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Chapter 1
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1stUndercover Mission

Being a spy wasn't all it was cracked up to be in the movies.

What had she gotten herself into? She was a chemist, not a spy. At least, that’s what her diplomas said.

Bree stepped from the podium, hands shaking. Petrochemical engineers swarmed her, shouting questions.

“Can you show us what chemical binders you used to add stability?” The voice rose above the others and Bree turned to the speaker.

“I’d love to...” she gave a tiny, deliberate shrug, “...but my attorney won’t let me.”

“Damn patent attorneys.” The crowd chuckled in response.

Bree’s hands steadied. The diversion thinned the crowd and staunched the flow of questions. Good thing since Bree was posing as an expert in a field she barely knew, presenting data on a fictional product, hoping to catch the interest of a suspected international terrorist. Her presentation was nothing more than a baited hook.

Outside, Texas summer heat baked the sidewalks and withered the grass. Inside, Bree shivered—whether from fear or the chilled hotel air, she didn't know.

“Good job.” Matthew Tugood’s voice sounded in her head via her hidden earpiece. She fought the urge to reply and focused on the crowds headed to the exhibit hall. “He’s here,” Tugood said, voice low and calm. “At your nine o’clock.”

Bree swiveled to the right.

“Nine, Bree. Not three. Remember, under that blonde wig, you're still a brainy brunette."

She looked left and immediately encountered the outstretched hand of a tall Asian man with thick dark hair. The target they had code named Zed. “Intriguing paper.” His slightly accented English sounded as if he was Chinese or perhaps Korean. “Ice that burns is a paradox. I’ve always considered gas hydrates too unstable for practical use. But your work makes them seem less, shall we say, dangerous.”

Her skin prickled at his smooth words. Sweat slickened her hand as she shook his, her eyes never leaving his hooded gaze. Was he testing her? Challenging her?

“Thank him.” Tugood’s voice hissed through the headset.

Bree managed a terse reply.

“You seem nervous,” Zed said with a smile. “Is this your first paper at the SPE conference?”

Bree nodded, grateful he blamed her nerves on the talk. “I just joined the Society for Petroleum Engineers.” She tugged her hand from his grasp.

“You did a good job. I’d like to discuss your research further, if you have time.” He produced a business card. “My name is Lei Chan.”

She studied the card. “Nice to meet you, Dr. Chan.” Bree handed over one of her fake business cards. “I’m—” she paused, mentally reminding herself of her cover identity, “Catherine Holmes.”

“Dr. Catherine Holmes,” he said, consulting her card. “Impressive. But I’ve never heard of Energy Unlimited.”

“We’re a startup company.”

“I see. Are you headed to the exhibit hall?” He steered her toward the crowded vendor area while asking questions about her research.

In her other ear, Tugood fed her a constant stream of information to pique Zed's interest. Bree struggled to keep her face impassive, her conversations straight, and her cover ID intact. All while trying to interpret Dr. Chan’s questions, gestures, and facial expressions in light of what Tugood had told her about him.
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