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Brett Cashman poked at his radio earwig for the third time in under a minute, as if that would trigger the Go signal. Waiting sucked. Especially when the ground was slimy half-frozen mud, and the icy March wind slithered its way down his neck. He clenched his teeth to keep them from chattering, focusing his binocs on the ramshackle structure he and his team had been sent to breach. Intel said the hostage was inside. Command also said further confirmation was pending. So far, he’d seen nothing. Heard nothing, other than the wind creaking the branches of the pine trees surrounding the rundown wooden cabin.

What more intel did the team need? Their hostage, female, was inside. They were outside. If their job was to extract her, there seemed to be a major disconnect. He’d seen the imagery. One room, the hostage strapped to a chair, hood over her head. He fought the temptation to break the radio silence order, to see if the rest of the team knew anything more than he did.

After the helicopter had deposited the team five miles down the mountain from the cabin, he, Adam—their team leader—and Fish had hiked up, then taken their positions surrounding the cabin. Since they couldn’t see each other, the only way to communicate was via radio. Then Adam had put the stupid radio silence rule into effect. What did he think? They were all telepathic?

Brett shifted, tightened and released his muscles in an attempt to keep warm. Toes, feet, ankles, calves. Quads, butt, shoulders. After two hours of lying on his belly in the cold, he had doubts he’d be able to move when the order came down. He was an endurance athlete. Not moving wasn’t part of his regimen.

Of course you’ll be able to move. Could be worse. Could be snowing.

Did he detect motion inside the cabin? He adjusted his binoculars. Nothing different. Curtains shifting as the wind blew through rotting walls and broken windows. Brett itched to crawl closer. Hell, just to move, keep the blood flowing.

What does Command know? We’re halfway up a bloody mountain somewhere in Mexico, while they’re sitting on their asses at Ops—where the building was heated, damn it—in San Francisco looking at computer terminals.

The faint whup, whup of the helo circling in stealth mode high above reminded Brett that the team had eyes in the sky, so not all their intel was coming long-distance. But if he could hear the helo, couldn’t the bad guys hear it, too? Or was he just tuned into the sound? Or did aircraft fly above this godforsaken place on a regular basis?

Too many questions, too few answers, but grinding questions through his brain kept him from going totally bonkers.

If being an operative for Blackthorne, Inc. meant sitting around while others made the decisions, maybe Brett had chosen the wrong company to work for. At least, this was an actual mission. He’d suffered through his Security training with drills on lock picking, stealth, and surveillance—chores Brett found tedious and boring. He’d even had to take acting and ballroom dancing classes before moving to covert ops. After three months of training simulations, Brett was ready for the real deal. Yet here he was, lying on the ground, bored again.

A scream, carried by the wind, pierced Brett’s ears. High-pitched. Female. Terror-filled.

Brett rose to a crouch, scanning the area for cover closer to the cabin. To hell with radio silence. The wind direction might mean he was the only one in position to hear the cry. “Team Leader, this is Scrooge.” Damn, he hated the nickname, but with a name like Cashman and the warped senses of humor of his teammates, it had stuck. It was better than FNG—Fucking New Guy—the handle he’d been saddled with when he’d signed on.

“Heard a scream. Anyone copy?”

Nothing. Shit. Had something happened to his team? Or were they following orders and maintaining silence?

Another scream.

Fuck it.

Brett darted for the fallen tree he’d selected as his next stop on his way to the cabin and dropped to a knee. If Adam wasn’t responding, Brett would go up the ladder—all the way to San Francisco. They were supposed to be monitoring the situation, right? He keyed his radio. “Command, this is Scrooge. I’m going in.”

“Negative, Scrooge. Hold your position.”

A woman’s voice pierced the air. “Get your hands off me!”

And let the woman be tortured? Killed? Brett couldn’t accept that. Knew he couldn’t live with himself if his inaction was to blame.

An explosion shook the ground beneath him. Smoke billowed from a window on the west side of the cabin.

“Command. Explosives and fire. Shall we engage?”

“Negative, Scrooge. Hold position. I repeat, hold position.”

“You’re breaking up, Command,” Brett growled into his mic. “Did not copy. Repeat. Scrooge going in.”

Maintaining a crouch, Brett hauled ass for the cabin. He wasn’t even going to think about picking the lock. Weapon raised, he kicked at the door, which fell into the cabin with a resounding crash. Smoke filled Brett’s eyes. He blinked, seeking the hostage and her captors.

Gunfire erupted around him. Pain stabbed his arms, his legs, stung his chest beneath his vest. The room spun. Brett struggled to remain conscious, fought to maintain control of his weapon. A swift kick to his ribs foiled that plan.

~~~~~
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Darkness, a musty smell, and a throbbing head registered. Without—he hoped—giving away he was conscious, Brett assessed his situation. Lying on his side. Hard floor beneath him. Cold. He was alive, or he wouldn’t be hurting. One for the plus column. His feet were icicles, but he could wiggle his toes. Another plus. A few seconds of experimentation said his ankles were tied. And his boots were gone. That was it.

Thankful his captors hadn’t stripped him naked, Brett flexed his muscles as he’d done on surveillance. Everything worked, but there were new aches and pains. He recalled gunfire. Had he been shot? Nothing hurt the way he imagined a gunshot wound would.

The smell and the darkness he chalked up to having fabric covering his head. Probably a hood like the hostage had worn.

Hostage. He was supposed to be rescuing a woman. With his team. They’d have his back.

Be patient. Things will get sorted out.

“He is awake,” a rough, deep voice growled. Not an Hispanic accent. They were in Mexico, but that didn’t mean the kidnappers were Mexican.

Okay, his brain seemed functional again. He ran through all those simulation scenarios. What to do when captured. How to free himself from his bonds, use his body as a weapon.

Trouble was, whoever had tied him up must’ve read the same manual, because Brett had virtually no mobility. No way to reach his backup weapons. He didn’t think these guys would get close enough for Brett to land a kick—one without the weight of boots behind it. Not to mention that if they’d taken his boots, they’d undoubtedly found his knife.

Footfalls approached. A rough yank and the hood disappeared. Brett blinked, trying to deal with the sudden brightness.

More footfalls. Blurry shapes surrounded him. He blinked again. The shapes turned into people. Three of them. All wearing ski masks, all pointing weapons at him. Were there more behind him, out of his sightline? Given the way his day had gone, Brett assumed yes.

From Brett’s position on the floor, the figures appeared tall, massive. He pondered ways to take them out. Who was he kidding? They could be fifty-pound midgets and they’d still have the advantage.

Where was the woman? Had his team managed to extract her? After they’d secured her, they’d come for him, right? All he had to do was stay alive until then.

Brett’s shivering wasn’t all due to the cold. The cabin might be warmer than outdoors, but he’d been chilled to the bone long before breaking in.

Suck it up.

Brett concentrated on his five Ironman triathlon medals—including Kona, thank you very much—and his endurance race competitions. This was a walk in the park. He could tolerate a little discomfort.

Two of his captors unceremoniously yanked and dragged him to a rickety straight-backed wooden chair—the one where Brett assumed the woman had sat. Rather than fight them, he accepted the seating arrangements. At least they hadn’t dislocated his shoulders when they worked his bound arms over the back of the chair.

From his new vantage point, he determined there were five men in total. Inside the cabin, anyway. Who knew if there were more outside.

In addition to the uncomfortable chair, there was a small wood-framed sofa with a trunk serving as a coffee table. A metal storage cabinet stood against the far wall.

“I’m not going anywhere,” Brett said.

“You do not speak without permission. Only to answer questions,” one man said. “You understand?”

When Brett nodded, the man said, “That was a question. You speak to answer.”

Brett’s mind whirled, trying to place the voices, the accents. None of the men—he assumed from their builds they were all men—had removed their ski masks, and there wasn’t enough light to make out eye color. All dressed in black, with minor variations in height, they were one step away from clones. He assigned them numbers, left to right, one through five. He strained to memorize the voices, should he ever run into them again. Or have to describe them to the authorities.

Except this mission was outside the boundaries of police work. If the cops had been able to rescue the hostage, Blackthorne wouldn’t be involved.

Number One moved closer and smacked Brett’s shoulder. “I asked if you understand.”

Brett stiffened, refusing to back down from the man’s strike, gave him a defiant glare. “Yes.”

“Good. Now where is the woman?” Number One said.

No point in pretending he was hiking in the mountains and got lost. Interrogation rule three, section four. Stick as close to the truth as possible. “I don’t know.”

“You entered without permission,” man number two said. “Why? I believe people like you are taught it’s proper to knock first.”

“I heard a woman scream. I thought she needed help,” Brett said through chattering teeth. He stared at the man nearest to him, the apparent ringleader. “You have anything hot to drink? A blanket? It’s freezing in here.”

“Maybe later,” Three said. “When we finish asking you questions.”

Brett lifted his chin. “Then ask away. Let’s get this over with.”

Number One leaned into Brett’s face. “I already asked you. Where is the woman?”

“And I told you, I don’t know.”

“You deny you were here to kidnap her?” This from Number Four, a man leaning against the wall across the room.

“I’m not denying anything,” Brett said. “I suppose, kidnapping depends on what side of the fence you’re on. I was told she’d been kidnapped, so you might say I was un-kidnapping her.”

“Who sent you?” One lifted his weapon.

“Her father,” Brett said. Not a total lie, because technically, he’d been told someone in her family had hired Blackthorne. For all Brett knew, it might have been her father. More specific information hadn’t been shared at their briefing.

“Who else is with you?” Number Two tapped his fingers on his thighs.

Brett shook his head. “Nobody. I’m flying solo here.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Not my problem,” Brett said, glancing at the number two man. “I’m alone. If I had backup, wouldn’t they have come to my rescue already?”

Saying the words dumped a feeling of dread through Brett’s gut. Where the hell was his team?

“I think he knows more than he is saying.” This man, Number Five, had a thick Hispanic accent. Was he the one in charge?

“Look, we can go back and forth all day,” Brett said. “I don’t know where the woman is. I admit I was sent to find her, but your guess is as good as mine where she went, or how she got out of the cabin.” He stared at Five again. “How do I know you didn’t lose her and you’re trying to pin the blame on me? Afraid to admit you failed? You have a boss to answer to, someone who won’t be happy?”

Brett was rewarded with a sharp slap to the side of his head. Right. Rule five, section eight. If captured, don’t antagonize the scumwads who have you.

He tried for a more upbeat tone. “If she’s gone, we could all work together to find her. What do you say?”

The discussion—if you could call it that—went in circles for a good long while. They asked, he answered. Or, gave non-answers.

Brett tuned out the stomping of feet on the wood planks of the floor as the men paced. By now, questions tumbled like a line of tipped over dominos, and Brett gave up trying to keep track of who asked what. He ignored the pain of slaps and punches. He kept his breathing even, focused on answering their questions with a repeated I don’t know. Shadows filled the cabin and the temperature dropped. Brett’s hands and feet were numb. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was sticking to his standard response.

In the middle of another barrage of the same questions, One raised a hand. “That’s enough.” He strode to the metal cabinet, opened it, and pulled out a small battery-operated lantern. After placing it on the trunk and turning it on, he approached Brett, knife extended.

A second man—Three, Brett thought—did the same.

Brett swallowed. This could not be good.
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The man Brett thought of as One leaned over him, and Brett braced himself for a stabbing. Three crouched at his feet. Mouth dry, heart pounding, Brett waited. He was not going to beg for his life. If this was the time and place for his stay on this planet to end, so be it. Instead of attacking, One and Three, as if they’d rehearsed, simultaneously slit the bindings at Brett’s wrists and ankles.

Brett had already decided there was nothing to be gained by trying to take down five men, so he kept still, waiting for their next move.

None too gently, strong arms clamped onto his biceps, and he was raised to his feet and shoved onto the sofa, where the men formed a semi-circle around him. When they all reached for their masks and pulled them off in unison, dropping them to the floor, a wave of panic washed over Brett. If they let you see them, it meant they weren’t going to kill you, right? If that were the case, Brett wasn’t going to go down without taking at least one of them with him. All those hours of Blackthorne’s training shouldn’t go to waste.

The lantern on the table reflected light upward, giving the men’s faces a devilish glow. Again, as one—and what was with this choreography thing, anyway?—they folded their arms across their chests. Now, they seemed to be waiting for Brett to make the first move. He let his gaze travel from one black-clad man to the next.

Brett froze as the light reflected off the silver hair of captor number one. What the—?

“Cat got your tongue, Scrooge?”

Adam? Brett blinked and slid his eyes down the line again. Definitely Adam. And Fish. The so-called team he was supposed to be working with. The other three were familiar as well. All Blackthorne, all senior operatives he’d met during training.

The light bulb moment hit like a stun gun. “This wasn’t a real mission, was it? Another one of your fucking simulations.”

He glared at Fish for not cluing him in. Fish shrugged, not a shred of apology in his expression. Right. If this was SOP for the FNG, Fish had gone through a similar mission.

“So, can we go home now?” Brett asked. “At least someplace where I can grab a hot shower, clean clothes, and some grub?” In contrast to Brett’s filthy clothes and sweat-filmed body, which smelled, Adam seemed ready to pose for a spread in GQ. Not a speck of dirt on his black cargo pants, and although Brett was fairly certain Adam had combed his hair after taking off his ski mask, there was a niggling possibility that not a single hair on Adam’s head ever left its rightful position. Adam’s handle wasn’t Dapper Dan for nothing.

“Soon enough,” Adam said. He moved to the cabinet and tossed an energy bar in Brett’s direction. “This will have to do for now.”

Brett managed to snag it with semi-numb fingers and then fumbled with the wrapper.

“We’ll debrief in the helo,” Adam said. “Cheese said something about date night with his wife, so I’m sure he’s ready to roll.”

Brett wasn’t looking forward to either the five-mile trek down the mountain to their infil site or Adam’s inevitable ass-chewing. He decided the hike would be easier to take. He swallowed the last of his bar and looked for a place to stash the wrapper. Cargo pants pocket would do.

As they exited the cabin, Adam led them down a different trail, and Brett kept his mouth shut. Maybe Adam knew a better route. Of course he did. The whole five-mile hike had been another test, Brett was positive.

Sure enough, half a click away, the Blackthorne chopper waited in a clearing. On the ground. Not hovering, the way it had been when Cheese had dropped them off. No ropes. An inviting open door.

While everyone buckled in, Cheese finished his last-minute checks. “On your word, Team Leader.”

“Quit with the formalities and get us off the ground,” Adam said.

Brett wanted nothing more than to close his eyes and pretend this day had never happened, but since Adam had chosen a seat beside him, and everyone else was as far away as possible, pointedly avoiding meeting Brett’s eyes, he figured neither was likely. Brett adjusted his headset and tried to disappear.

Soon after they were airborne, Adam went to a storage locker and returned with two bottles of water. He handed one to Brett, cracked his own open, and sat down again. Brett drained half the bottle, wiped his mouth, then exhaled a long, deep breath. “Get it over with,” he said. “I fucked up, right?”

“Not completely,” Adam said. “You held up well after you were captured. Trouble was, you should never have been captured in the first place. You disobeyed a direct order.”

Brett squeezed his water bottle, listening to the crackling plastic before speaking. “So, I’m supposed to let these scumwads have their way with the target we were hired to rescue?”

“No, you’re supposed to trust the team to have gathered the intel.”

“All the way from Ops? We’re here, they’re hundreds of miles away.”

“Didn’t you learn anything from your training runs with Cheese and Fozzie? Air support can gather more information than the ground team. If they have questions, they ask them. They relay their intel to Ops, Ops can see the big picture, coordinate the data—often, you’ll be on a multi-pronged approach and have to trust others to know what they’re doing.

“In today’s scenario, knowing how many people were inside the cabin, what kind of ordnance you—and the team—would be facing, could have meant the difference between you extracting the target or being taken prisoner yourself—as you found out.”

“So we—the ones on the ground where the bullets are flying, the ones risking our asses—are nothing but pawns in a chess game?”

“Sometimes. Sometimes you’ll be a knight. Once in a very blue moon kind of timeframe, you might have the power of the queen. What you have to remember, is you’re working with a team, and if someone in the team can’t be trusted, the entire mission falls apart.”

Brett had no answer. Adam, damn the man, was right. Didn’t mean Brett had to like it.

“Between you and me,” Adam continued, “the boss has cut you some slack—quite a bit, in fact. Almost everyone working the covert side of Blackthorne comes from the military. They’re used to taking orders, following the chain of command. Your skills are noteworthy, but triathlons and competitive shooting are individual competitions.”

“I played football in high school,” Brett muttered, embarrassed when it came out making him sound like a petulant child.

Adam’s mouth curved in a tight smile. “And maybe that counted for something when the boss accepted you into training.”

“So I washed out?” Brett asked.

“Not my call, but I doubt it. You’re going to have to get over your penchant for recklessness.” Adam glanced around the helo, leaned closer to Brett, and lowered his voice. “The new boss used to get called on the carpet for grandstanding. If you’re lucky, he’ll cut you more slack.”

Brett heard the unspoken Don’t screw it up.

“Does everyone go through this kind of a test?” Brett asked.

Adam chuckled. “Damn straight.”

“Am I the only one to fail?”

Adam’s chuckle turned to a guffaw. “You ever see the Star Trek movie? The second one, The Wrath of Kahn?”

“Can’t say I recall,” Brett said. “Not a huge fan of the series.”

“First, never let Jinx hear you say that.”

“Jinx?”

“Senior intel gatherer. He’s not as active as he used to be, but he’s not one to be on the bad side of.”

“Okay, I will not diss Star Trek in front of Jinx.”

“Or anyone else,” Adam said. “Word gets around.”

“Fine,” Brett said. “What does this have to do with training missions?”

“Listen and learn.” Adam sipped from his water bottle. “In the movie, the cadets are on a training mission in a no-win situation. They’re supposed to rescue a civilian starship, the Kobayashi Maru, from the Romulans—those are the bad guys—but there’s no way to do it without either killing everyone on the Starfleet ship or the civilian ship. Or both. It’s a way to see how people react to an unwinnable scenario.” Adam emptied his bottle and put it in the console. “Jinx devises his own versions of the Kobayashi Maru, carefully designed to play upon the weaknesses and fears of our trainees. So far, it’s a shutout in Jinx’s favor, so don’t feel bad.”

“What if I’d waited?” Brett asked.

“Jinx would have raised the stakes. The man knows what he’s doing.”

Brett made a mental note to ask the other former FNGs what they’d gone through. Meanwhile, he wanted to be alone, maybe get some shut-eye, so he took the final swigs of his water and stashed the bottle before leaning back and closing his eyes.

The next thing he knew, Cheese’s voice came through Brett’s headset. “Gentlemen, this is your captain speaking. Tables and seatbacks, you know the drill. We’ll be on the ground soon.”

Had he been asleep that long? Brett checked his watch.

He looked out the helo’s window, seeing the familiar landing pad at the Blackthorne, Inc. compound. Brett checked his watch again, then glared at Adam. “We were never in Mexico, were we?”

Adam smirked. “Nope.”

“I don’t suppose you’d be willing to share where we actually were?”

“Training facility. Mount Shasta. With your mountaineering hobby, I was afraid you might recognize it.”

Brett had never climbed the peak, not that he’d have recognized it, since they’d been deposited on the slope with nothing as obvious as buildings or street signs. The blacked-out helo windows suddenly made sense.

“What about them?” Brett cocked his head toward the seating area where the other players had their heads together. Talking about him? “How did they get to the cabin?”

“They flew in to Shasta yesterday. After Cheese dropped us off, he went back for them.”

“And dropped them in the clearing, not halfway down the mountain. I heard a helo circling, but figured it was doing recon for us.”

“Reasonable assumption,” Adam said. “On a normal mission, you’ll be briefed to know who’s where and when they should be there. That way, if—”

“I get it,” Brett interrupted. “We need to know where our good guys are so we’ll know if the bad guys show up.”

“Exactly.”

“The woman? She didn’t exist, did she?”

Adam shook his head. “Recording.”

Brett pondered that for a moment. Took things a step further. “There’s more to the cabin than meets the eye, isn’t there?”

Adam’s lips twitched upward. “You mean, is there a fully stocked sub-level with all the comforts of home? Yes, assuming home is a couple steps up from wilderness survival.”

The hairs on Brett’s neck pricked up. “Surveillance cameras, too?” Why hadn’t he seen them? Easy. One, because if Blackthorne installed them, they’d be next to impossible to detect. Two, because Brett had been suckered in to the abandoned cabin and accepted the external appearance without question.

Adam shrugged.

Great. The whole farce had been recorded.

“So answer me this. Faking the flight to Mexico by flying us around. Your boss doesn’t think it was a waste of fuel spending all that time in the air to trick me?”

“First, Dalton’s your boss, too,” Adam said. “Questioning his decisions isn’t wise. He may be relatively new at the helm, but he had plenty of training under the old man. Second, it’s part of the training budget, so it’s not a waste.”

Their money, not his. “The old man? Blackthorne?”

“Yep. Horace Blackthorne. Retired shortly before you came on board.”

Brett chastised himself for not digging deeper into the company. He’d applied on a whim after one of his shooting buddies told him there was good money and plenty of action involved.

With the gentlest of thumps, Cheese set the helo on the landing pad. Brett released his seat belt and stood, twisting the kinks out of his back. “I’m not going to have to face Dalton tonight, am I?”

“Nope. There’s another ritual to get through first.” Adam gathered his pack and the water bottle he’d stashed. Brett followed suit.

“Ritual?” Brett ran possible scenarios through his head. Obstacle course? Five-mile run in full pack? Instructor-in-your-face PT?

“Shower, change, and meet in the briefing room.” Adam strode away, double-time.

Brett let the other guys off the helo first. Each gave him a knowing smirk as they passed. Great. Looked like they knew what this ritual was, and were going to enjoy it. At Brett’s expense.

At his expense, Brett discovered, wasn’t far off. An hour later, the six of them—apparently, Cheese’s date night was for real—sat around a table at the Blue Lantern, on their third round of beers and fourth order of loaded nachos, all on Brett’s tab.

Brett cut his eyes around the table.

Fish—Marv Frisch—chatted with Hotshot McCade, who’d led their emergency medical training. Next to Hotshot was Manny Rodriguez, of the exaggerated Hispanic accent. Not that Brett would have recognized his normal voice, since Brett couldn’t remember hearing anything other than high-decibel profanities as Rodriguez gave the trainees hell on the obstacle course. The other “older” guy—Ryan Harper—had been his firearms instructor. Quiet. Methodical. Even now, he kept to himself.

Then there was Adam, sitting across from him, seemingly absorbing everything. Was this part of a test, too? Seeing how many beers Brett would drink? Working on his report in his head? Watching to see how Brett handled himself in a group?

Brett took another swig of his Black Butte Porter. Was he earning or losing points by going with the craft brew instead of the cheap bottled stuff most of the others were drinking? Did it matter? He realized he was doing what he’d done on the op. No, not the op. The test. Grinding everything through his brain to pass the time. He realized he wasn’t into the social scene tonight. The others had stories—real stories—they could share, and what could he contribute? Screwing up a training mission. Kobayashi Maru or not, he’d still failed.

Adam knocked his knuckles on the table. “Finish up, gents. And say thanks to our host, Scrooge Cashman, for parting with his green for tonight’s refreshments.”

Bottles and glasses were raised. “Hear, hear. To Scrooge. Welcome to Blackthorne.”

Brett ducked his head. Did this mean he was official? Or would that have to come from Dalton? Live for the moment. He finished the last of his beer and thunked his glass on the table, then stood and took an exaggerated bow.

Adam clapped him on the shoulder and addressed the group. “As your designated driver, I say we let our newest recruit get his beauty sleep. He’s going to have to get to the city and face the boss tomorrow.”

And if that didn’t put a damper on the evening, nothing did.
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The line at the bakery put Holly Granger behind schedule. She checked her phone for the fifth time. Being late for work because she and her officemate were on breakroom snack duty wasn’t going to cut it as justification.

Finally, it was her turn. “A dozen assorted pastries, please,” she said to the harried clerk. “Anything. You pick.”

The clerk filled a pink box with a random assortment of donuts, Danish, and muffins. Holly paid and rushed to her car.

The Widmark Scientific parking lot in downtown Colorado Springs was almost full, and she had to park at the far end. Pastry box in hand, purse over her shoulder, Holly rushed toward Widmark’s main entrance. Back erect, lengthened stride. Hurrying, but not running. Not here. Running would call attention to herself.

Once on the sidewalk, she fell in step with all the other nine-to-five worker bees. She avoided eye contact—avoided any contact. Other than the occasional glance at the snow-capped mountains, she concentrated on the cracks in the sidewalk.

Inside the building, relieved she was safely within the on time window, she tossed a quick smile at Rupert, the aged security guard working the scanner, as she passed through the metal detector without incident. That was her life. Avoiding incidents.

Holly picked up her purse and box of pastries at the other side of the scanner, and strode across the marble floor to the bank of elevators, her sensible pumps clicking along with a myriad other pairs. A car arrived in seconds, and she pressed sixteen, then stepped to the rear as the car filled with more worker bees. She stared at the numbers on the panel as the car ascended, stopping along the way to let people off.

When they hit fourteen, the remaining three passengers exited, and Holly rode the final two floors in satisfying solitude. Some days, today being one of them, she wished her life was like an elevator ride, with everyone facing front, ignoring those around them.

The bell dinged, the doors swooshed open, and Holly stepped onto the red-and-brown patterned carpet. She ambled down the hallway to the red oak-veneer double doors proclaiming the entrance to Research and Development. Inside, she bobbed her head to Mrs. Pollard, the receptionist, a female version of Rupert, although a good decade younger, Holly estimated. The woman had learned long ago Holly wasn’t one for morning conversation—or conversation in general—and without slowing her pace, Holly navigated the maze of hallways to her shared office where she exhaled a breath. Another routine day.

She hung up her coat, stashed her purse in her desk drawer, and turned on her computer before carrying the pastries to the breakroom. Her officemate, Kaela Nazari, was already there, placing a large fruit platter on the credenza next to the coffee urn. Holly set the bakery box next to the fruit.

“Good morning,” Kaela said. “This is only the third time, I think, that I got here before you. Is everything all right?”

“Fine. Line at the bakery.”

“You may be on time, but IT is late with the new software rollout. Again,” Kaela said. “This will put us all behind, and you know who will be blamed. Us. Never IT. They can do no wrong. In the interim, two of my projects will be backlogged.”

To Holly, the musical lilt and trace of Kaela’s Indian heritage somehow managed to lend an aura of cheer to her words, even though they meant the opposite. Kaela was the perfect officemate. Meticulous, focused on her own work. Friendly, but never in a prying sort of way. Work was work, and at five, they parted company.

“I hear you,” Holly said. “Not fair we get blamed for someone else’s incompetence.” She picked up a paper plate and snagged a cruller, then went to the urn for coffee, stirring in a liberal amount of cream and sugar.

“What’s really not fair,” Kaela said, “is that you can eat those donuts and you’re skinny. I stick with fruit and I’m still—” she gestured to her round figure “—fat.”

“You’re not fat,” Holly said. “Just ... curvy. Besides, guys like women with a little something to grab hold of.” Knowing there was no risk of Kaela agreeing, Holly added, “If you’re not happy with your shape, you’re welcome to join me on my runs.”

Kaela rolled her big, brown eyes and crossed her plump hands with their ring-studded fingers over her heart. “Run? Me?”

Holly chuckled. “Offer stands. Or you could take a yoga class.”

Kaela repeated her gesture. “Yoga? Me? You’re not saying that because of my heritage, are you? I was born in the USA, you know.”

Holly caught the teasing in Kaela’s tone. “Of course not. But if you want to exercise, let me know.”

A twinge of guilt shot through Holly’s stomach. Work had been more demanding, and she’d neglected her training, telling herself it was the off season. Neglected her training? Who was she kidding? She’d stopped training over a year ago. She ran for exercise, but she hadn’t raced anything more than a single 5K fun run in the past three years. And she’d skipped more yoga practices than she was willing to admit. After yet another day of procrastination, Holly vowed it was time to take control. Getting into marathon shape might give her something new to focus on.

With a longing glance at the pastries, Kaela added a few pieces of melon and pineapple to her plate. “I think I will compose a memo forbidding bringing anything fattening into the breakroom.”

Holly laughed. “As if that will fly.”

“It might be more effective than sending a memo to IT,” Kaela said.

“It might at that. I promise to bring carrots and broccoli next time it’s our turn. With low fat dip.”

Holly carried her coffee and cruller to her desk—one perk of being a tiny cog tucked away in a rear office was nobody wandered in to scold you about eating at your desk. She took one bite of the sweet pastry, ignoring the guilt that she hadn’t earned the treat by running that morning.

She was about to enter her password when the phone on her desk buzzed. Josh in IT. Great.

“This is Holly.” She braced herself for a long, frustrating day. There were issues with quality control on the smart thermostat project, and the digital camera team was two people short.
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After driving into the city the next morning, Brett exited the elevator on the twelfth floor of Blackthorne’s corporate offices and strolled to the end of the hall. Faded brown-and-green wallpaper covered the walls above scratched-and-gouged wainscoting, the wood darkened with age. He paused at the frosted pane of glass on the door to Blackthorne, Inc.’s executive office, with the company name written in gold letters outlined in black. Very simple. Very fifties. The cut-glass knob on the door added to the stepping-back-in-time feel. Definitely in contrast to the sleek chrome-and-glass of the public side of Blackthorne, Inc. downstairs. The people in need of an expensive, ultra-discreet private investigator would have no call to come up here.

Might as well get it over with.

Brett twisted the knob and stepped inside. A silver-haired woman wearing a navy blue suit paired with a white blouse and a string of pearls sat behind an oak desk. Pearls? Maybe he had stepped back in time. She looked up from her computer and smiled. At least it wasn’t a typewriter. A name plate on her desk said she was M. Scott. Brett had expected the boss’s admin to be a bit more—current?

“Good morning, Mr. Cashman. I’ll let Mr. Dalton know you’re here.”

“Quit trying to impress the FNG with your formality, Maddie. Show him in.” A deep masculine voice boomed out from behind another glass-paned door, this one with Dalton written in the same black-trimmed lettering as the outer door.

A tinge of pink colored the woman’s face. She rolled her eyes, and gave an exasperated head shake.

Brett paused, wondering if she was going to escort him inside, but she tipped her head toward the door. “You can let yourself in.”

“Thanks.” Brett crossed behind her desk, twisted the knob—one that matched the vintage look of the outer door—and took a breath before entering.

“Good morning,” Dalton said. “Park it, make yourself comfortable. Coffee?”

“I’m good, sir.” Brett lowered himself into a utilitarian visitor’s chair and studied the man. Hint of Texas in his voice. Pushing forty, Brett estimated. Dalton seemed to be waiting, allowing Brett to assess both him and his surroundings.

Brett’s eyes zipped between the man behind the scarred oak desk and the portrait of Horace Blackthorne on the adjacent wall. Salt-and-pepper hair, mostly salt. Regal bearing, hawk-like nose, and eyes that could pierce right through you even though they were painted on canvas.

The eyes. Although the color was different—blue in the portrait, gray in the man—the shape was the same. And the jawlines bore a striking similarity.

“Distant cousin,” Dalton said, correctly interpreting Brett’s unspoken question. “His father started Blackthorne as a private security and investigations company, and when Blackie—that’s what I called him as a kid, and I can’t break the habit—came home from ’Nam, he initiated the covert ops side.” He cocked his head. “Anything else you need to know?”

Quit the small talk. Let me have whatever you’re going to dish out.

“No, sir.”

“It’s Dalton.”

“Dalton,” Brett repeated.

Dalton took the lid off a large glass jar filled with wrapped butterscotch candies. After taking one for himself, he offered the jar to Brett. “I did add my own creature comfort when I took over.”

Brett wasn’t sure if this was a test, and if he’d pass or fail by taking one. Still, Dalton was the boss, and when the boss offered, you didn’t refuse.

Quit overthinking. It’s a piece of candy, for God’s sake.

He took a candy, and followed Dalton’s lead by unwrapping it and popping the sweet into his mouth. “Thank you.”

“Tell you one thing I miss, though,” Dalton said. “Sitting on this side of the desk, I don’t get the view of the Golden Gate. Used to focus on it when Blackie was reaming me a new one.”

Brett looked beyond Dalton’s shoulder, at the fog lifting off the bridge. “You could rearrange the furniture.”

Dalton flashed a crooked grin. “Then I’d never get any work done. Thought about shades to cut the glare and distraction, but the old man’s Venetian blinds make me feel at home.”

Were they going to be talking about interior decorating?

“I guess so,” Brett said.

Dalton laughed. “Moving on. You met Maddie Scott.”

“I did.”

Dalton’s eyes flickered to the door between his office and hers. “You’ll want to stay on her good side.”

Brett filed the advice away right next to not dissing Star Trek. “I’ll do my best.”

“And right now, you’re wondering why I don’t get on with it.” Dalton leaned over, opened a desk drawer, and pulled out a file folder. “So, let’s get on with it.”

Dalton stabbed him with those gray eyes. “According to Adam, you’re a loose cannon. My words, not his. He kept things polite and formal in the report.” Dalton opened the folder, flipped to a page and tapped it. “‘A tendency towards impulsiveness, needs to develop patience and trust.’ Sound about right?”

“Yes, sir.” Trying to justify his actions wouldn’t help his cause.

“On the positive side, you did hold up well when you were captured. However, we prefer to avoid that situation.” Dalton rested his elbows on the desk, steepled his fingers. “I was a lot like you. Wanted to go out and rid the world of bad guys. Drug dealers were my nemesis—one in particular. I bent the rules, made my own when it suited me. Nearly got me killed a couple of times, but worse, it nearly got my teammates killed. That’s unacceptable.”

Where was Dalton going? Was this a prelude to dismissal?

Dalton pulled another page out of the folder and perused it. “You lost your family when you were fifteen. Traffic accident coming home from Lake Arrowhead. You’d begged off that trip, claiming you had too much schoolwork, when in fact, you wanted to play the bigshot, hang with an older crowd. I’m betting there was a girl involved.”

Brett’s eyes widened. His stomach churned at the buried memories. How the hell could Dalton know? “Sir?”

“Not much escapes our research department. You might want to keep that in mind.” Dalton took another sheet of paper from the folder. “What this means, according to our people, is you’re carrying a boatload of survivor’s guilt, and you might not care about saving your own skin. The cabin exercise was designed to test their predictions. According to Adam, they were on target.”

Dalton slipped all the pages into the folder. “Aside from being a loose cannon, Adam thinks you have potential in covert ops. So no, you’re not being fired. You’re going to do what every Blackthorne operative has to do before officially moving to the covert side. A rotation in security. Your independent streak should come in handy. You’ll be in the field on your own.”

Dalton clasped his hands on top of the file folder. “You’ll report in regularly, and accept that the resources we have here at HQ are designed to help you, not undermine you. You’ll still be part of a team. Understood?”

Brett’s mind whirled. Security? What did that mean? He’d be marching the halls of this building at night? Standing inside the door of a bank wearing a tacky uniform? Patrolling the stands at football games or rock concerts? That last one might not be so bad. Plenty of babe potential.

Dalton rose, offered a hand. “Oh eight-hundred tomorrow, you’ll report to Emiko Miyake in the Ops Center.”

Brett’s heart sank. He and the rainbow-haired Emiko hadn’t hit it off when he’d done his stint in Security.

“I thought I’d already finished my Security training.” Didn’t Dalton know? Or had Brett screwed up something there, too?

“This isn’t training, although if Emiko says you need more work on any skills, you will give them the attention they deserve. She’ll give you any specialized training and be your handler on your first assignment. After we see how that goes, we’ll review your appointment to the covert side.”

The good news. He was being sent on an assignment. Brett vowed to follow all the rules. And so help him, if this one turned out to be another test, Brett was going to think long and hard about sticking with Blackthorne. He could always go back to his job at his uncle’s gun shop.

The bad news wasn’t so bad. Yeah, the whole idea of being handled made Brett’s skin itch, and being handled by Emiko Miyake didn’t fill him with warm fuzzies, but he hadn’t been fired. He was still in line for covert ops.

Should he go down to Security, maybe score a few points by showing up early?

Couldn’t hurt.

Brett took the stairs down two floors to Security. He stepped inside the Ops center, a space filled with people sitting at desks, pacing the floor, working computers, talking into headsets, and manipulating images on three huge plasma screens mounted on the wall. Ops hadn’t been part of his training—all the computer geek stuff had been left to the computer geeks. Didn’t need a computer to learn how to pick a lock.

A pale blond man looked in Brett’s direction. “Need something?” A hint of Minnesota colored his speech.

“Dalton told me to report to Emiko Miyake. Brett Cashman.”

“Hey, Emi. Guy’s here for you,” Minnesota called out. “Cashman.”

Apparently, that was all Minnesota felt obligated to do, as he got busy with his computer again. 

Brett scanned the room, trying to spot the petite Asian woman. With her short-cropped hair dyed blonde and then streaked with every color of the rainbow, she ought to be easy to find.

There. A flash of color in the far corner of the room. Emiko sat at one of the desks, a headset over her ears, a mic curved near her mouth. Her heavily made up eyes never left one of the three computer screens on her desk, except for the occasional darting to the plasmas on the wall.

With a swift glance in his direction, she said, “Cashman. Tomorrow. Zero eight-hundred. Sharp.”

So much for earning points.

The gun shop job was looking more attractive.

~~~~~
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Holly slammed the lid of her laptop closed and rushed to the closet for her coat. She’d gotten up early to run, changed her mind—again. Gotten as far as selecting a yoga routine from her collection, changed her mind—again. Told herself that tomorrow she’d run for sure. No excuses. With her extra time, she’d made a big salad for her lunch, sorted her laundry, and still ahead of the game, decided to update her Netflix queue. Whoosh. There went the time. Now, she risked being late for work for the second time in two days.

A sheet of paper peeking under the door caught her eye. What was it this time? She snatched it, reading it in the elevator on the way downstairs. Another memo from Mr. Hogue, the building manager. Last week he’d moaned about water usage. The week before, it was people bringing food and drink other than water into the fitness center. Today’s memo warned about mice in the building, admonishing tenants to make sure they emptied trash into the proper receptacles and not to leave food lying around.

Mr. Hogue loved being important. But mice were management’s problem, not hers. She’d never seen a mouse, or evidence of one. She rushed to her car and tossed the paper onto the passenger seat.

Tapping the steering wheel as she waited for the garage security gate to crawl open, she ran over her workload for the day, which, thanks to the screw-ups in the latest software, was going to take her twice as long as it should, not to mention yesterday’s backlog. No way would IT have fixed it already.

Half a mile from home, she realized she’d forgotten the lunch she’d so carefully assembled. Guess she’d be having it for dinner.

She arrived at Mrs. Pollard’s desk with a minute to spare. It wasn’t the receptionist’s job to track when employees arrived, but the uplifted eyebrows told Holly she’d noticed. Big deal.

Holly strode toward her office where Kaela was already glowering at her computer monitor.

“No miracles, I take it?” Holly hung up her coat and stashed her purse.

“Not a one.”

Holly powered on her computer and went to the breakroom for coffee. Today’s offerings were assorted cookies and mini cupcakes. She brought her coffee to her desk and entered her password.

Her internal line buzzed. Not IT this time. Mrs. Pollard.

“This is Holly.”

“Mr. Lundstrom wants to see you in his office. Immediately.”

Before Holly could ask why, Mrs. Pollard disconnected.

Her heart jumped to her throat. Holly took a bolstering sip of her coffee, automatically running through reasons Mr. Lundstrom might want to see her. She was current on all her reports, and it wasn’t time for performance reviews. Did it have something to do with the new software? Or was he going to come down on her because two of her projects were teetering on the brink of missing deadlines? Dare she take a minute or two to check her email, see if there was a message that might shed light on why she was being called on the carpet? One or two minutes wouldn’t hurt, would it?

Not if he knew she was here, which he most certainly did.

“Mr. Lundstrom wants to see me,” she said to Kaela. “Any idea why?”

Kaela’s eyes widened. “No. You didn’t complain to him about the new software, did you?”

“I’m not that stupid,” Holly said.

Of course, there was a one-in-a-thousand chance he was going to tell her she’d been doing such a great job he was giving her a raise—no, more like a one-in-a-million chance.
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