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Chapter One

 

 

Fifteen Years Ago

SIEGE Secret Training Facility, New Rochelle, NY

 

“Everyone, partner up. Someone you haven’t worked with before.”

Dix looked around the room, trying to find someone among his fellow recruits who fit the order. There weren’t many. Everyone knew who his father was. They assumed he could be an asset toward their goals of high placement in SIEGE and jockeyed to be his partner in each training exercise. 

Most recruits to Strategic Infiltration of Enemy Group Enterprise, or SIEGE because damn, that was a ridiculous name, didn’t go through this session. The company, which gathered intelligence for a variety of agencies, operated with severe compartmentalization. Operators, conduits, and handlers took different, mostly individual tracks through training, their identities only need-to-know. This group, the one Dix was struggling to be a real part of, had higher aspirations and had passed the tests necessary to train as facilitators. SIEGE needed people to communicate with the outside world. To smooth over ragged interactions, clean up messes, deal with families. They were the logistical and psychological manipulators of the agency. They alone knew who worked for the company, in what capacity, and helped them do their jobs. They were the SIEGE elite.

Dix wanted to be a facilitator. But only half of the ten people in this room would make it. That was all they had room for when this session was over. The others, at least those who didn’t wash out, could become handlers. As the son of one of the founders of SIEGE, Dix would be disgraced if that’s what happened to him. Everyone in here thought he had it made, that his father would put him wherever he wanted to be. The truth was the extreme opposite. His father didn’t want him in SIEGE at all.

His gaze landed on the one person he hadn’t worked with yet. Skye Burgeson. She stood on the far side of the training room, wearing the same black workout tights and royal-blue, short-sleeved athletic shirt everyone else wore. Her blond-streaked brown hair was pulled back in a really long ponytail that swished like a horse’s tail every time she turned her head. Which she kept doing, obviously looking for a partner while avoiding Dix’s attempts to catch her eye.

But he had no other options, which meant she didn’t, either, and he walked over, wishing the thick padding on the floor didn’t make his stride so wobbly. Skye’s shoulders rose and dropped as she gave an obvious sigh, and she finally met his gaze with gold-green eyes that somehow managed to be icy, despite the glow they gave her copper complexion.

“Hi,” he said cheerfully, holding out a hand. “Conrad Dixson. Dix.”

“I know.” She ignored the hand and pushed past him. “Let’s just get this over with.”

He trailed in her wake to an open spot. An assistant passed around padded gloves. 

“This workout is about not getting hit. One of you will do your best to strike the other, using whatever form of personal combat you think will work. But the goal is contact, not disabling, so if anyone causes deliberate damage to their partner, they’ll lose ten points.”

Dix handed back a pair of gloves that were too small and glanced sideways at Skye while he tried another pair. Sure enough, she looked disappointed at the instruction not to cause harm.

“The second person will not strike, but only concentrate on avoiding the hits. We’re watching.” The instructor pointed to the ring of cameras surrounding the room. “Every touch will subtract two points from your score. Every avoidance will add one. When I call time, you’ll switch roles. The first person to reach a score of two hundred will receive fifty extra points, and the exercise will end.”

These were Dix’s least favorite drills. The point system was arbitrary and complex. Everything they did had points attached, so there were a million opportunities to gain or lose. It kept them on their toes and strengthened the competition, but also prevented friendships and support among classmates. That undermined some of the traits he thought were essential to a facilitator’s job.

Skye’s gloves fit on the first try, and she smirked while she pulled them on and fastened the Velcro across the back of her wrist. “You don’t like these sessions, do you, Dixson?”

“You have good instincts,” he told her, not afraid to admit his thoughts. “But you probably don’t know why I don’t like them.”

A ready buzz accompanied the start of a twenty-second preliminary countdown. They faced each other, Skye’s raised, loose fists an obvious declaration that she was hitting first.

“Because you lose them?” she suggested, her tone holding way more disdain than he felt he deserved.

“No, because facilitators don’t fight.” 

The starting bell went off. Skye leapt hard into it, but Dix spun left, easily dodging her full-body attack. Then there was no time for taunts or banter. Dodge. Duck. Jump. Left. Left. Right. Left again. She was quick and smart, mixing up her approach so he couldn’t detect and avoid a pattern. She almost clipped his ankle on the leg sweep he jumped over, but that was on him. He wasn’t good at height.

“Time!”

Skye pulled her final punch and rocked back, re-balancing on the balls of her feet just in time for Dix to miss her shoulder. He tried to get behind her, but she was able to follow his motion, keeping him in sight so even when her body wasn’t turned fully, she knew where he was coming from. She avoided every strike, and when the instructor called time again, they switched without pausing. Grunts, panting, and a few cries peppered the room, but Dix barely registered any of it. Skye was determined to beat him, so he was equally determined not to let her. 

After the third switch, she managed to land a blow. He cursed under his breath and ducked, which avoided the next swing but hampered his awareness so he couldn’t see the kick coming at his back. Two more points lost. He danced backward, out of her range, and she didn’t get another chance at him until the instructor called time again. He surged forward, bouncing his fists off her shoulder, ribs, and thigh in quick succession, regaining most of the lost points before she was able to get out of his way again. She avoided all his other strike attempts, but when the buzzer went off and everyone in the room relaxed, including Dix, she slammed her fist into his nose.

The world went white, then blurred back into view as he slowly—it felt slow, anyway—tipped backward and landed hard on the mat. He blinked at the ceiling, his ears buzzing, his nose and cheekbones on fire.

“Minus twenty points!” the instructor barked. “Deliberate damage, Burgeson, and failing to heed the signal ending the drill.”

Skye sneered down at Dix. “Worth it.”

Her ponytail swept the air over him as she spun and followed their classmates out of the room. Dix gently prodded his nose with his fingers. He didn’t think she’d broken it, but a swipe under his nostrils showed blood. Great. 

The room fell silent. Everyone had left him there, including the instructor. Not that he cared. He was no longer here to make friends and didn’t need help. But Burgeson’s animosity went way beyond anyone else’s. What the hell had he done to her?

And why did he care?

* * *

Skye glared at the tote board in the main hallway in SIEGE’s training wing. Every person on the board had thousands of points after four weeks of training. They had a few days left, and she was solidly in the middle of the pack. Not a place she was used to being. You’d think, with all the constant, stupid ways the trainers had thought up to earn or lose points, it would be easier to make progress. But despite some fluctuation in the standings every day, they’d pretty much laid their ground in the first week.

Fifth place. She sneered at the number. Her brother would never have allowed himself to drop that far. In all his short years on Earth, he’d always been at the top. Poor tribute she was paying to his legacy. His voice drifted through the back of her mind. You got this, Blue Skye. Ignore the number. That was always how he’d been. Far more forgiving and encouraging to her and her sister than to himself. 

But he wasn’t here, so it was all up to her. Four people ahead of her. Three of them deserved their spots, she had to admit. They were all good at different aspects of the program, and their numbers were single digits apart. So were hers and the guy who held the fourth position, thanks in part to the flash of temper that had cost her twenty points last week. Until then, she’d had a solid lead on Conrad Dixson.

The back of her neck burned, and she had to consciously unclench her hands. The loosening allowed air into the vents on her fingerless leather gloves, cooling the sweat on her palms. Dix hadn’t earned his way into this program. He’d been handed his spot, and for what? He was going wherever he wanted to go in SIEGE, and everyone knew it. That meant someone else, someone who’d do a better job, who’d care more, had been screwed. Skye had been bummed when her friend, who’d applied with her, didn’t get into the program. But she’d been furious when she found out Dixson was here. Son of one of the founders. Taking up a spot someone else should get. She’d avoided him since the start, because her fury would interfere with her focus. Smart decision, given what happened in that sparring drill, and even though she’d told him it was worth it, right now she regretted it completely. She had to make the top five.

A figure moved into place behind her right shoulder. Out of her view, but she knew who it was. Could sense him across a room—but only him. Something inside her came to life when he approached, and it drove her nuts.

“How’s your nose?” Her tone was as snide as she could manage, though the consequences were a sick tension in the back of her throat. She’d been raised better than that. Turn around and apologize.

The board flickered. The person in sixth position gained a bunch of points, and the order shuffled. Now she was in sixth place, with Dix in fifth. Marianas had somehow leapfrogged them both.

“My nose is fine, thanks.”

Dix had taken the high road. He sounded as if she’d asked with real concern, and his voice was a mellow, pleasant glide across her nerve endings that never stopped burning.

That’s too bad. She tightened her lips around the words and took three long, slow breaths. This wasn’t over. She had time to make it back. And she would. Without help. But maybe it was time to try to make things even. Maybe Dix needed to understand how things really were.

She spun, opened her mouth, and blinked, confused. He didn’t wear the workout leggings and shirt they’d all been issued, or sweats like most of them when they weren’t in official gear. There wasn’t any point in dressing any nicer, not during training. And they weren’t allowed outside the facility, not until they’d made the cut and went on to phase two.

But Dix wore a gray suit over a dark royal-blue shirt, the collar open. His normally messy hair was mostly combed, with a few bits sticking up in a very appealing way. He was clean-shaven, where most of the guys only bothered every few days. And he smelled amazing. Some light, spicy aftershave.

“What are you wearing?” Apparently, she’d overloaded her ability to control what she said.

He glanced down. “It’s called a suit.”

Snarky words, but without a snarky tone. Just humor. He was trying so fucking hard to make friends, even though she’d punched him in the face. What a jerk.

“Why would you wear a suit in here?”

He shook his head, hands sliding into his pockets. “Not in here. I had an appointment.”

The rage lit again. “We’re not supposed to have appointments. See, that’s the problem with you, Dixson. You’re not supposed to be here. You took a more deserving operator’s spot. And now you get privileges the rest of us don’t get. What was it, a job interview? Because, sure, cheat someone out of their dream and then throw it aside anyway. That’s fair.”

“It wasn’t—”

She threw up a hand. “I don’t care. Sorry I asked. I just wanted to tell you something. See that?” She shot a finger at the board. “I’m out. If they ended phase one today, I wouldn’t make the cut. And that would be fine if it was because I couldn’t help myself and punched your smug face.” She almost faltered when he grinned. Why wasn’t he more angry? It was disarming, and that just pissed her off more. She rocked onto her toes, trying not to turn purple. 

“You have time to make it back,” Dix said with all the appearance of sincerity. “You’re good. And Marianas just got an early slot for the blind test. You’ll ace that. Your instincts are perfect.”

She dropped on her heels. He was actually complimenting her? No. It was a mind game. Because he had it made, and he was bored. 

“Maybe I will. Maybe I won’t. But what sucks is that the rest of us really have to be in that top five. You don’t make it, so what?” She raised her palms and sneered. “Daddy will just give you a job anyway. But if you’re in the top five, that cheats someone else out of a spot. Again.”

“What do you mean, again?”

She couldn’t. She was seriously losing her cool, and that was likely to lose her points again if anyone noticed. It was just after lunch, and the hallway had steady traffic, between the trainees and the staff and instructors. And she’d deserve it. Her temper, her inability to keep a level head when faced with injustice, had become her biggest obstacle to success. Dix ignited it faster than anyone, and she knew, deep down, that was because something else could grow between them if given even a moment of attention. The two together posed a huge threat to her goals. There was no room for either kinds of emotion in her career. 

So she just shook her head and walked away. One more week. All she had to do was focus, and she’d make it.

Whether or not Dix also made it had nothing to do with her, and if he did make it, they’d have to work together. That realization was enough to blow foam at the base of her fire. She had to stop making it about him and concentrate on herself.

In the back of her mind, settling in next to the voice that had wanted her to apologize earlier, was the spark of a reality she refused to consider.

If she had to work with Dix, she might not be able to work at SIEGE at all.

* * *

Skye stood on the stage listening to their lead instructor give a pretty decent speech about the five trainees who’d succeeded in reaching phase two of facilitator training. She and the four other graduates exchanged proud smiles, but she couldn’t help frowning out at the small crowd watching the ceremony. Four of the trainees who hadn’t made the cut sat glumly in a row, surrounded by the instructors and support staff. Half of the latter were on their phones and clearly didn’t care, but it probably seemed stupid to have a full ceremony with no one watching. It wasn’t like families and friends could come celebrate something they didn’t even know about.

What had her frowning was that Dixson wasn’t down there. She’d fully expected him to be on the stage. She’d even thought the board blackout was so they could mask it if he didn’t do well enough to make the top five. But he was clearly not ranked, and even more baffling, wasn’t in the audience. The total bitch in her wanted to snark that he couldn’t handle failure and had run off to Daddy to get him to fix things.

But she had to be honest. She was facing a big, serious job in a highly secretive, dangerous industry. Honesty with herself was vital if she was going to make it. And the truth was that the Dix she’d seen over the past week wasn’t the entitled douchebag she’d painted him to be. He was respectful of his teammates and had won a bunch of them over, except her and a couple of disgruntled jerks who’d thought they could cozy up to him and get tag-along preferential treatment. Dix hadn’t refused to share that treatment because he was selfish. He’d refused it because he didn’t have it. She could only now, at the end, see that.

Everyone clapped, and she blinked, joining in belatedly. A few minutes later, they’d broken up to do a final champagne toast and socialize before leaving the facility. Phase two started in two weeks, so she’d be going home to California until then. Her family thought she was in an intense post-grad internship, and part of their training had included how to talk about it as if it had actually happened. She was looking forward to that.

Skye hugged the woman she’d become closest to goodbye and carried their empty glasses to the collection table. She was near the door to the hallway and heard someone outside the room speak.

“You hear anything from Dixson?” they asked. “He know he made handler?”

“He told me he expected it and was fine with that,” someone else replied. She recognized the lead instructor’s voice. “But he hasn’t called. It sounded bad.”

“Poor guy. No wonder he struggled through the training.”

“I wouldn’t say he struggled. He came within two points of making it. Burgeson was unstoppable these last couple of days, though.”

She smiled slightly, pride a warmth in her chest.

“Still. Imagine how well he might have done if his mother hadn’t been undergoing brain surgery.”

Glass crashed, the fine crystal scattering across the white tablecloth. Two people leaned in through the doorway.

“You okay?”

She grimaced and gestured at the table with the broken stem remaining in her hand. “Good thing I wasn’t so butterfingery during drills, huh?”

“I’ll get someone to clean that up,” the boss said. “Leave it so you don’t cut yourself.”

She used a napkin to try to push it all together, the warmth replaced with a ball of ice. It was like someone had gone inside her and tossed the room, completely messing up her understanding of how the world worked. She thought of the day Dix had worn a suit. His appointment must have been at the hospital. And if he wasn’t here today, and it “sounded bad,” things must be going wrong. She couldn’t imagine how that hurt. 

Yes, you can.

 She blinked away the memory of her brother’s official portrait next to the casket, Taps echoing faintly in the back of her mind.

It sounded like she’d been wrong about everything. If they hadn’t manipulated the rankings to give him the job he wanted, and were forcing him to be a handler, then he probably had gotten into the program on his merits in the first place.

“I’ve got that, Ms. Burgeson.” One of the staff approached with a hand brush and plastic-lined pail. “Don’t touch any of the glass.”

“Thank you.” She backed away and realized everyone was gone.

“Congratulations,” the man told her. “Lotta hard work ahead.”

“I know. Thank you. I’m looking forward to it.”

Except she wasn’t. As she headed back to her room to retrieve her things, she had only dread in her heart. She should be feeling amazing, on top of the world.

Instead, all she felt was shame.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

Present Day

New Rochelle, NY

 

Dix backed into his parking spot outside Global Information Exchange—the cover for SIEGE—and sat for a minute, watching the handful of people coming and going in the early morning sunshine.

He’d been running the company, along with his partner, Christopher Fitzpatrick, for five years. Five years today. Five years since he began changing all the things he thought were wrong about the way the company was run. The old way had been effective for a long time, but it had also allowed corruption to go undetected for too long. People had almost died. They’d believed Christopher was dead. His father had been disgraced, not because he was corrupt, but because one of his partners had been. Howard Ellison would be in prison for a very long time, but three weeks ago his son, John, had been released on parole. Dix had been reflective ever since. They’d come far…but was it far enough?

His father had wanted to shut everything down back then, but just as he’d lost the fight to keep Dix out of SIEGE in the first place, he’d lost this one, too. Ironically, the situation had forced them to work together and allowed Dix to grow close to his father for the first time.

Shutting it down would have been the easy option. After Howard was sentenced, they’d had to cull a lot of people. Some were in his pocket or in line with his agenda to sell information to people they shouldn’t, just to make more money. Others were uncertain, but too much of a risk. SIEGE’s reputation was shredded. It had taken Dix and Christopher over a year of rebuilding to change that. 

But Dix believed in the company’s purpose and the people serving it. He knew the names of everyone who passed him now, on their way into the office. Knew their record and what they offered the company, whose work was more important than ever. They were spies for the spies and anyone else who needed hard-to-get information, the biggest commodity in the world. Information that could save lives, maintain stability, and more. He and Christopher had changed the culture and, Dix thought, improved SIEGE’s ability to do the job. He was proud of what they’d built. Three weeks ago, he’d even started thinking about life outside SIEGE. The company didn’t need him the same way it did five years ago. Other people managed to balance family and work, even Christopher, who’d been right there beside him putting in the sweat and charm. But Chris had a family before they started. Dix loved the Fitzpatricks, considered Christopher’s brother Brady and sister-in-law Molly some of his best friends. Their parents welcomed him into their family. But he wanted one of his own, and he’d never had—or taken—the time to pursue one. 

And then of course, as soon as he decided it was time, the universe decided to put John Ellison in his way again.

Howard Ellison had confessed rather than go to trial, and insisted his son John was barely involved. John hadn’t worked for SIEGE, but he’d benefited from his father’s activities and tried to stop Dix and Christopher’s investigation. He’d gotten a much shorter stint than his father. His release shouldn’t matter, with Howard still in prison, but Dix’s father was being cagey about it, and Oversight was dodging Dix’s calls. The committee in charge of internal investigation had been too slow to uncover the corruption five years ago, and the transparency Dix and Christopher insisted on rendered them far less necessary, but they provided a historical perspective and a bridge between the past and the present.

It all made the apparent strength of SIEGE seem deceptive. He knew there were lingering secrets that threatened everything he’d built and tried to protect. It wasn’t that secrecy had no role. It protected assets and personnel—but once those were compromised, that same secrecy rotted everything. 

His watch beeped the time. Eight o’clock. The parking lot was deserted now, everyone who was starting work already inside. Except for one lone figure hurrying up a row of cars. He frowned. She looked familiar, but incongruous. Like she shouldn’t be here. Then she turned the corner, and he knew she shouldn’t be here. She reached the main walkway just as he got out of his car.

“Jessica?”

She froze with a hand in the air, reaching for the door. Her severe black suit made her look pale, or maybe that was stress. Because when she turned to him, her whole face was tight, the cords of her neck standing out.

“Dix. Oh, thank God.” She hurried over, her heels clattering.

“What’s wrong? Is it Chris? The girls?”

Christopher’s wife shook her head violently. “No, no. It’s not them. I’m so glad you’re out here. I didn’t know what to do inside. Where to go. If they’d even let me in. I—”

“Slow down. It’s okay.” He closed the car door and took her elbow. “Let’s go to my office and—”

“No!” She pulled away and stepped backward into the parking lot. “No, it’s better if we go somewhere else.”

“What’s this about?”

She shook her head again. “Not yet. Meet me…” She looked around, as if she’d be able to spot a good place out here.

“There’s a coffee shop about a mile away,” he suggested. “It’s big. We can talk without being overheard.”

“That’s good. Okay. Where?”

“Get in, and we can ride together.”

“Better to go separately.”

Which was a smart operative tactic. Or a smart anyone tactic, he reminded himself. The shop had its own lot, so he agreed and gave her the name so she could GPS it instead of following him.

He texted his assistant that he’d be late and headed out, trying not to speculate on why Jessica wanted to talk to him. Brady and Molly found her mostly useless, though both agreed she was far more tolerable since Christopher returned. After the corruption in SIEGE was eliminated, her life became a lot more stable and she a lot less focused on herself. But Chris kept her far away from SIEGE and anything related to it, which meant except for family events, she and Dix rarely interacted.

Thanks to two red lights, Jessica beat him to the coffee shop and was at the counter ordering when he went inside. He surveyed the room. It was busy, but most people were speeding through on their way to work. A table in the corner was furthest from everyone, but flanked by two windows. Not the most inconspicuous spot. He instead chose one opposite, close to the restrooms. The baristas were nearby, but at least there was a wall instead of a window.

Dix chose the chair that faced the room, leaving Jessica to take the one with its back to the door. He watched her at the counter. Her hands tapped unevenly, nowhere near to the rhythm of the music playing from the overhead speakers. She kept looking around with sharp movements, not the usual time-filling disinterest most people had. At least, the few who weren’t playing with their phones. The wide leg of her pants shook slightly, so he knew the movement carried through her whole body. She was seriously tense.

A few people left so by the time she came to the table with two paper cups, the place had quieted slightly. Dix reached for his wallet, but she shook her head abruptly.

“Don’t worry about it.”

“Thanks.” While she settled her massive black purse/portfolio combo on her lap and wrapped her hands around her cup, he sipped. His eyebrows went up. “This is a skinny vanilla latte.”

She shrugged. “Christopher jokes about it. He said you don’t care what anyone thinks of your coffee choices. Kinda uses it as a message for Shae.”

Christopher’s daughter had recently turned nineteen and was a sophomore at Boston University. 

“He’s right. My assistant, Lurana, keeps trying to make me drink it black.” He shuddered, and Jessica gave him a smile that seemed slightly more relaxed than any expression so far. Her cup had a tea tag dangling from under the lid; he hoped it was herbal tea. 

She took a deep breath, as if about to start explaining what they were here for, but then didn’t speak. 

Dix prodded her. “You were coming to Global to see me? Not Christopher?”

“Right.” She shifted and picked at the lid of her cup.

“What are you afraid of, Jess? Is it me?”

She snorted, and suddenly all the nerves seemed to disappear. “Hell, no. Not directly, anyway.” She straightened and laid her hands flat on the table. “I’m here on someone else’s behalf, and you know me. I’m a basket case waiting for an excuse, and she gave me several of them.”

This was getting interesting. “Who?”

But Jessica ignored the question. “I told her to give me a letter or something that I could hand you, but she said if she wanted interceptable evidence, she’d just e-mail you.”

That sounded like someone in the business, but she talked about her like she was a friend, not some random person, and those two things did not work together in his mind. “Why me?”

“She says you’re the only one she knows she can trust.”

“Okay, why not come to me herself?” 

She uncrossed and recrossed her ankles, banging the center pole of the table with her foot. Her eyes were cast down and to one side, and Dix lost his patience.

“Jessica.”

“Fine!” Her chin shot up. “She believes that someone vital to both SIEGE and her own operation is replacing information with dangerous false intel that has already led to three deaths. Deaths that are traceable back to her and to you, if anyone decides to look.”

Dix didn’t move, didn’t let his expression change, but inside he reeled. He appreciated that she’d managed to keep her voice down. The words struck hard, but even harder was what she’d left out. The lines were tight, but he could read between them, and he was afraid he knew why she wasn’t revealing the mystery person’s name. There weren’t many women in their world who’d a) be in a position to have this information, b) be considered a potential target, and c) have both a reason to come to him and reluctance to do so. 

Jessica bit her thumbnail, watching him as he dropped that line of thought to process the rest. Death was the most important detail. Who had died? Whatever traces there were, they were faint or he’d have heard about them already. SIEGE’s work could be dangerous, but it wasn’t combat or even high espionage. Death was rare. But false intel—that was a more direct problem. Their protocols were incredibly strong, honed over decades with an emphasis on adaptability, especially in recent years. Any replacement had to happen after the intel left SIEGE hands.

There were a million questions that lined up under that, but he knew Jessica wouldn’t be able to answer them. She’d parroted something she was forced to memorize. He doubted she had any clue what it meant. But there were questions she could answer, and he expected them to provide more answers than she intended. 

“Why would she have chosen you to tell me this? How do you know her?”

“We’ve been friends since high school. Not so much in the last few years, because our lives are so different now. But we both applied to the SIEGE facilitator program at the same time.”

He stared at her, momentarily derailed. “How?” Applications were by invitation only without a personal connection. He couldn’t imagine anyone thinking Jessica was SIEGE material in any capacity.

“I guess you didn’t know I started out a criminal justice major.”

“No. No, I did not.” Interior design had always seemed her perfect profession, and that was all he’d ever known her to do. 

“I kind of piggybacked on everything S— my friend did. So I applied.”

“And you didn’t make it.” That part was no surprise, and it was the detail that revealed her friend’s identity. 

“No.” She shrugged and sipped her tea.

Interesting that she didn’t seem to care. And that she must have known about Christopher’s real job all along. He wondered if Brady knew that.

He shook away the thoughts and refocused on the conversation. “But I did make it. And she blamed me for your failure.” He winced at his harsh descriptor and quickly moved on. “Why would you admit that to me now? And say yes to her request? You’ve always stayed far away from anything to do with Global.” Not that he blamed her for that. Her husband had been proclaimed dead, then got shot and almost killed again when someone infiltrated security at the hospital. And after that, he’d refused to leave the company that had been responsible for it all. Jessica had accepted that Christopher wasn’t in the field anymore and wanted to rebuild the business his entire family had dedicated themselves to, but she didn’t want any part of it herself. She seemed to prefer to pretend it didn’t exist, that Chris was the traveling consultant he’d always told her he was. Which extended to pretending that Dix didn’t exist, too.

“Well, obviously, I didn’t belong. We both know that. So I’m over it. But we’re friends, and she asked for my help. Plus, if she’s right, then everything Christopher has worked so hard for is in danger again.”

“Why not go to him first?”

She shook her head hard. “She wouldn’t let me. You and I know we can trust him, but I couldn’t convince her.” She sneered a little, her nostrils expanding.

“What does she want from me?”

“She has a lead on a replacement packet. They’re going to swap it for data she collected for a corporate client.” She rattled off coordinates, surprising Dix so much he almost didn’t catch them fast enough to commit to memory. “This afternoon.”

“I repeat, what does she want from me?”

Jessica stood and slung her bag over her shoulder, pushing in her chair until it pressed against the table. “Go in the north side. She said you’ll know what to do. Goodbye.”

She whirled and rapid-tapped her way to the door, not looking back or through the window once she was outside. Her shoulders relaxed as she walked, tension draining away now that she was done with a task she clearly hadn’t wanted to do.

Dix checked the time on his phone. He was twenty minutes late for work, but his assistant had texted back that his morning was clear until ten. He had paperwork to deal with, a stack of contracts to review, and mission reports to go over. He could ignore everything Jessica had told him and go about his day. But of course that wasn’t going to happen. First, because if she was right, SIEGE was in trouble again, and this time it was even more personal, more important that he find out the truth. Second, because it was way too coincidental that this came up right when he was worrying about Ellison.

And third, because he was sure the mystery woman was Skye Burgeson.

Odd that she surfaced so easily in his mind after so many years. He remembered that time in training when she unleashed on him. He’d just come from a difficult treatment session with his mother and found Skye glaring at the tote board as if her gaze could set it on fire. Dix had felt exhausted and defeated, afraid the approaching outcome was going to be as dire as the one the board projected. Sure, he was in fourth place, a safe spot until Marianas jumped them. He’d craved comfort, or at least distraction, and had been struggling to come up with some kind of olive branch when she started shredding him. Even when he’d tried to compliment her, reassure her, she’d thrown it back in his face. She hated him. Now he had an inkling of what had started it, but nothing that had happened in the years immediately after had changed anything. In fact, they’d just gotten worse.

So why would she reach out to him now?

There had always been a lingering sense of unresolved issues there. He doubted that’s what this was about, but couldn’t deny the prospects intrigued him.

He grabbed his coffee and sent a message that he was on his way in. Good thing he had some time this morning. He had to decide what to tackle first—the deaths she was claiming were on their heads, or what Skye Burgeson had been up to since she left SIEGE. 

After that, he’d decide what to do about those coordinates.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

 

Skye didn’t pace. She didn’t bite her lip or chew her cuticles. She stood patiently, well balanced on her sensible-heeled dress shoes, soft-sided briefcase hanging loosely from her hands in front of her. Her gaze cataloged every person who passed by the wide glass façade of the office building lobby she stood in, but without her eyes darting around to indicate nervousness. Outwardly, she was the epitome of calm. But internally, she was doing all of that and more.

Her earpiece crackled and she couldn’t avoid a flinch. The voice that came through was clear, though.

“Subject is on the move.”

“Direction?” she murmured.

“Looks like he’s going…yeah, he’s going back to his office.”

“Okay, thank you. Let me know if he leaves again.”

“Roger, boss.”

The background hiss disappeared as her operator shut off communication. She wasn’t sure if she should be disappointed in the news or not. Did she want Dixson to be guilty?

Of course you do, chided the voice in her head that had never fully disappeared after she learned all the ways she was wrong about him. One thing she had been right about, even though it took her a while to figure out, was that she couldn’t work for SIEGE. It didn’t have much to do with Dixson, though. Yeah, the rare times they crossed paths, tension crackled between them. He’d given up trying to be her friend, and she’d never found a way to apologize for what she’d thought about him. But he spent all his time in his office, handling his operators, while she did the equivalent of facilitator grunt work. She loved it, especially when her work contributed to bringing home people trapped overseas or breaking up a human trafficking ring. Most of it was mundane, but she knew that wouldn’t last forever.

But things Dixson had said kept crawling through her brain. About how the competition kept them from learning to work together. She saw it continue into the job, despite the fact that they couldn’t share details of their missions. Some people tried to undercut others so they could move ahead. She supposed that was normal in the real corporate world, but it left a bad feeling in the pit of her stomach when she went home each day. She wanted to progress because she was good, not because someone else looked bad.

Dix had also disliked the compartmentalization of SIEGE. During dinner one night while they were in training, they’d all discussed the structure of the agency. Dixson was the only one who said it was counterproductive to keep the number of secrets SIEGE kept. Skye had been on the side of almost everyone else who said that was for safety of the people who worked there as well as to protect the information they collected and transferred.

But once she was actually doing the work, what he’d said made more sense. It was frustrating to be spoon-fed what she needed to know to do her job. She’d believed, at first, that it would have gotten easier with experience. She’d have access to more. Bigger jobs, more trust, increased flexibility. But it was slow going. No matter how efficient and productive she was, no matter how good at dealing with the public, she stagnated. Others moved ahead—other women, and not just white people, so she couldn’t blame systemic biases. 

The more she saw, the more she had to agree with Dix that secrets hid bad things, too. Protected the wrong people. And look what had happened, in the end.

Back then, he’d demonstrated an idealism and a core of morality that she hadn’t recognized until it was too late. She’d made a giant fool of herself and never found a way to fix it. Never wanted to face that embarrassment, honestly. A few years into the job, she decided it wasn’t going to work for her anymore, and she decommissioned. Her non-compete meant she couldn’t work for anyone else in the field, but for some reason it didn’t stop her from starting her own agency. So she did.

And now that agency and the security of the people who worked for her were at risk.

Jessica appeared in the far-left window, striding down the sidewalk with her shoulders hunched against a breeze that blew her long blond hair around. Skye studied her for clues as she approached the lobby door, smiling automatically at someone coming out who held it for her. She scanned the area, found Skye, and came over, but nothing in her expression or movement gave Skye any clue how it had gone.

“Whew.” Jessica set her bag on the sleek wooden bench next to them and shook out her shoulders. “I am so glad that’s over.”

“How did it go?”

Jessica sat and crossed her legs, digging into her bag and coming up with a pack of gum. When Skye didn’t move, she made a sharp movement toward the bench. “Sit. I’m exhausted, and that only took half an hour. Have you been standing there this whole time?”

She had, but didn’t tell her so. Giving in, she perched close enough to her friend to talk without being overheard. This lobby had been chosen for its lack of echo thanks to myriad sound-dampening features displayed for one of the building’s companies that sold such things.

“Tell me what happened.”

Jess shoved a stick of gum in her mouth and chewed hard, not offering Skye a piece. “Well, I think he guessed who you are.”

That wasn’t unexpected. There was no way to share the information without revealing some details, and Dixson was a smart man who was in the spy business. He’d have figured it out even without most of the details.

“Did he say he was going to do anything?”

“I didn’t really give him a chance,” she admitted. “I let him drag the information out of me and left.”

“And he bought your reason for not going to Christopher?”

She shrugged. “He seemed to.”

“Okay.” Skye thought through everything to make sure she’d asked all she needed to. She had, but… “How did he seem?”

Jessica was in her bag again. She came up with a lipstick case and flipped it open to examine her mouth and eyes in the tiny rectangular mirror. “What do you mean?”

How did he look? Was he stressed? Tired? Happy? Suspicious? Suspicious. That one was okay. “Did he treat you like a suspect?”

She snorted and uncapped the lipstick. “He treated me with surprise and wariness, like you treat a snake or someone who doesn’t like you and goes out of their way to let you know it.”

“You don’t like him?” Skye teased. She and Jessica had mostly lost touch after Skye started working for SIEGE, reconnecting every so often thanks to events back in their hometown. After their fifteenth high school reunion, they had rebuilt their friendship. She knew exactly how Jessica felt about her husband’s business partner.

“He got my husband shot.” She side-eyed Skye. “Never mind. You’re doing that on purpose.”

“Sorry.”

“Yeah, well, Christopher keeps telling me to get over it, that it wasn’t Dix’s fault, and I say his stupid nickname is perfect for him.”

It was Skye’s turn to snort. “Okay, well, thank you for your help. You’re all done now.”

“Thank God.” She dropped her reapplied lipstick back into her purse. “I don’t know how you do this shit.”

Skye sighed. How had she ever believed Jessica was passed over due to nepotism? No one was less suited to this work.

Jessica stood, not bothering to wait for a response. “Dinner next week still?”

“Of course.” Depending on what happened between this afternoon and their regular night, but she didn’t say so. Jessica had already freaked at the message Skye told her to give Dixson. She was afraid whatever had caused those people to end up dead would follow Dixson and then naturally lead to Christopher. Skye had assured her the message was exaggerated to get results. 

It wasn’t.

She waited while Jessica took off. Once she was out of sight, she slid the phone out of her sleeve. The phone she’d lifted from Jessica’s purse. That she’d slipped in there unnoticed before her friend went to the meeting. The back of her throat ached, a physical reminder of the betrayal Jessica would feel at being used. Double used. At least she’d agreed to the meeting; she would be furious if she knew she’d been a secret conduit for the cloner.

Nothing could be done with the unit in her hand right now. And if Dixson was as good as she had to assume he was, there wouldn’t have been anything on his phone to get. On the other hand, if he was arrogant and complacent, like so many men with power were, there would be a lead buried on here. Unfortunately, she didn’t have the skills to find it, and she couldn’t have it run at work, either. 

As she stood and left the lobby, she considered checking in with her guy watching Dixson. But it was too soon. There were hours to go before her plan played out, so she headed back to the office, her mind racing with possible scenarios for what was going to happen this afternoon.

The routine manager’s meeting at ten was too routine and didn’t distract her enough.

“Skye?”

It took her several seconds to react. “Yes, sorry. Hmm?” Roger was looking for her input on… Counterterrorism statistics compiled for an NSA contractor. “Yes. Those were fine, the reports were filed. We’ll find out about renewal next week.”

“Okay. Thanks.” He frowned. “You okay?”

“Of course. Dina?” She turned to her head of personnel, who shook her head.

“Nothing today.”

“Okay then. We’re done.”

Normally the last one to leave the room, Skye couldn’t handle waiting through the small talk and slow dispersion. She needed to get back to her office and check in with Trevor again. Every second she had no word threatened everything.

She zipped her blinds shut and fitted the comm back in her ear. “Any movement?” She forced her voice to be calm, not sharp or tense. Or she hoped she did, anyway. She didn’t trust her self-assessment.

“Nothing,” Trevor replied immediately.

“You’re sure he hasn’t left by another entrance or vehicle.” He’d reported that Dix’s car was parked right out front, in its usual spot, but if her theory was right, then he wouldn’t use his own car.

“I know how to do my job.” He sounded edgy.

“I know you do. But so does he.”

“Babe, trust me.”

“Trevor,” she protested automatically.

“Sorry. It slipped out. No need for the professionalism lecture.” 

She smiled. Their friendship went way back, before she started Parma, when he’d worked with her sister at a large private investigation firm and treated Skye like his own little sister, which she resented when she became a businesswoman. He was independent now, and surveillance was a specialty because of his high level of patience and tolerance for inactivity. Skye, who had trouble staying still, had mad respect for how he worked, and he was one of the few people she knew she could trust in this situation.

Not that he knew what the situation was.

“All right. I’m keeping the comm on. Alert me when he leaves.”

“If he leaves.”

She ignored that. He’d leave. Maybe he hadn’t acted immediately, but that could just mean he was cautious, suspected she was watching him. Or it could mean he’s innocent. Déjà vu. Of course it could mean he was innocent, or as much a target as she was. She wasn’t going to jump to conclusions either way. That’s what this was all about.

There were still too many hours to go before she could act. This hadn’t been set up well, time-wise, but it hadn’t been up to her. She couldn’t focus enough for the papers on her desk and e-mails waiting in her inbox. She buzzed her assistant. “Ellie, I’m going to be in the gym.”

“Ohhh-kay.” Ellie’s hesitation was expected. Skye didn’t follow a strict schedule all the time, but some things just didn’t happen. Like working out in the middle of the day. Her tension and distraction were becoming an interference. Hopefully, a few rounds with a heavy bag would put the kibosh on that.

It didn’t. Nor did twenty minutes running on the treadmill or thirty with the free weights. But by the time she’d showered and changed into a pair of stretchy black pants, flat, well-tread shoes, and a snug long-sleeve wrap shirt, she didn’t have to wait around anymore. She checked in with Ellie, got her messages—all of which could wait until later—and told her she was leaving for an outside meeting.

Now, driving toward the coordinates she’d had Jessica give Dixson, Skye finally calmed. Action was so much better than waiting. She didn’t know how Trevor did it.

“Subject exiting his building now,” he suddenly said. “He’s taking his own car.”

“Okay. Let me know which way he goes.”

He gave her a play-by-play as he followed Dixson, but it was easy to tell he was heading for the same destination she was, a business park a few miles away. She pulled into her pre-selected spot in a parking lot one building over and checked her pistol before holstering it at the small of her back and getting out of the car. No one was outside here, middle of the afternoon on a Friday. Birds sang in a nearby tree, and a breeze riffled her hair. She cursed and dragged it back into a ponytail, securing it with a band she snagged from the console tray as she looked around.

The nearly completed office building was surrounded by piles of bags, decorative stone, and a variety of landscaping tools, but no one was working. She’d done her homework and found that the crews here only worked four days a week, which was probably why the building had been chosen in the first place. The rest of the vast business park was in the stasis between lunch and the mass exodus at the end of the day.

A car approached on the access road, and she hustled to flatten herself to the side of the building. It passed by and pulled into a lot three buildings down.

Trevor told her Dixson was turning down the street right before this one. She had to get inside.

“Thanks, Trev. I can take it from here.”

“You sure?”

“Yes,” she hissed, examining the door lock and pulling out the case holding her picks. “Thank you.”

“Okay. Signing off. Call me when you need me again.”

The comm’s faint hum disappeared, and she concentrated on listening for a car engine. But this lock was basic and she had the door open before Dixson would have entered the access road.

The inside of the building was half shadows, half blocky patterns of light and darkness thanks to the sun streaming in through the uncovered windows. A door immediately in front of her held a restroom placard. She moved right, into the empty main room and past the wall that had been prepped for a company sign that currently rested on the floor. Through another door, into a hallway full of offices, all of which were empty. She glanced into each as she passed, but her goal was the far end of this suite. She hit the closet and removed the grate she’d prepared yesterday. A similar grate on the other side of the wall hid her from view from the office next door.

She made herself comfortable and waited. After a few minutes, the change in pressure and ambient sound alerted her that the other office’s main door had opened. Dixson entering, if everything was going the way she expected. Well, going the way she expected now. She’d honestly thought he would make a move before this. This is what he’d do if he was innocent.

Was it possible he really was?

An uncomfortable burn in her stomach grew from barely there to hey-pay-attention-to-me. It echoed the ache in her throat over using her friend, but she ignored it just as ruthlessly. Harsh reality had taken the shine off this business over a decade ago. She wasn’t so far gone that she believed the ends justified any means, but people’s lives trumped hurt feelings.

A pair of legs in gray trousers and gleaming black dress shoes strode carefully into the room on the other side of the grate. Unlike this office, the other one was furnished and gave the appearance of a brand-new business that was ready to open. If Skye was correct, it was a front for whoever was trying to take down Parma. Whether SIEGE was driving that take-down or another potential victim of it was what she was here to determine.

The feet stopped between a desk and a visitor’s chair. The person didn’t call out, but they turned in a circle. A sigh echoed slightly, and she sensed movement.

When the phone in her pocket buzzed, she jumped. Luckily, it wasn’t loud enough to give away her presence. She didn’t move to answer it. She didn’t need to, because a moment later, Dix spoke in the other room. 

“Skye. It’s me. I’m at the location you sent me to, and there’s nothing here. In case you can’t tell, I’m a little annoyed, so I’d appreciate laying off the spy games and meeting face to face if you can bring yourself to do that. If I don’t hear from you in an hour, I’ll consider this unimportant and delete your number from my cell.”

She couldn’t tell by his tone that he was annoyed. He masked it well with that mellow calm that had probably been a great trait for a handler. She didn’t wonder how he got the number for her cell phone, either. It was his job, and as the owner of Parma, she was more accessible than most of the rest of her people.

But she had to decide what to do next, before he stalked out of there. Going through the grate would be easiest, but she’d be damned if she’d crawl through there with him watching. She had some dignity, her actions today aside. But he’d probably be gone by the time she went around the building, so she dashed off a quick text in reply to his voice mail: 5 min

He sighed again, but judging by the angle of his pants line, he’d perched on the edge of the desk. Skye silently fitted the grate back in place, grimly thinking that if this had been a test in facilitator training, she’d have gotten all the points. Metal on metal was almost impossible to avoid scraping or clinking.

A couple of minutes later, she’d dusted off her pants, left the empty office, relocked it, and hustled around the building to go inside and meet Dix for the first time in over a decade.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

Dix glared at the text message on his screen. Five minutes until what? He should just leave. Go back to the office and tackle the pile of requisitions on his desk.

But he knew he wouldn’t do that, even if five minutes stretched to longer. He was too curious. About why Skye Burgeson would contact him after so many years—or ever. Not to mention why she thought SIEGE was a target of whatever complex scheme she claimed to uncover.

The light changed at his feet and he glanced to the left, seeing only a ventilation grate and an empty wall. The other side of that wall was silent, but the angles were wrong for the change to have come from the windows out front. This office didn’t have any windows. Didn’t have much of anything, though someone had been working here. There was a computer on the empty desk, a locked file cabinet, and a trash can full of junk food wrappers and go cups.

Four and a half minutes after the text came through, he heard the outside door open—though he’d locked it after he came in—and straightened, shifting position so he’d see anyone coming through the doorway before they’d see him. He slipped his pistol from its holster under his suit jacket and waited, muzzle down, finger along the trigger guard. Someone crossed the light in the outer room, changing the patterns in here and confirming that the earlier shift hadn’t been from outside. The body neared the doorway. He raised the gun slightly.
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