumpkins up in the yard and use them for target practice.

      “Uh, I’m gonna have to call you back.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Nothing to worry about. I think our Thanksgiving dinner just escaped.”

      “Huh?”

      “How can a pumpkin lasagne escape?” Huck asked.

      “Love you, speak later.”

      “Close the gate,” Marcel shrieked. “Close the gate!”

      I hit the button as Jezebel strolled around the corner, shaking her head in bemusement.

      “If the turkeys run into the desert, wouldn’t that be a positive?” I asked. “I mean, not our problem anymore.”

      Marcel paused, hands on his knees as he sucked in air. “No, no, no, they’d get sunstroke.”

      “Aren’t you planning to cook them?”

      “They were supposed to come pre-prepared. That’s what I ordered.” The nearest turkey putt-putted in alarm, which only seemed to agitate Marcel further. “That’s what I freaking ordered!”

      “Relax, I’ll take care of it.”

      I retrieved my .22 from the car’s centre console, screwed on the silencer, and stepped out into the sunshine. The turkeys had disappeared around the side of the house, heading for the pool area.

      “Can turkeys swim?” Jez asked.

      “How should I know?”

      “Didn’t you used to live on a farm?”

      “It wasn’t a real farm. Dad just used to pretend it was for tax purposes.”

      He’d made his money through lawyering, investing in the stock market, and making shrewd real estate deals, not by working the land. Rex Roebuck hadn’t been fond of getting his hands dirty.

      Sin sprinted out the front door, waving a taser. “Don’t shoot the turkeys!”

      Ah, the vegetarian had arrived.

      “You’re going to tase them instead? I’m not sure that thing is designed for use on a bird.”

      Although a cardiac arrest would partially solve the problem.

      She scrunched her lips to the side, considering. “Good point. We should have a defibrillator on standby.”

      “Fried turkey for dinner, anyone?” Jez asked. “Who’s gonna make the gravy?”

      Barbie leaned out of an upstairs window. Barbie wasn’t her real name, of course, the same way mine wasn’t Dusk, but we rarely called each other Kendall and Phaedra. Our nicknames were part of our identity now.

      “Echo told me to tell you that turkeys can swim.”

      “And I’m telling you to tell Echo to stop bugging the house,” Jez yelled back.

      Echo was our pet hacker-slash-sociopath, a tiny blonde who shopped for clothes in the kiddie section but packed a cyber punch like no other, and boundaries weren’t a thing she recognised. If she weren’t on our side, one of us would have dumped her in the ocean years ago.

      I rolled my eyes. “Good luck with that.”

      Sin glared at me. “Stop chatting and catch a turkey.”

      “This might be a dumb question, but why are there two turkeys running about the place?”

      “Because they escaped from their box,” Marcel said, enunciating clearly as if I were the idiot here.

      “Okay, wiseass. Why did you open the box?”

      Jez laughed, something she’d started doing after she miraculously met a man who put up with not only her job but also the fact that she was a world-class bitch. And I meant that as a compliment.

      “Marcel tried to give them a dish of water.”

      “It’s hot,” he defended. “What did you expect me to do?”

      “Move the box into the air-conditioned garage and call the supplier?”

      “Oh, please. You think I wasn’t on the phone with the supplier already?”

      Storm meandered out of the house. “Marcel ordered two fresh turkeys for pre-Thanksgiving dinner, and something got lost in translation.”

      Yikes. “I mean, they are fresh.”

      And with Sin around, they’d clucking stay that way. For a gal who’d put a bullet through a man’s head with zero regrets, she got surprisingly pissy about our consumption of animal products. She also rescued stray dogs in her spare time and gave half her money to the animal shelter. Someone would be building a turkey pen this afternoon, and I was torn between sneaking off so that didn’t end up being me and sticking around to watch the fun.

      “Marcel versus two turkeys,” Jez mused. “My money’s on the turkeys.”

      Mine too.
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      “This has been the best day of the entire year.” Barbie leaned back on a sun lounger and sipped a cocktail. “Maybe even the entire decade.”

      On the other side of the pool, Marcel and Sin faced off with Butterball. We’d caught Drumstick two hours ago with a net gun, then Marcel had grown impatient and shot the net onto a barrel cactus, and now it was stuck there forever.

      “I’ll admit it, I underestimated the turkey.”

      “I overestimated the dog,” Jez said. She’d gone out to get lunch, then made the mistake of returning home and gotten co-opted into welding. “So much for Saint being fierce.”

      After the net fiasco, Sin had tried sending her Schutzhund-trained Malinois to herd Butterball into our hastily constructed—but nevertheless solidly built—turkey pen, but then Butterball had given Saint a death stare and said “gobble-gobble,” so Saint bugged out. Now she was lying beside Barbie, looking mildly embarrassed as well she should. Kermit, Sin’s tracking dog, had proven adept at finding the turkey but useless at catching it, while Trooper, the fluffy little mutt she and two acquaintances had rescued from a canyon a couple of years ago, wisely stayed inside.

      “How trainable are turkeys?” Jez asked. “They’ve trained rats to sniff out land mines, dolphins to find sea mines, monkeys to work as service animals, miniature horses to guide blind people… Those birds are surprisingly tenacious—there must be a job they can do.”

      “Like spy turkeys, you mean?”

      “Their evade-and-escape skills are on point.”

      “Wouldn’t work. The terrorists would just shoot them, which we’re not allowed to do.”

      “They’re probably bulletproof,” Barbie pointed out. “Did you see Drumstick’s move with the wing earlier? She’s like Neo from The Matrix.”

      Storm exited the house, carrying a metal briefcase. She was our pilot, and when she wasn’t schlepping our asses around the world, she tested shiny new gadgets that didn’t officially exist, taught air combat classes, and flew the occasional drone mission. One time, I’d heard a fellow instructor introduce her to the class as “the best female pilot we’ve ever known.” She’d shot him down in their next joint training exercise as a reminder not to use the “female” qualifier.

      Anyhow, the briefcase contained one of her new toys.

      “I figured I could use Butterball to test the target acquisition system on the bees,” she said, and Sin gasped.

      “Tell me those aren’t the ones with the explosives?”

      “That’s the hornets.”

      “The ones with the venom injectors?”

      “Those are the mosquitoes. The bees used to be dragonflies, but there was a breakthrough in battery technology, so now they can make the MAVs smaller.”

      A MAV was a Micro Air Vehicle, or in plain English, a really tiny drone.

      “Wait, we don’t have the dragonflies anymore?”

      “We do, but they don’t swarm, and we use them for longer-range projects. I can fly the bees in a net formation that won’t get stuck in a cactus, and then all we have to do is herd Butterball toward the pen.”

      “And avoid letting Drumstick out in the process,” Jez added, making the logistical nightmare sound easy.

      We all looked at each other. Thirty minutes later, we’d added an airlock arrangement to the makeshift cage, and Butterball had pecked the lawn half to death looking for grubs. Yes, we had a lawn in Vegas, but we also had a grey-water harvesting and purification system set up to nourish it, so we weren’t contributing to the falling water levels in Lake Mead. We’d never do that. Sin wouldn’t allow it. Not due to any militant environmental streak—although she was a big fan of recycling—but because she’d slung a dead pimp in there several years ago and she didn’t much want him to resurface.

      Storm set up her swarm targeting parameters on a tiny tablet, Butterball blissfully oblivious to her upcoming role as test subject. The government had pumped billions of dollars into miniaturised weapons technology in the past few years, and MAVs had been a big recipient of the funding. These ones were designed to mimic bird and insect flight, so the enemy would have no idea spies or even nano-assassins were lurking overhead. And they were hard to shoot down—highly manoeuvrable, and even if the enemy took out one, ten more would take its place.

      On Storm’s command, the swarm rose and flew toward Butterball. The MAVs were quiet, quieter than regular bees, which was perhaps why the turkey looked up, confused. Then she clucked excitedly and ate one of the drones.

      I couldn’t say whether it was the shock on Storm’s face or the disgusted expression on Butterball’s as she crunched defiantly on a hundred grand’s worth of top-secret experimental technology, but I struggled to breathe from laughing. Barbie was crying as she fell off the sun lounger, and even Jez spit wine across the terrace and snort-laughed until she began coughing.

      “I just peed myself a little,” she choked out.

      “TMI.” But I needed Depends myself. “Shitting fuck… It ate the fucking drone.”

      “She,” Sin said. “She ate the drone.”

      Marcel threw his hands in the air. “We’re never going to catch the darn turkey.”

      Sin glared at him. “Good. I hear Kitty Roebuck has an excellent pumpkin lasagne recipe.”

      “That freaking bird will still be running around at Christmas, digging up the grass and terrorising the dogs.”

      Barbie’s phone rang, and she put it on speaker.

      “Did the…” Echo dissolved into giggles. “Did the turkey just eat a drone?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes. I guess the good news is that they’re realistic.”

      Great, Echo was still watching. “Don’t you ever take a break from spying?”

      “Hey, this is the best entertainment I’ve had all year. Chase is making popcorn.”

      Chase was her assistant, a purely platonic arrangement because although Chase was smokin’ hot, he was also very gay.

      “Gee, I sure hope it doesn’t get stuck in your teeth,” I said.

      “Well, at least none of my stuff got stuck in a turkey.”

      “Neither did any of my stuff.”

      “No, but you were still an accessory to— Uh, I gotta go.”

      Huh. Echo was renowned for hanging up abruptly, but not usually mid-sentence. Weirder still was when Jez glanced at her phone thirty seconds later and said pretty much the same thing. What were those two cooking up? Not turkey, clearly, but they’d known each other since they were teenagers, while the rest of us had only met when our team—officially Point Team Golf, colloquially known as the Choir—was formed. I’d transferred across from Point Team Bravo, and the reduction in testosterone was…refreshing. We had Priest—who was technically our boss—and Marcel reasonably well-trained when it came to putting down the toilet seat, but wet towels still got left in random places. Actually, the towel thing was only Priest. Marcel tutted and picked them up the same as we did, although he put them in the laundry hamper and bitched about it while everyone else dumped them on Priest’s bed.

      And speaking of Priest…

      He materialised on the terrace like the sneaky fucker he was and beckoned, but when I sighed and made a move in his direction, he shook his head.

      “Not you. Storm.”

      Her turn to huff. “Talk about shitty timing.”

      “Just ask Echo for the video later.”

      The two of them disappeared inside along with Jez, and I slurped the half-melted margarita Barbie had made for me. Marcel had vetoed our suggestion for taco Thanksgiving, so really, he’d brought the turkey debacle on himself.

      “I’d love to be a fly on the wall—no pun intended—when Storm turns in her report on this,” Barbie said, stretching out on her sun lounger and cracking her joints. Ugh. “How do you say ‘got eaten by a turkey’ in diplomatic?”

      “Actioned deployment in a novel environment, thereby testing the unit’s ruggedized exterior, liquid resistance, and ability to perform when subjected to unexpected external pressures. Test failed, ah-ah.” I made a noise like a game-show buzzer.

      “If you ever get bored with shooting people, you should become a lawyer.”

      “Like my dad? No way.”

      And besides, I hardly ever shot people. There were far more entertaining ways to kill a man. Not that I didn’t also take out women occasionally, but during my years in special ops, I’d come to the conclusion that there was an asshole gene passed down through the male line, and a not-insignificant number of douches inherited it.

      Sin made a sudden grab for the turkey, and it jinked left. Right into the path of Marcel. Feathers and fake Frenchman—Marcel’s papa was from Paris, but he’d lived in the US his whole life—tumbled slo-mo into the pool, and what do you know? Echo was wrong for once in her life. Regular turkeys might be able to swim, but this one was stuck in the deep end, flapping. Sin dove in after it.

      “Are you getting this?” I asked Barbie.

      Her hand stayed on her smartphone. “Yup.”

      “You think we should save Marcel?”

      “Be my guest.”

      “I said ‘we.’”

      “I just blow-dried my hair.”

      Marcel did know how to swim, but he’d begun panicking, and the turkey’s flapping wasn’t doing him any favours. I got to my feet and joined the fun. Only to get elbowed in the jaw three seconds after I surfaced.

      Motherclucker.

      “Keep still or I’ll leave you to drown.”

      Marcel gulped in a mouthful of air and began coughing as I towed him across the pool. Sin joined us at the edge, minus the turkey, although she did have some nice souvenir scratches.

      “We’re having beef for Thanksgiving,” Marcel choked out.

      Seriously? “No way. We don’t have room for a live cow.”

      “We could all have roast squash,” Sin suggested.

      Marcel groaned, and I wasn’t sure whether that was due to the general situation or the prospect of having roast squash for Thanksgiving dinner.

      “Whatever we eat, we can’t leave a turkey running around the place.”

      “Agreed.” Sin tilted her head to the side, studying me. “I think you need ice for your jaw. It’s swelling already.”

      Fantastic.

      Barbie offered a hand and hauled me out of the water, smirking.

      “This isn’t funny. I’d rather rescue a hostage from a bunch of terrorists than try to capture a turkey alive.”

      “I’m sure that can be arranged.”

      Undoubtedly. But if I’d known how prescient her words would be, I’d have swan-dived back into the pool and played water polo with our new houseguest.
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      Jez, Storm, and Tulsa stopped talking when I walked into the kitchen, which was my first clue something was wrong. Where had Tulsa come from? She was supposed to be in Denver until tomorrow. We were still missing Spider and Dice, but they’d be back by Thanksgiving. Or at least, that had been the plan until turkeygate happened. If they were smart—which they were—they’d stay in Venezuela.

      My second clue there was a problem? The guilty looks. I wanted to believe the others were just discussing my Secret Santa gift, but problems were never good in our line of work.

      “What’s up?”

      “Uh…” Storm started.

      Tulsa cut in. “Nothing you need to worry about. Everything’s under control.”

      “Define ‘everything.’”

      Priest strode in, phone to his ear. “Hell, tell her to throw him in a holding cell if she has to.”

      He stopped short when he saw me.

      Glanced at the girls.

      Uh-oh.

      “What’s going on?” I asked again, and then the day got worse. Marc appeared on the TV above the couch, a clip from one of his movies, and I snatched up the remote and changed the channel out of habit. I didn’t need the reminder of a past I’d rather forget. Not that the parts with Marc had been bad. The opposite, in fact. But the breakup still hurt like hell, plus seeing Marc reminded me of Booker, and all the hard times with my dad, and finding my mom’s body twisting in the air as she hung from the bannister, and… Anyhow. I always flipped to a different show.

      Tulsa stalked to the coffee machine, followed by Jez. The hunter and the killer. Not that the two of them weren’t adept at switching tasks if the need arose, but in the Choir, we’d shuffled ourselves into the roles that suited us best. Me? I was the chameleon. Most folks would describe me as “nice” or “personable” or “kind,” when really, I’d just become proficient at wearing the mask I’d first put on as a child. Don’t get me wrong—I wasn’t pulling the wings off flies or torturing cats. No, I’d merely taken joy in fucking with my dad. Leaking business information, sending his mistresses copies of his wedding photos, slipping laxatives into his coffee before important meetings. It was so much fun that I’d screwed over several of his friends as well and then moved on to local politicians, corrupt motherfuckers all of them.

      But the older I’d become, the more uncomfortable the mask got, and it wasn’t until I finally found my people that I’d been able to rip it away entirely.

      Which was another reason I’d had to split up with Marc. Around him, I’d let down my guard a little, and yes, he knew about some of the stuff I’d done to Dad, but if he saw what I was capable of now… Sigh.

      “Make me an Americano?” I asked.

      “Better to make it an Irish coffee,” Storm muttered.

      Tulsa nodded. “Good plan.”

      “What the hell is going on?” I asked for the third time, but instead of answering, Storm picked up the remote.

      “Hey, I was watching that,” Marcel whined from behind us, but she ignored him.

      “For three seconds, and you’ve seen Breakfast at Tiffany’s a hundred times,” she said, then hopped through the channels until she found the news again. “And don’t you have a turkey to catch?”

      “Butterball hid in a bush.”

      What had happened? A terrorist attack, a hostage situation, a politician making promises he didn’t know how to keep? If that was the case, we could expect a phone call in three, two, one…

      The phone didn’t ring.

      Instead, the perky blonde news anchor leaned forward an inch, as if she couldn’t quite believe the words on the teleprompter.

      “We have more dramatic footage from the Indonesian island of Malati, where armed gunmen earlier burst onto the set of the Whispers in Willowbrook overseas special.” Armed gunmen? What other kind were there? The screen cut to shaky video of a beach, a slice of paradise overrun with black-clad figures wearing green sashes and waving AK-47s. Wait a second… The set? Whispers in Willowbrook? A guy carrying a Steadicam sprinted past, too fast for the scene to have been scripted. “Among the missing is everyone’s favourite action hero, actor Marc di Gregorio, who hasn’t been seen since the dramatic events of this morning. Ted, have we heard anything from the local police yet?”

      “No, Ellen, we haven’t. Our man on the ground tells us they seem inexperienced when it comes to handling an event like this one. On the line, we have Tony Morales, who worked as…”

      I tuned out the TV as dread pooled in my gut. Marc was missing? My Marc? No, no, no, not my Marc, not for the past decade. But once, he had been. For years, we’d been inseparable, before stubbornness and ambition got the better of both of us. In the quiet times, in those moments when I watched Jez curled up on the couch with Cole, or Echo blushing on the phone with her extraordinarily patient country boy, I still missed him. And now he was gone? From Indonesia? Who had taken him? The only group I knew of who wore green sashes was al-Mukhtar out of Somalia, and they were bad news. Even the other terrorist groups shunned them. They had a particular beef with the Bahrain-based al-Mukhtar Brigades, with both groups claiming they’d picked the name first, and the Bahrainis deeming the Somali group sakhif majnun, which roughly translated as “fucking crazy.”

      But this was Indonesia, not Somalia.

      Could al-Mukhtar have decided to film their own overseas Thanksgiving special?

      Time to find out.

      “Who’s coming with me?”

      Jez raised her hand first, followed by Tulsa. Storm got hers halfway before Priest grabbed her wrist.

      “Not so fast. Nobody’s steaming into Indonesia and causing a diplomatic incident.”

      Tulsa patted him on the cheek. “That’s why we have you and Demelza.”

      Priest ran our team, while Demelza sat in a shadowy corner of the Pentagon, clinging to the purse strings and fighting in our corner in Washington. Part of their role was to smooth the path so we didn’t get blowback for any of our more unusual jobs. Our brief was simple—safeguard the world in general and Americans in particular—and we had a reasonable amount of leeway when it came to achieving our goals. Especially under the current president—James Harrison was former military, and rumour said he wasn’t averse to bending a few rules himself.

      “I’m not going to stop you from going.” Priest blew out a breath. “Given the situation with Marc di Gregorio, I realise that’s impossible, but we need a plan.”

      For fuck’s sake. “We’ll make the plan in the air. Or have you forgotten we’re a rapid reaction force trained to literally think on the fly?”

      “No, I haven’t forgotten that. But there’s a complication.”

      “What complication?”

      “One of Marc’s costars is also missing—Serena Carlisle.” Oh, her. Okay, yes, she was engaged to a nerd now, but I was under no illusion that Marc had stayed celibate for the past decade. I mean, I hadn’t either; I just got drunk and regretted my actions after every liaison. “And her brother is heading for the airport.”

      “So? I imagine Marc’s publicist is on the way there too, but I’m sure I can manage to avoid her.”

      “Serena’s brother is former special forces, and he works for Blackwood Security.”

      My head was mentally inventorying the contents of the armoury as my mouth groaned. “Tell me this isn’t a joint op?”

      “Two members of Blackwood’s APAC team are scheduled to arrive in Sorong in approximately six hours, ten hours ahead of us. They’ll start the advance work. Black already has a backchannel open with the Indonesian government, and Emmy will keep President Harrison in line.”

      “She’s unpredictable,” I grumbled.

      “That’s rich coming from a woman who—and this is in no way a criticism, my dear—killed a man with a swarm of bees last week.”

      “He was allergic. That was an entirely logical course of action.”

      Once I’d gotten a look at his medical records, all I had to do was remove the EpiPens from his house, jam his phone signal, and release several hundred honeybees into his bedroom. Of course, he’d panicked, and the result had been anything but unexpected. “I heard Emmy keeps a man’s balls in a jar on her desk.”

      “On a shelf behind her desk, and don’t tell me you wouldn’t do the same thing if the opportunity arose.”

      “I wouldn’t.”

      But only because Marcel would faint, and okay, fine, I’d accidentally seen a picture of Emmy in dumbass socialite mode looking cosy with Marc at a fundraiser earlier in the year, and I didn’t like it. It was a well-known fact that she’d screwed around on her husband for the first decade of their marriage, and who was to say she wasn’t still fucking every hot millionaire who crossed her path? Echo said Emmy Black had a type—rich, smooth, and dangerous. Marc might not be a spy, but he played one in the movies, and on the surface, he fit the rest of her criteria.

      But Marc wasn’t really slick. He used that Teflon coating as a mask, the same way I did with amiability. Most people never looked deeper than the surface anyway.

      “Given the chance, Dusk would just drink her morning coffee from the skulls of her enemies,” Tulsa said. “Right, babe?”

      “We’re wasting time here.”

      Storm got to her feet. “I’ll prepare a flight plan.”

      Priest folded his arms. “Unless you women are going to take every load-out bag we have, we should at least discuss an outline strategy.”

      “I mean, we can probably leave the snowshoes behind.”

      “I promise you Emmy Black isn’t throwing bags randomly into an airplane hold. Dusk, I’m not brave or stupid enough to suggest you let the others handle this, and since an American citizen has been abducted, this does technically fall under our remit, but we can’t start a war on foreign soil. Demelza pulled strings and got the Choir assigned to the job in whatever capacity we might be needed, but you have to keep your head.”

      “The only people in danger of losing their heads are the kidnappers,” I assured him.

      Now that the initial shock was wearing off, I realised Priest was right, not that I’d ever admit it out loud. We did need to plan. Marc had been snatched from the beach, and we didn’t even know which direction he’d been taken. Was he still on Malati? Or had he been transported to one of the thousands of other islands that made up the Indonesian archipelago? And why had he been abducted? Was this a simple kidnapping for ransom, or something more political?

      “We need Echo.” She was the intel queen. “Is this going to be an official operation, or are we going in undercover?”

      If we posed as tourists, we wouldn’t be able to throw a ton of firepower onto the jet. We’d need bathing suits and scuba equipment, not breaching charges and BDUs.

      “We’re waiting for word on that. Kopassus might decide they can handle the situation themselves.”

      “Oh hell.”

      Thanks to another round of alleged human rights abuses, the US—along with a number of other countries—was currently declining to take part in any joint training exercises with the Indonesian special forces. That included Kopassus, Kopaska, and Kopasgat—ground, sea, and air. And because we didn’t work with them, we had little knowledge of how they operated and even less influence over them.

      “You think they’ll make our lives difficult?” Tulsa asked. “I mean, more difficult.”

      “Blackwood has connections there. Give Black an hour.”

      Black was Emmy’s husband, a giant of a man who rarely spoke and never smiled. For years, Dice had held him responsible for her father’s death, although she’d found out more recently that she hadn’t known the whole truth growing up. She still didn’t like him, but she no longer spent evenings plotting his murder.

      My eyes rolled all of their own accord. “Blackwood still works with Kopassus?”

      “You ever hear the phrase ‘keep your friends close and your enemies closer’?”

      “Of course I have.”

      I socialised regularly with the team from Blackwood’s Vegas office, and I even liked some of them. Plus I’d worked with them on occasion, but none of that meant I was going to stand back and smile politely while Emmy Black flirted with my ex.

      “Rumour says Emmy went in with a team, the commander laughed because half of them were women, and his men took a simulated bloodbath.”

      Tulsa laughed, and I glared at her.

      “What?” she asked. “Emmy isn’t that bad.”

      “She sold out when she went into the private sector.”

      “Emmy didn’t sell out,” Priest said. “She’s never been in the military, and she wasn’t even a US citizen when she joined Blackwood.”

      “Oh, so that makes it better?”

      “Give her a chance.”

      “Why? She spends half her time partying.”

      “You gave up a lot to serve the United States, and that’s admirable, but just because Emmy chose a different route doesn’t make her any less dedicated. Or any less deadly.”

      Jez sucked in a breath. “Ouch.”

      “She also cheats on her husband, doesn’t value long-held allegiances, disrespects the chain of command, horse-trades with the Russians, dresses like she stepped off the runway, and I heard a rumour she kicked the president in the balls. How the hell does she get away with that shit?”

      Priest ticked off the points on his fingers. “It was an open marriage they both agreed to, she isn’t swayed by peer pressure, she isn’t officially in anyone’s chain of command, she operates backchannels that have proven useful over the years, her assistant buys her clothing, and I believe she used a knee.”
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