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      The small girl smiles. One eyelid flickers.

      She whips a pistol from her knickers.

      She aims it at the creature's head,

      And bang bang bang, she shoots him dead.

      

      -Roald Dahl
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      “When they said an FBI agent was here to see me…well, let’s just say I didn’t expect this to be my lucky day.”

      Prison has stolen pounds from Wayne Killington’s physique. Hollow, gaunt cheeks give him a haunted appearance, and his once robust middle is unnoticeable. His blond hair has thinned substantially and receded. The man who once sported a perma-tan now has a pasty white complexion.

      The glare on the glass separating us masks a diagonal slither of his pallid face. The air conditioning blasts and chills my skin beneath the blazer, yet my armpits are damp.

      There’s an inch of space between the handset and his ear. His brow creases high along his forehead. “What brings you here, Sophia?”

      Curiosity? A need to face the monster? He won’t tell me anything he hasn’t already told the feds. No, a man like Wayne Killington won’t share anything unless there’s something in it for him.

      “Sophia, I can sit here all day and look at you. We don’t get much beauty in this place. But unfortunately, we have a time limit.”

      The guard standing by the door folds his hands over his belt and leans against the back wall. Out in the hall, voices carry and footsteps fall.

      Wayne rubs his fingers through his remnant hair. He’s not handcuffed. I wish he were. In moments of reflection, I like to think his cellmate rapes him daily.

      “Stand for a minute. You’re like a ray of sunshine. Let me take you in.”

      I sit in the plastic chair and breathe. In the academy, they teach you about your body’s reaction to stressful situations. We dunk our hands in ice water and shoot targets to learn how to squeeze a trigger and aim when our hands are frozen with fear. Adrenaline has undesired physical side effects.

      My eyelids close. I swallow. Inhale and exhale. When his face reappears, my control has returned.

      “Mr. Killington⁠—”

      “Sophia, sweetie, there’s no need for formality. Call me Wayne. You’ve always called me Wayne.”

      “There are other words I’ve called you.” He chuckles, and his hand rubs over his stomach. It’s a familiar movement, but it feels out of place on his thinner profile.

      I shift, eliminating the glare from the overhead light. “Why did you do it?”

      “Is that why you’re here? You want an apology?”

      “No.” I slowly shake my head. This isn’t going to work. There’s no sign of remorse. There’s no emotion. Given the opportunity, this man would kill me if it suited his purpose. If he doesn’t have a conscience, this is a waste of time.

      Those cold, dark eyes watch me with a cocky intensity. His lips are relaxed, and the corners of his eyes wrinkle in amusement.

      “Did you love my mother?”

      His lips tighten then relax. I wish I could send a video of his reaction to my Aunt Alex. She’s a behavioral analyst. She might see more than I do.

      “I loved your mother until she didn’t love me.” There are no inflections in his flat tone.

      I narrow my eyes and tilt my head. “Love doesn’t work like that.”

      “You an expert on love now that you’re all grown up? Have you got yourself a boy?”

      “Have you ever thought about what my mother would say if she knew what you did?”

      For a flash of a second, his facial features stiffen. Remorse?

      “Do you want me to tell you about my relationship with your mother?”

      “You were both married. It couldn’t have been much of a relationship.”

      “We were both miserable in our marriages.” His chin juts out. He shifts closer and rests his elbows on the ledge. Jagged black ink protrudes below the hem of the short sleeve of his shirt. That’s new. “When we were together, I loved your mother very much. More than she comprehended.”

      So much you engineered her daughter’s abduction after her death. Bastard.

      “Sophia, why are you here?”

      “Would you tell me something? As a favor to my mother, the woman you loved more than she comprehended?”

      He’s stone-faced. Difficult to read. My heart pounds against my breastbone. My stepmother’s therapist voice comes to mind. Listen. So, I sit and wait.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “I’ve poured over the court case records. I study criminal enterprises.”

      “For your job? At the FBI?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are they re-opening this case? I wasn’t offered the chance to have a lawyer here.”

      “No.” I give my head a quick shake and my most sincere expression. “This is just me. I’m not here for the FBI.”

      “’Cause this is visiting day.” He lets out an exaggerated, dramatic sigh with his arms still crossed over his chest. Aunt Alex taught me that’s a protective gesture, but he looks lazy and relaxed.

      “Yes. My job at the FBI is as an intelligence analyst. A strategic group. I’m not here for the FBI.”

      “Why’d you register as an FBI agent?”

      “I’m not on your friends and family list.”

      “Well, I’ll add you. It’s a short list.” His lips pucker. “What do you want to know?”

      “Everything doesn’t add up. Others were involved. Who were they?”

      “I’m pretty sure your dad cleaned house. Anyone left got the boot.”

      He’s correct. After my abduction, and the discovery our family company, Sullivan Arms, was selling guns illegally to foreign countries, cleaning house became his mission.

      “I’m not interested in the people who worked for you. I want to know who you worked for.”

      “You already know about Mark. You must be following his case.”

      “My uncle died.” And Uncle Mark probably wouldn’t have been convicted because he hired some of the best defense attorneys in the country and the evidence was weak. But given his health, he kept winning delays.

      “Sorry to hear that. He was a good man.”

      “No, he wasn’t.”

      Killington’s gaze flashes upward and he smirks. “Wasn’t my favorite, if I’m being honest.”

      “Who else did he work with? He didn’t do this on his own.”

      “No, I helped him. I did it all. That’s how it works.”

      “But who recruited Uncle Mark? How did this all begin?”

      “Sophia.” He says my name softly. Is that sadness? How would a therapist, someone like my stepmother, hear it? “Let it go. Your dad caught the bad guys. Go back to your trust fund and live the luxe life your mom wanted for you.”

      “I can’t.” I shake my head and shift in my seat. My fingers are ice. It’s funny how the body works. “You see, Wayne, there are others involved. Just like I was a chess piece in your little game⁠—”

      “Little game?”

      “You orchestrated my abduction, so in my dad’s absence, you could resume the CEO role. Right?”

      He squints, narrowing his eyes into slits.

      “Uncle Mark promised it to you. Then reneged.” Show empathy, Sophia. “I get it.”

      He’s unmovable.

      “I was a pawn in an elaborate plan for you to capture the CEO title. What happened to me… that was all,” my gaze travels to the cracked, stained ceiling, “let’s call it collateral damage. The smuggling operation, guns, and drugs… maybe humans… that was a chess piece in someone else’s game. I’ve thought a lot about it.”

      His lips shift for the briefest of seconds, offering a glimpse of stained enamel.

      “My uncle yielded to shareholder pressure for sales growth. That’s why he did it.” I snap my fingers. “But he wasn’t the orchestra conductor. He participated, sure, but he wasn’t the ringleader. He was one piece on a complex chess board. I want to know who the invisible chess players are. The queen. The king. The rook.”

      “Honey, if these invisible men exist, I can promise you, you don’t want to find them.”
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            TWO YEARS LATER

          

        

      

    

    
      “The lone fisherman returns. You catch any fish?”

      “You win the lottery?” Frankie tilts his head back and laughs. He’s a heavy-set man, but the thick coat and scarf around his neck adds girth. A sure sign it’s a chilly day, he’s wearing a dark cable-knit hat instead of his standard New York Yankees ball cap. The man’s lived in Virginia for the better part of two decades, but he’s still faithful to his hometown team.

      A newsstand customer approaches him, and I throw a two-finger salute Frankie’s way before pushing open the entrance door to the lobby of my apartment building.

      My mail from the last two months fills the thick white plastic bin the United States Postal Service collected it in, so there’s no need to stop at the bank of mail slots.

      Back in my apartment, I flick on C-SPAN, set it to mute, and dump the mail. Other than a notification of a change in credit card terms, it’s one hundred percent junk. I dump it all back in the bin for recycling.

      The only items in my refrigerator are butter, ketchup, mustard, and electrolyte water bottles. Hardly appetizing. Grocery shopping is a top priority. Thanks to the once-a-month cleaning service, there’s no dust on the counters, and the sink gleams.

      After I down a bottle of water, I head to the shower. Hot water pours over me. When I close my eyes, I glimpse the past. The market. The dirt paths. Smiles. The roar of a motorcycle. Gunfire. The stream of blood down the cheekbone and the collapse of knees.

      That’s enough of that. I turn the water off, shake my head like a dog, step out, and dry off.

      First day back from an extended mission in Mexico, and I’ve got a load of reports to write. Technically, today is a day off, but after I buy food, there’s nothing else on the agenda. Might as well login and get some HQ drivel done.

      My cell rings, and the intrusive sound has me staring at the device. I rub the back of my neck, breathe deeply, and answer.

      “Hola.”

      “Fisher? It’s Bauer. I know it’s your day off, but can you come in? If you’re up for it, I’ve got a quick project. Shouldn’t take long. Week or two tops.”

      Outside the double-hung apartment window, a deceptive blue sky shines and tempts like a summer day. Deceptive visuals aside, the bone-numbing February chill forced my morning workout indoors.

      I’m due time off, but if the company needs me, I’ll push through. “What time?”

      “You had lunch yet?”

      “No.”

      “Will you pick something up on your way in? I’ll brief you over lunch. One?”

      “Sure.”

      There’s just enough time for me to drop off laundry, fight any remnant DC traffic, pick up the requested lunch, and meet with my boss.

      Ninety-two minutes later, I pass through security without a single nod of recognition. But then again, I’m part of a select crew that spends little time on-site. It’s amusing that the newsstand guy on my block is the only one who acknowledges my absence.

      The redheaded woman behind the desk outside Bauer’s office appraises me as I approach.

      “Bauer in?” I ask, holding up the grease-stained white paper bag for her to see that I bring food. “He’s expecting me.”

      “Officer Fisher?”

      “Yes.”

      “Go on in.”

      The back of the woman’s monitor faces me, and she returns to her keyboard, typing away. The demure black cardigan over a white Oxford shirt underscores her youth. I suppose she’s a new recruit assigned to the role of assisting the deputy. That sucks for her.

      “Where’d Maggie go?”

      Her fingers slow, and she peers over her monitor. “She’s still with us. She moved into a different group.”

      “Well, welcome aboard.”

      “I’ve been with the company for eight years.”

      “Oh. Well, I meant⁠—”

      “Fisher, get in here.” Bauer holds the door open for me. “What’d you get for lunch?”

      “Cheesesteaks.”

      I pull the subs out of the bag and he cranes his neck to read the napkin that’s pressed up against the plastic sleeve. “Tony’s. This is why I love you.”

      “Funny. I thought you loved me because we brought down Esteban.” His arrest hasn’t yet made the news, but it will. It’s an impressive coup and the result of a multi-year cross-agency endeavor. The highest-ranking Mexican diplomat caught taking bribes.

      At the square cherry wood table that Bauer uses for meetings, we unpack the subs. Bauer takes an enormous bite, closes his eyes, and moans.

      I spread out napkins and use the plastic wrapper they gave me to help protect the table.

      “What’chu doing? You haven’t had real food in months. Eat.”

      The cheese and salty, buttery, thinly sliced steak, combined with the crusty fresh-baked French bread roll, is mouthwatering. But this isn’t a feel-good social call. He’s about to dump another assignment on me.

      Bauer flips open a file folder and shifts it on the table so it’s in front of us, but far enough away it won’t get splattered. There’s a typical cover sheet for an op, but it’s the photo in the bottom corner that has me setting down the cheesesteak and wiping my hands.

      He’s familiar, but only through briefings. Rafael Toro. His uncle runs the Toro cartel.

      “Colombia?”

      The Mexican and Colombian cartels have a symbiotic relationship. My guess is if I’m getting called in, there’s a connection with the bribery case and the Colombian cartels.

      “Rafael Toro,” Bauer says, then chomps down, chews, swallows, and wipes the bottom half of his face with a napkin. “He’s a middle-aged playboy. Extreme sports. But his father is a high-ranking diplomat.”

      “And his uncle is the Toro, right? Is his father taking bribes?”

      “I’m sure. But that’s not what this case is. Working theory is that Rafael is going to be forced to grow up and take the reins.”

      “Which reins? Government or cartel?”

      “We’re not so convinced they aren’t one and the same. But he’s newly married. She’s young. Sources say they don’t think she’s too happy. We’re thinking she might be accessible.”

      “You want me to convince his wife to be an informant?” Typical CIA move, but I’m not sure I’m the best pick to bond with Rafael Toro’s wife.

      “Not you, your wife.”

      That comment earns a full-on belly laugh.

      He rolls his eyes, but he’s smiling. He gets the humor in what he just dropped. “Seriously. We need you to go in as a team. We’ve got a new recruit who will play your wife. She’s really got the job here. You just need to pose as an older husband who brought his wife on vacation and ignores her. If our sources are right, they could bond. Become friends. Get her phone number.” Bauer grins before chomping into the cheesesteak. There’s a lot we can do with a phone number.

      “But why me?” If I remind my boss I’m overdue for time off, I’ll sound like a whiner, but it’s a legitimate question. He has to have other officers he can assign to this.

      He wipes his mouth again and rests his wrist against the edge of the table. There’s something more. I sense it.

      “This new officer. She’s one we recruited from the FBI. We promised her she’d be in the field. She’s green. You’re the best pick to work with her. It’s an easy gig. The Four Seasons in Canada. It’ll be like a vacation. Good food. Wine. I wish I could go. Consider it a thank you for a job well done.”

      Now I’m officially suspicious as hell. I have a military background. “Easy gig” is synonymous with “fool beware.”

      “Why, exactly, am I the best pick to work with her?”

      “You know her.”

      I push the sandwich away and swipe a napkin across my beard. Bureaucratic BS drives me insane. Someone got something wrong because I spend zero time in Langley.

      “The age difference between the two of you and our targets is similar. His new wife is American. Emigrated to Colombia as a child. Wealthy. It’s a perfect match.”

      “Because of my age or because I supposedly know her?” Bauer’s riddles exhaust me.

      “Don’t be like that,” he says, finishing up the first half of a foot-long sub. “You could do this in your sleep. It’s the easiest op imaginable.”

      If he had a military background, he wouldn’t keep repeating that. I lift the top of the hoagie roll, checking to see how saturated with butter the bread is. “And who is this officer I supposedly know?”

      “Sophia Sullivan. Didn’t I say that?”

      As he digs into the second half of the greasy sub, I flip through the pages in the folder. On the back page, they stapled my headshot next to her photo. She doesn’t look any different from the last time I saw her when she was twenty-two years old and a newly minted college grad. The colors are off in the black-and-white still. Her light blonde hair appears to be almost ivory, and her light blue eyes are monochromatic. But I’d recognize that classic straight nose, porcelain smooth skin, and petulant, sulky lips anywhere.

      The rest of the world last saw her primarily in photos from when she was fourteen years old, as that’s what her dad possessed and plastered everywhere when she was abducted. She wouldn’t be immediately identifiable to anyone who remembered the missing girl from twelve years ago. But she’s the daughter of a billionaire. He keeps his family out of the limelight as much as he can, but that’s not to say folks from her hometowns of Houston or San Diego wouldn’t recognize her.

      “Why her?” When an officer is assigned to an undercover role, there are always reasons.

      “She’s got the background to run in affluent circles. Nothing’s going to impress her or leave her speechless. She’s personable. And her specialty at the FBI was money laundering and South American cartels. We gotta use her somewhere. That was the deal.”

      “The deal with who?”

      “Her.” He reaches over and punches my arm. “Weren’t you listening? When we recruited her, she had terms. Now we gotta see if we can live with ’em.”

      “And you picked me because I know her?” I play this all back in my head as he chews a bite that would choke a smaller man. “And because, I’m what…” I glance down at her birth date. “Nearly twenty years older?”

      “You spent eight years as head of her security. No one else is going to stand a chance of recognizing anyone from her former social circle. If there are any run-ins, you can steer her correctly.”

      I suppose the logic is sound. “Is she going to be in disguise?”

      “We’ll do something.”

      Sophia’s a good kid. But she’s also loaded beyond comprehension. Why would she join the CIA? We don’t exactly get luxe accommodations. I live in hovels on some assignments. It’s all about fitting in and living the cover.

      There’s a rap at the door. Bauer sets down his sandwich and wipes his pudgy fingers. “Come on in.”

      The door swings open. Sophia Sullivan stands in the doorway, canvassing the wood-paneled walls in the way a first-timer to the deputy’s office would. She’s wearing a black pantsuit, her blonde hair is pulled back tight, and her expression says she’s all business. There’s no trace of the young college student, although graduation day wasn’t that long ago. Four, five years ago tops.

      “Come join us, Sophia,” Bauer says to her. “Let’s get through this.”
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      Travelers crowd the Los Angeles airport. My palms sweat but my heart rate remains steady as I scan the crowd for any anomalies. Rushing to a gate fits within expected profiles. Someone standing, watching people as opposed to a television, or phone, or airport map might warrant closer analysis.

      The first-class lounge consists of three families and five business people, judging from the open laptops. One man leans against the wall of a booth, Beats headphones covering his ears and his eyes closed. He’s slightly overweight and blends in.

      Fisher scans the scene, then lets out a loud exhale. “Want anything from the bar?”

      I shake my head in the negative. There’s no justifiable reason to drink at this point. We’re here on business.

      He approaches the bar. Anyone would pinpoint him as a businessman, possibly on vacation. He’s wearing well-fitting black jeans, a sable crewneck sweater, and black monochromatic On running shoes. My guess is he’s dressed for his role, playing a part. The Fisher I remember leaned toward cargo shorts and button-down untucked shirts. My friends and I especially liked it when he’d wear a form-fitting Lycra shirt or tee. In addition to running shoes, he wore shoes that were more like hiking boots, but with treads similar to a running shoe. I didn’t understand that particular clothing choice until I entered the FBI and noticed former military personnel wear those shoes all the time.

      Caramel highlights coat the ends of Fisher’s wavy chocolate strands. They fall half an inch above his thick, dark eyebrows and truly help to bring out what my friend Lauren used to dreamily refer to as sapphire eyes. The longer hair suits him. The crew cut he sported back in the day didn’t reveal the caramel. The thick beard is new. It gives him a rugged mountain man aesthetic. I’m on the fence if he’s more attractive with the beard or without it. Either way, he’s one gorgeous specimen.

      It’s mind-blowing to me that of all the officers in the CIA, I’m working with Fisher. All those years he oversaw my family’s security, and it wasn’t until I received the project brief that I learned his surname is Damian.

      Three years in the FBI, and not once did the urge to share confidential information with a friend hit. But I’d absolutely love to tell Lauren that not only am I working with Fisher, the guy she used to sneak photos of because, in her words, he qualified as an Adonis, a status reserved for very few men in this world, but Mr. Adonis is also going to be my pretend husband for a CIA mission. Every time I imagine telling her, I hear her squeal, which makes me smile like a loon.

      “So, how’s your first week been?” He’s relaxed, lounging in the chair across from me, the long neck of a Michelob Ultra dangling between two fingers.

      At any time, in any place, someone could be listening. The risks are ground into us. But at the same time, in an undercover role, you have to act natural. We pick names close to our own to minimize error risks, and our cover stories bear similarities to our own. He’s going to go by Damian, I’ll go by Sophia. Our last name is Garcia. My cover’s middle name is Hernandez, which is my target’s maiden name. It’s a potential conversation starter.

      I scan the room.

      “It’s okay. No one’s listening. Just be nondescript.” He says it like it’s no big deal, and of course, he’s right. We haven’t even met our targets yet. There’s no one who would be watching us.

      “Last week was actually my second week.” Those deep blue irises, the sapphires Lauren once claimed were also the color of the Adriatic Sea, send me into a tailspin, which is nonsensical. I need to eject Lauren from my head. “Have you heard of gray mail?” I look quickly around, wondering if I’ve been too descriptive.

      He chuckles. I suppose to any onlookers, we appear to be a normal couple hanging out, chatting while waiting for our flight to board.

      “Fun times. Any good tales to share?”

      In the last two weeks, I’ve read all kinds of letters. Most were absolutely insane. Suspicions of neighbors being Russian plants or working for the Chinese government to monitor Chinese citizens on U.S. soil, or truly nonsensical rantings. I try to recall a nondescript story.

      “Aside from Bigfoot and UFO sightings?” He nods and takes a long swallow of his beer. “And lots of Chinese weather balloons…” I search my memory for the more fanatical claims, the ones that did not get passed on for review. “Elvis has a son and he’s living in Alaska as a militant working to overthrow the U.S. government.” I snap my fingers. “And Hillary really is operating a sex ring, but it’s in North Dakota in a building shaped like an unfinished pyramid.”

      He holds his beer up in a salute. “Here’s to America.”

      “Here’s to the field,” I counter, earning a slight grin. Fisher doesn’t really smile. Although, I have to say, he seems more relaxed now than he did back when he patrolled the yard around my dad’s house. Back then, when my girlfriends would come over to ogle the security men my dad hired, he would never engage. Others would wink or at least smile. But not Fisher. It was like we weren’t there or he was a guard in front of the Queen’s castle. In all likelihood, he found us to be irritatingly silly, because we were.

      Of course, that’s entirely my dad’s fault. He could’ve hired men who resembled mall cops and they would’ve gone unnoticed. But no, he hired former elite military men from the security firm that rescued me.

      I don’t want to think about that time in my life, so I ask, “What’s Sheila like?”

      “Met her on the same day you did.”

      Huh. The redheaded assistant outside of Bauer’s office had been nice. She must be new if Fisher just met her.

      “I’ve been out of the country for years.” He leans forward, using a low voice.

      That’s right. Fisher’s a legend within the CIA, as I learned when a colleague told me I could learn a lot from him. He must’ve been deep undercover if he didn’t make it home for years. I specifically asked Bauer if Fisher is my commanding officer, but he’s not. We’re partners in what I’ve been told should be an easy operation.

      In the FBI, as an analyst, I studied the cartels. The Toro cartel is one we didn’t have a substantial amount of information on. Like many of the modern-day criminal organizations, they foster legitimate business enterprises, which makes it more difficult for authorities to catch them breaking the law.

      My objective is to get our target’s phone number. The CIA can do a lot with a phone number. Potentially gain significant intelligence or understanding of operations. If she becomes a source, even seemingly innocuous information could be useful to building our understanding.

      I’d been surprised to learn our target was Rafael Toro, as I’d thought he was an athlete.

      I didn’t question the intel in our meeting, but at this table, when it’s just me and Fisher, I broach the subject.

      “Wasn’t Rafael a superstar athlete?”

      Fisher sets his beer down on the table and pulls the sleeves of his sweater up on his arms. He’s wearing a platinum Rolex on one wrist and a faded braided leather bracelet on the other. He rests his elbows on his thighs, and his forearm muscles flex when he picks his beer back up. Forearm candy is what Lauren would call it, and he’s packing enough candy to equal an insulin shot.

      “In his early twenties he played professional soccer. Colombia didn’t have an Olympic team when he was competitive, and he attempted to make it onto Brazil’s World Cup team but didn’t succeed. Tore his ACL in his late twenties. Ended his soccer career, but he went on to pursue a multitude of sports. Completed an Everest Expedition in 2016. He’s a big scuba diver, base jumper.”

      According to our intel, he’s traveling to Canada for heli-skiing with a group of friends. Bauer told us they don’t expect Fisher will get to make contact. The hope is his wife, who is new to skiing, will be grounded at the resort, and she and I will bond.

      “I bet you can do all those things.” Fisher slowly nods confirmation. “You know, scuba dive, base jump.” His lips don’t smile, but I could swear there’s a glimmer in his eyes and smugness behind that beard. Yeah, I bet he can do all those things and do them well.

      The Toros had a private house reserved. But a water pipe conveniently burst in the rental yesterday. The hope is they will take the alternative suite the Four Seasons offers them. Of course, we can’t possibly know what they will do. If they find a different resort, or choose a different place, this little op could end before it begins.

      Fisher points the neck of his bottle at the monitor showing flight status. “We should leave in five minutes.”

      Right. We have plenty of time to make it to our gate, and we’re flying first class, in case the Toro’s research how we arrived in Canada as part of a background check. The nice thing about first class is we can basically stroll on board. Once we’re on board, by mutual agreement, we won’t say much. On a plane, you truly never know who might be listening. Even if it’s an air marshal who might report us for sharing classified information on a flight.

      But there’s one thing that’s been bugging me. I left the FBI because I ended up an analyst. It’s completely possible they felt I served the agency best as an analyst. But in the back of my mind, I’ve always wondered if my well-connected, protective father pulled some strings. When the CIA recruited me and promised to put me in the field, I jumped at the chance. And now, here I am, on my first CIA operation, and the man who spent years in charge of my security detail is my partner.

      “Do you speak to my dad much?”

      I watch him closely. My Aunt Alex specializes in behavioral analysis, and she taught me the signs of someone lying. He scratches his beard. Finishes his beer and sets it against the table with a clink. He looks me straight in the eye, hands on the tops of his thighs, elbows out. An open stance.

      “Nope. I owe him a visit. Haven’t been great at keeping in touch. But you know, I consider him a friend.”

      His tells are contradictory, but I’m inclined to believe he hasn’t spoken to Dad. If good ol’ Dad is behind this turn of events, my gut is telling me Fisher isn’t aware.

      “You ready?” he asks in a way that says that line of conversation is over.

      And now, I’m not so certain. Maybe Dad did pull strings. But, if he did, that’s fine. Bauer said this would be one week, two tops.

      I should have down time to continue doing research for my project, which makes this an ideal assignment. Bauer doesn’t seem too hopeful I’ll crack Gemma Toro, as we’re the third team to attempt to reach her.

      The results of this op won’t reflect negatively on me, or Fisher. It’s in and out.
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      Years in the CIA have taught me to expect the unexpected. My current situation perfectly captures the sentiment. Never would I have expected for the teenager I once protected to become a colleague, or for us to check into a Canadian resort as husband and wife.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Garcia, so wonderful to have you with us. You’ll be staying in the Summit Suite. Jordan will take you to your room. Please enjoy your stay with us. If there is anything we can do to make your stay more enjoyable, please don’t hesitate to let us know.”

      Sophia smiles cordially. Her full-length scarlet coat drapes over her arm, and she surveys the lobby with a commanding air. It’s an aura I witnessed develop as she evolved from a skittish, skinny waif to a confident, driven college student.

      This operation is surreal due to my partner, but it’s a run-of-the-mill intelligence assignment. Sophia is clearly enthused and eager, but at this stage in my life, I’d prefer a more strategic role. Instead of being an operative gathering intelligence, I’ve reached that stage where I would prefer to be shaping strategy. With luck, I’ll be promoted off this operational carousel soon. If this proves to be my last stint as an operative, then I have to say, posing as a wealthy, upper-middle-class American living slightly beyond his means and staying at the Four Seasons is an unbeatable last assignment.

      Sophia is silent as Jordan guides us through the luxurious mountain resort, to the elevator, and to our suite. She doesn’t appear particularly impressed, but given the life she’s led, why would she be? The suite features floor-to-ceiling views of the snow-covered mountains and includes two bathrooms, a kitchenette, a den, two fireplaces, and a master bedroom with a balcony. Golden flames with a base of blue flicker in both the den and the bedroom fireplaces. There’s one king-size bed and a fold-out sofa in the den. Meets my needs and then some.

      Our bags beat us to the suite, and both sit at the foot of the bed in the master bedroom. Jordan explains the Nespresso coffee machine and also shares that there’s coffee downstairs each morning. In the kitchenette there’s a selection of snacks, protein bars, wines, liquors, sodas, and waters. The room service dining menu is available twenty-four hours a day.

      Sophia circles the room as he talks, listening politely enough but her slight frown tells me something doesn’t meet her requirements. But we’re here on the CIA’s dime, so I’m at a loss as to what her issue could be. I tip Jordan, and after the suite door is locked, I join Sophia in the den.

      Her vibrant auburn hair shimmers in the sunlight streaming through the glass. The new color offsets her light blue eyes in a way that had every man we passed in the airport doing double-takes. When I first saw her sporting her undercover look, red instead of blonde, I’d been floored. She’s an attractive blonde, but as a blonde, she’s the kid I watched over. As a redhead, she’s a siren. There’s nothing remaining of the kid. Her arms are folded, and her fingers lightly flutter, as if playing a piano on her upper arms.

      “Is something wrong?” If she’s upset about the beds, there’s no reason to be. It’s pretty obvious I’ll take the sofa.

      “The Toros aren’t going to stay here. Surveillance got this wrong. They’ll insist on a private residence.”

      “My last update said they have the suite two doors down.”

      “They’ll change it when they get here. He’ll insist.” Her lips purse. Stubborn and defiant. Her dad had been damn lucky she’d been a pretty good kid because if she’d wanted to go wild, there’s not a thing he could’ve done to stop her. If she’d shown any interest at all, those college boys would’ve been lined up at her door.

      I stroll over to the kitchen, checking out the liquor selection. I need a drink. It’s been a long, quiet trip to our destination. “If you’re right, they’ll still be around the property. And she’ll definitely visit the spa. They have reservations at the restaurant tomorrow night. So do we, at the same time. We have a week. We’ll bump into them. Want a drink?”

      “Just water. I’m dehydrated.”

      I remove a bottle of overpriced water from the fridge and pour my bourbon from one of the airplane size bottles stacked in the concessions cabinet. “Don’t stress.”

      She takes the water bottle from me and angles her eyes. I’ve seen that look. She’s annoyed.

      “Look, Bauer doesn’t have high expectations. This isn’t mission critical. Others have attempted this and struck out. If we do too, it’ll be fine. Prior ops found it’s hard to connect with them on their turf. Vacation may be an easier connection, or it may not.”

      “I don’t want to fail.” It’s a quiet admission. And it’s one I couldn’t possibly comprehend more. Failure is a wound that quietly destroys if you let it.

      “We’ll do our best. They aren’t getting in until late. Do you want to go down for dinner or do room service?”

      “Let’s order in. I feel grimy after traveling. Do you mind if I snag a shower?”

      “No problem. Pick out what you want for dinner, and I’ll take care of it. You take the en suite bathroom, and I’ll take the one right here.” I gesture to the full bathroom off the hall.

      She hesitates, chewing her lip. “You’re the senior officer. Shouldn’t you take the better bathroom?”

      “Do I look like someone who cares which bathroom he takes?”

      My question earns a small smile. She’s been tense all day. I don’t have a good read on why. I hope with food and a shower she’ll settle down. Working together as equals is a new dynamic for us, and it’s her first case. If she’s got nerves or this is weird for her, we’ve got to work through it.

      For me, this baby op is a holiday. Bauer wasn’t wrong about that. The missions I’ve been covering will never make the news and will remain highly classified for the rest of my life. It’s exhausting work, the kind of work that eventually ends in either death or a desk job promotion. I’ll miss the thrill associated with a high-risk op, but at this stage in my life, studying the intel and developing strategic plans appeals more now than it did years ago. This baby op won’t factor into my promotion, but if we score a win, it won’t hurt. It’s time for the promotion Bauer has been dangling like a carrot for the past two years to come to fruition.

      By the time she emerges from the bedroom, hair wet, pale skin flushed pink from the heat of the shower, her room service soup is lukewarm. Loose sweater pants hug her narrow waist and flow out loosely from her hips. Judging from the tiny tank top and the shearling slippers on her feet, the shower helped her settle in. She lifts the metal cover over her soup and arranges the utensils. “You already ate?”

      “Yes.” I didn’t wait for the bathing princess because I ordered a filet and had no intention of eating it cold.

      I kick my legs up on the sofa, sitting back against it so I can see her at the small table. She looks so different now than she did at fifteen, and it’s not just the fact that her wet, dyed hair carries a sheen of black. The gawky teenager is gone. Beneath porcelain skin, the muscle tone in her arms and shoulders underscores her dedication to her cause. And just like when she was in college, she’s seemingly oblivious to how clothes wrap around her tight body in a telltale… Stop it.

      “We should review our backgrounds,” she says as she stirs the soup.

      “Already did that.” We spent hours back at base drilling each other. “What I’m curious about is what’s going on here.”

      She rips a piece of bread off and holds it over her soup, then drops it into the bowl.

      “What do you mean?”

      I cross one ankle over the other. There’s no need for this to be confrontational, but we’re a team. We need to be in sync. “You seem a little off. Tense. Is it nerves? ’Cause it’s your first case? Or is it something else?” She was probably as surprised as I was to find us working together. “You okay working with me?”

      “It’s not you.” She dips her spoon into the soup, as if that answer is sufficient.

      “Well, I’m not wrong, am I?” Those eyelashes flutter, and she looks my way, but she continues eating. “Are you nervous?”

      She dabs her pert, petulant lips with a napkin like the perfect little debutante, fastidiously avoiding my gaze.

      I cross my arms behind my head and stare up at the ceiling. I’m probably reading into it. Highly developed observational skills can be a curse. She’s also fresh in the field. Nerves are to be expected. Experience will settle them.

      I drop my arms and regroup as she downs her bowl of pinkish tomato bisque.

      “How’d you end up in the CIA?” That’s something that’s been bothering me. I watched her over the years singularly pursuing an FBI career. Prepping at the gun range and in the gym. Taking the right classes and pursuing strategic connections. It was pretty clear to anyone paying attention she planned to undermine smuggling networks. Completely understandable, given her abduction.

      “Recruited.” She tears off another piece of bread and daintily spreads butter on it.

      “Didn’t like the FBI?”

      She sets her spoon down, dabs her lips with her napkin, and sets her hands and the napkin in her lap.

      “These days, there are some analysts in the field, but it became clear I wasn’t on that path. The CIA offered me an alternate career path, and I took it.”

      “I’ve heard the bureau’s mantra is it’s where the bureau needs you, not what you want. It’s not a personal thing.” I’m being conversational, but her pointy chin juts out in classic defiance. Or maybe it’s disagreement. “Disagree?”

      She lets out a long, exhaustive sigh. Then she joins me on the sofa, squeezing onto the end of the sofa just beyond my feet.

      “I suspect my dad had me assigned to desk duty. My guess is he probably pulled strings to have you assigned to this case. If I think about it too much… I have worked damn hard and⁠—”

      “Hey. To my knowledge, your dad had nothing to do with this. Bauer, our boss, knew our history and wanted to capitalize. I just came off another op. I can’t speak to what happened in the FBI, but Bauer shared his logic in this assignment. Your dad didn’t factor in.” She stares at me, mistrust seeping out of those cerulean baby blues. The mistrust isn’t deserved. I protected her for seven years. “You know, every person reaches a point in time where they realize the world doesn’t revolve around them. This could very well be your time.” I pause, studying her while she averts her gaze. She’s difficult to read. I’m not sure she’s listening, but I speak anyway, because that’s how I am with teammates. “And I’m going to throw this out there too. Maybe your dad didn’t influence your bosses at the FBI. When he agreed to end your detail after graduation, he’d gotten his head around the fact that you were on your own. He was damn proud of you, too. It’s possible your bosses simply had more openings on the AI side. Or they saw you have a strength they want to capitalize on. Or maybe they’re overstaffed on the field side. Your dad calling HR and placing a request isn’t one of the more likely scenarios. No matter how powerful you may think he is.”

      All those years watching over the Sullivan household, I never imagined Sophia was growing up with this kind of egocentric view of the world. She worked her tail off. At school, on the range, in the gym. Jack was proud that despite his wealth he didn’t raise a kid who expected everything to be handed to her.

      Over the years, Jack and I built a friendship. We didn’t serve together, but the man’s like a brother. Jack wouldn’t interfere in her career. And she sure as hell can’t blame him if she doesn’t get the exact assignments she wants.

      I get off the sofa and open the hall closet, searching for the linens for the sofa. There aren’t any on the shelf, so I search for the phone.

      “What’re you looking for?”

      “Phone to call the front desk. Want them to come up and get the sofa bed ready.”

      “You can’t let them do that.”

      “There are no linens.”

      “It’ll be too weird for a married couple. And word could get to the Toros.”

      “I don’t think the Toros are going to be chatting it up with housekeeping.”

      “You never know. It’s possible. It’s an unnecessary risk.”

      “Fine.” She’s green. She’s playing by the rules. I go back to the closet, pull down a blanket that’s folded on the top shelf, stalk into the bedroom and grab two of the six pillows on the California king size bed, and return to the den. “Get up. I’m ready to call it a day.”

      My day starts early with a grueling workout and ends early whenever possible.

      “Um, there is one more thing.” She pushes off the sofa, and she runs her thumbnail over the pad of her index finger. I’ve seen her do that before. Nervousness? Was I right?

      “Should we…um, you know, practice?” I stare at the scattering of freckles across her high cheekbones. Why didn’t I notice them earlier? “You know, being together? So it comes across as natural tomorrow?”

      “Being together?” I repeat the question. What the hell is she getting at? It’s not like we’re going to be fucking in front of the Toros.

      “Um, like kissing or touching? I mean, it might be…unless you want to go with the unhappily married angle. That could work as a bonding point for me and Gemma. And since Rafael is on his fourth marriage, it could work for you to bond with him, too.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I don’t think the state of our marriage is going to come up in casual conversation.”

      “Right, but if we look like we’ve never kissed before then they’re going to pick up on it. Even if it’s just subconsciously. I mean, I’ve been over the photos and videos we have of them, and Gemma and Rafael are affectionate. It’s going to be awkward if we’re around them and don’t even touch each other.”

      “Sophia.” I wait until her gaze rises from the floor and falls in the general vicinity of my face. “Kissing won’t be awkward. Trust me.” Her creamy, pale skin flushes, and another thought occurs to me. She didn’t date much in college. None in high school. I would’ve known, because we would’ve conducted background checks. Is she inexperienced?

      She’s twenty-five. She can’t be. But this is an awkward situation. Her first operation. I should do whatever I can to help her succeed.

      “Sophia…would you feel better if we practiced?”
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      The silky sable crew neck sweater pulls tight across what I imagine is a rock-hard, sinewy chest. Every time I gaze into those steel-blue eyes, I hear Lauren’s teen voice calling him god-like gorgeous. And the worst part is, with his longer hair that curls slightly on the ends, and that burly, dark chocolate beard, he’s even hotter. It’s distracting, yes, but not nearly as maddening as the smirk playing out on those all-too familiar stern lips.

      Gah. This is weird. He’s my dad’s friend. He worked for us forever. And now I’m supposed to act like I’m his wife and it’s natural for me to touch him. My suggestion is a good one, but he’s making it strange.

      And yes, I am nervous. My stomach hasn’t been settled since LAX. It’s my first operation. I want it to be a success. I need for this operation, which he and Bauer refer to as simple, to be a success.

      “Sophia.” His shadow crosses my feet before I feel his presence. His finger brushes my chin and gently presses, encouraging me to lift my chin. Sparks scatter from the point of contact across my torso. My breath catches.

      The corners of his eyes crinkle with amusement, and the lines around his lips tell me he’s struggling to hold back laughter.

      I can’t take it. I push back for some room. He’s too close. “I don’t need practice.” I spit that last demeaning word out. Jesus. I’m not a virgin. “It’s just weird for you and me.” I wave a hand between us. He has to see it. It’s not just in my head, and it’s not just because I’m green. “I mean, you’re, like, old enough to be my dad. It’s gonna be weird.”

      He closes his eyes, and that’s when it happens. He actually laughs. It’s deep and barely there, so maybe more of a chuckle, but it’s at me. The sound is as smooth as honey and as warming as hot tea.

      “Way to catapult a man’s ego. How old do you think I am?”

      My gaze automatically flits to the laptop on the coffee table. It’s in the project folder. I read it.

      “I’m forty-two,” he answers for me. “I realize that qualifies as old. To you.” He raises his eyebrows for emphasis. The smirk comes back. “And yes, technically, I could have fathered you at the age of sixteen. But I think by most standards I’m not old enough to be your father.”

      “Well, you’re friends with my dad.”

      “True.” He turns his back on me, walking away to spread out the blanket on the sofa and set up his pillows. “Your dad is one of a small group of men I count as close friends. Our friendship is one reason I stayed on working for him while you were in college.” He slowly turns around and crosses his arms again, stretching the thin sweater over the curves of his pecs.

      Back home, he always wore a secured Glock on his belt, but tonight the sweater spills over the waistline of his jeans. He’s not wearing a belt, and nothing is tucked in. The little details underscore the difference between then and now. His casual attire lends an air of not being on the clock, even though he is.

      “If you want, we can practice tomorrow.” He checks his wrist. “After my workout, we can go down for breakfast. As a married couple.” His fingers lightly brush my arm. It’s skin on skin, and I’m mesmerized by the contrast of roughhewn skin and the gentle movement. He’s attempting to comfort me, yet my lungs constrict, and his touch reverberates from that benign point of contact through my limbs and into my chest. “It’s normal to overthink it all when you’re first starting out. It’ll get easier.”

      “It’s not because I’m starting out.” The condescending jerk is so damn amused with himself. “If it was any other man, it wouldn’t.” A huff escapes from the pit of my stomach, and I spin for the safety of my bedroom. I’ve got to get my head on straight. I’m coming across like an amateur. If I didn’t know him, if it was any other man, I wouldn’t have these issues.
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