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CHAPTER ONE

 


"Hello, Asma." The Chechen strongman grinned
evilly, something that's very hard to do when you're a 5'4", pasty
white man in clothes that are at least two sizes too small, sitting
in a lawn chair, wearing a hat that says Pirates of the
Caribbean—Walt Disney World. It wasn't even my lawn chair. The
man had actually brought his own and settled in next to the
driveway.

My Girl Scout troop and I had just returned
to my old house, conveniently located across the street from the
house I now shared with my husband. I wasn't ready to deal with
someone from my past after a very frenzied pool party. One of the
Kaitlyns nearly drowned during a bet to see how long she could hold
her breath underwater—she broke the pool record. Lauren somehow
managed to smuggle in ten frogs, which she dumped in the pool next
to a couple of ultra-nervous soccer moms. And Betty managed to take
control of the speaker system, where she screamed, "Shark! Run for
your lives!" before I disengaged her from the system and literally
carried her back to our picnic table.

Kelly, my best friend and co-leader, had
taken Kaitlyn to the hospital, and we'd been booted from the pool
after the frog/shark incident and were back at my place to await
the parent pickup. Somehow, I'd managed to cram nine girls and
myself into a van that seated seven. Oh well. It was only a
five-minute trip because everything is only five minutes away in
Who's There, Iowa.

Once the girls disembarked, they formed a
circle around the Chechen strongman, out of curiosity and to set up
a defensive perimeter—something we'd worked on recently during a
rather dull seminar on sewing.

Lauren turned to me. "You have asthma?"

"My brother has asthma," Inez added.

"What's asthma?" Hannah asked.

"It's where you can't breathe, but you don't
die," Betty said confidently.

Hannah nodded thoughtfully. "So it's a
superpower."

Right now, I was wishing I had
superpowers. Enough to send this bastard back to his own continent.
Preferably in pieces.

"What are you doing here, Wally?" My heart
was pounding through my chest.

How did he find me? Were the other gang
members here? His presence triggered me into a very vivid memory of
a night in a bar in Chechnya, where I was undercover, when CNN came
on the bar's ancient TV and outed me as a CIA spy.

The man tsked. "You were very hard to find,
Asma."

"She doesn't have asthma!" Ava shouted, her
little arms folding over her chest. My defiant one—Ava's goal in
life was to be the CEO of an insurance corporation. It's all she'd
wanted to be since she was five, when she wanted to be a
Muppet.

Wally looked confused. "What does she
mean?"

I turned to my ten-year-old girls, hoping
they would leave. "A-S-M-A. It's a Chechen name."

"Your cover!" Betty slammed her fist into
her hand. She looked Wally up and down. "Should we take this guy
out for you? I sharpened my snorkel into a pike on the way
home."

Wally's eyebrows went up.

"Absolutely not," I said. "In fact, the
meeting is over. Could you girls stay outside and wait for your
parents? And Betty, hand over the snorkel please." I did this not
to disarm the girl but to arm myself.

"But…" Betty started.

"Now," I insisted.

The girls grumbled but sat down in the grass
as I motioned the man toward the front stoop.

"Let's go, Wally." I opened the door and
ushered him inside.

This was a huge breach in protocol because
Kelly or I were always on hand to supervise pickup. But this man
was extremely dangerous. I wasn't sure if he was armed, and I
didn't want the girls caught in the crossfire.

Once inside, my mind was on the Colt .45
pistol I had under the couch. Could I get it in time? If not, he
was a short guy. I could probably throw him through the plate glass
picture window if I had to. Of course, then my window would be
broken, and getting a new one in this small town, thirty minutes
from Des Moines, took a week at best.

Instead, I settled for interrogation. "What
are you doing here, Wally?"

The man smiled as he spoke in his broken
English. "I have job for you."

"A job? What are you talking about? I'm done
with that life."

Wally got up and walked around my living
room, running a finger over the dusty TV. The tyrant tut-tutted.
"You betrayed us. Should I call you by your real name—Finn? Well,
Finn, this is revenge."

I sighed, mostly because he was a bit of a
neat freak. He used to make us clean our secret compound twice a
day. We finally talked him into employing a maid when he insisted
that the spotless, art deco chandelier wasn't spotless enough. Ron
had torn it out of the ceiling, thrown it against a wall, and
vanished for three days. That convinced Wally, and he had hired a
deaf, mute washerwoman from Grozny. Her name was Bitsy, and I had
liked her. She really had a knack for polishing my knives.

"How did you find me?" I asked while I
wondered if she'd be interested in relocating to America. I could
use a maid, what with having two houses, two cats, and a Scottish
deerhound.

The Chechen sat down on the couch, kyboshing
my idea of retrieving the gun. I still had the one taped inside the
oven. Maybe I could offer to make him some French fries or a frozen
pizza. The trick was remembering to take the gun out before turning
the oven on. I'd lost two guns that way, making it a very expensive
lesson.

"It was not easy." The man shook his head.
"I tell you that."

In other words, I wasn't going to find out
how he'd tracked me down.

I shrugged in an attempt to seem nonchalant,
even though I was freaking out inside. This man was a Chechen
terrorist, and I'd spent a year undercover with his
organization—longer than I had with Carlos the Armadillo in South
America.

"I'll get some vodka, and we can discuss
this like adults," I said as I started toward the kitchen.

"No!" Wally said sharply. "We discuss
now!"

I froze. I still had Betty's snorkel shiv in
my hands. Was I fast enough? I'd been out of the biz for a while.
My skills might be rusty.

It's strange to be menaced by a man named
Wally. That wasn't his real name. His real name was Aslan—which
means lion and was far more intimidating. But Wally had labored
under the delusion that Wally was a very sexy American name. After
several months embedded with his gang, I eventually regretted lying
to him about that.

I sat down in a chair next to the sofa. "I'm
not doing anything for you. I told you, I'm not a spy anymore."

"You will." Wally grinned. "We have
incentive."

"There's no incentive on this planet that
would make me do anything for you," I snapped.

He slammed his fist onto my badly put
together Ikea coffee table. I was impressed that it held up under
that.

"You will do what we want, or your
husband will die very painful death."

Rex? I gagged. "How do you know I have a
husband?" I sputtered.

"He works at police station. We are
watching." Wally looked around. "I cannot believe he lives in this
terrible dump."

So he didn't know we lived in Rex's house
across the street. That was something at least.

I decided to play this a different way. I
sneered. "You have nothing. He's so well guarded that you'd never
get close. We have warriors called the Sheriff and the Iowa State
Police who look out for him," I lied.

Wally frowned. "Does not matter. Either by
bomb at station or shooting him when he is driving his car. We will
get him. Does not matter if anyone is protecting him. They cannot
watch him all day and night."

My heart dropped to my shoes. Maybe I could
get Rex into Federal Witness Protection? Riley, my former CIA
handler, had briefly worked for the Feds—and still had contacts
there—before setting up a private investigation agency here in
town.

"Honestly, Wally." I threw my hands up. "Why
are you trying to get me to do something for you?"

His eyes darkened, and he scowled. "You
think it easy for me when we saw you on CNN? I had mole in my gang!
Me!" He thumped his tiny chest. "You made me look bad. The others
made fun at me every year at Chechen Strongman Annual Picnic and
Sack Race! They say, 'Wally, the man who didn't know he had
American spy. Wally, the man who was idiot to be fooled in such a
way. Wally, the weirdo with two belly buttons…'"

My eyebrows went up. "You have two belly
buttons?"

The man snapped, "It does not matter! You
owe me, and I get revenge!"

Nothing I said was going to matter with this
guy. He was going to get his way, and nothing I said would change
that.

"What is this job?" Maybe it would be
something small like chastise the other strongmen for teasing him
or find him a surgeon to deal with the belly button issue.

Wally's evil grin returned. "You will kill
Riley Andrews."

Gulp.


CHAPTER TWO

 


Kill Riley? The man I'd worked with for,
well, my entire career at the CIA? Oh sure, I'd threatened to many,
many times over the years. But actually murder him? No way.
He was a friend. A colleague. And you don't kill your friends or
colleagues.

"You have deadline," he said. His English
had improved since I'd last seen him. "Do not care how you do it.
We want his body in three days." Wally held up four fingers.
Apparently, his English hadn't improved as far as numbers were
concerned.

"And," I said, "if I don't do it, you'll
kill my husband—Officer Kevin Dooley."

Wally frowned. "That is not his name."

Well, it was worth a shot. I'd known Kevin
Dooley since kindergarten, when he was into eating paste (Elmer's
was his favorite). Now a policeman (and village idiot) who worked
under Rex, the mouth breather had upped his game to eating junk
food, mostly from my house/car/grocery bags.

I tried a different ploy. "I can't do it,
Wally. Not in that time frame. I need at least two weeks."

Wally's face went purple with rage. "Do you
think I am stupid?"

Yes, I did.

"No! This is badly named, very small town!
You have four days!" This time he held up three fingers.

I shook my head. "I need more time than
that. I need time to plan, gather the equipment, surveil him. It'll
take at least ten days."

"No! You have five!" He didn't hold up any
fingers, so I had no idea what he meant. Wally got to his feet and
walked to the door.

"Five days!" He pointed at me. "One hour
more, and we kill your husband!"

And with that, he was out the door. I was
hot on his heels to see him get into a silver pickup truck and
drive away. That's when I realized that the girls were gone.
Hopefully they'd been picked up by their parents, instead of by
some random serial killer with convenient seating for ten.

I went back into the house, and after
texting a couple of the Kaitlyns to make sure they got home okay, I
made a phone call to the only person I knew could help me out.

"Merry!" The woman had picked up on the
first ring. "I was just thinking about you!"

"Hilly," I said, bypassing the usual
pleasantries. "I need your help."

"Okay," she said.

This was followed by a knock on the door. I
opened it to find the CIA assassin (who's not an assassin because
the CIA doesn't have assassins) standing on my stoop, phone to her
ear.

My jaw dropped all the way to the floor,
hitting my knees and ankles on the way (metaphorically speaking, of
course).

"What…? How…?" I sputtered as I grabbed her
arm and pulled her inside.

She looked confused. "I told you I was just
thinking about you."

I slammed the door shut and locked it. "On
my front porch?"

She shrugged. "Well, duh. Where else would I
think about you?"

Hilly Vinton was (not) an assassin with the
CIA. (I'm literally required to say that the CIA doesn't have
assassins). Quirky and smart, the tall, athletic brunette had some
interesting hobbies, from beetle breeding to messing around with
gene-splicing Crispr technology.

"What did you need?" She settled on the
couch right where, a few moments ago, a Chechen mob man had
directed me to kill one of my best friends.

I wasn't quite sure what I needed. After
all, I'd called her on impulse, but now that I thought about it,
how could Hilly help me, aside from killing Riley for me?

"Did you know," Hilly said, "that this town
is crawling with Chechens? I spotted two of them getting gas about
ten minutes ago, and I'm pretty sure I spotted one driving away
from your house. Is Who's There like a sister city to Grozny? Or
maybe Urus-Martan? I liked that place. They had good ice
cream."

"Yes," I said. "Wait, you had ice cream in
Urus-Martan? Where?" I shook my head to clear it. "Never mind. I
don't really care about that. I need your help. That's why I called
you."

She followed me into the kitchen, where I
poured us each an extremely healthy dose of wine. After gulping it
down, I poured myself another. Thank God it was after four o'clock.
I tried to keep from drinking before then—a rule I'd broken many
times.

"So what's up?" she asked with a grin. "And
can I stay here again?"

"Sure," I agreed. "But wouldn't you be a bit
more comfortable at the Radisson?"

Hilly shook her head. "Not really. I'm kind
of over hotels. They don't seem to like it when I knock off one of
their guests."

She had a point. And she seemed to be
waiting for me to answer her question.

"That was Aslan. He's the Chechen strongman
whose gang I infiltrated. If I don't kill Riley, he's going to kill
Rex."

"I remember him!" She slapped the counter of
the breakfast bar. "That's right! You were with them when you were
outed!" Hilly began to giggle. "Man, you should've seen the look on
your face when that CNN broadcast came on, naming you as an
American spy. That was awesome!"

"What?" I gasped. This was the first I was
hearing that someone had seen me. "You were there? Why didn't you
help me? I had one hell of a time getting out of that country!"

Hilly shook her head and waved me off. "No,
I wasn't there. The Agency had cameras in that dive bar. That clip
of your face going kind of white and ashy and then you trying to
sneak out of the bar is priceless. It made the top ten CIA bloopers
reel. I've seen it maybe fifty times."

"The CIA filmed my downfall???" I
screamed.

I'd been out for a few years now and had no
idea they had footage of the most dangerous event in my career. The
whole mess had started when the US vice president was mad at my
father, a powerful US senator. He had his lackey "accidentally"
reveal my name and likeness to the media. Within hours it was all
over CNN, airing at the exact moment that Wally and his crew (which
included me) were in a dive bar watching CNN. Wally had a thing for
CNN journalist Wolf Blitzer, and the bar was the only place in town
that had cable.

My name is Fionnaghuala Merrygold Czrygy,
and I was a field agent for the CIA. That is, until I was outed.
After a generous settlement from the US government, I changed my
name to Merry Wrath (my mother's maiden name) and came home to
Who's There. For a long time, nobody knew who I was. But word had
started trickling out, and I was pretty sure a few of my Girl
Scouts knew. Well, at least Betty did.

Hilly cocked her head to one side. "You
didn't know? Riley's the one who forwarded it to everybody."

"Riley did that?" My brain promptly
exploded. After a few moments of grinding my teeth, my outrage
morphed into an icy calm. "Forget I needed you. I really am going
to kill him after all."

"Great!" Hilly got up and pulled car keys
from her pocket. "I'll get my bags. Can we get dinner at Oleo's?
I'm starving."

She walked out the door before I could
answer. Okay. Greasy cheeseburgers from the best joint in Iowa…then
I'd kill Riley. It made good sense. After all, who kills someone
they've known for more than a decade on an empty stomach?

Not this girl.


CHAPTER THREE

 


Oleo's is the best food joint in town. Their
burgers are the best in the state, and their fries are beer
battered and seasoned to perfection. I could eat every meal there
every day for the rest of my life and be perfectly happy. Of
course, my arteries would tap out eventually, but when the food is
that good, arteries are highly overrated.

Once we ordered, Hilly looked at me
thoughtfully. "So Wally is demanding that you kill Riley." I guess
that in spite of my declaration earlier, she knew I wasn't going to
follow through.

I fiddled with the straw in my iced tea. "Or
he will kill Rex."

"Could you convince him that Rex is that guy
who eats all the time?" Hilly wondered.

I shook my head. "Nope. Already tried that.
It didn't work."

"Shame, really," she sympathized. "It
would've solved your problems."

"You know what?" I put my napkin on my lap,
hoping that would somehow speed up the cooking process. "I got some
great intel when I was with that gang. If I hadn't been outed, I
might've blown the whole organization open."

Hilly seemed to agree. "Yeah, you and that
other spy."

"What are you talking about?" I took a big
sip from my wine glass. "There wasn't any other spy. I was the only
one."

"No, you weren't." She tapped her chin.
"That maid he had was from Georgia."

I deflated, sinking back into my chair.
"Bitsy? Bitsy was spying for the Republic of Georgia?"

"No, she was from the state, not the
country. I think the Agency sent her in to have your back. Or maybe
it was to spy on you. I forget which."

I was speechless. The CIA had sent in
another spy but didn't tell me? "Dammit!" I swore a bit too
loudly.

The restaurant went quiet as every head
turned toward me.

Hilly looked around. "Boy. You really are
mad."

"Damn right I'm mad!" I said in a slightly
quieter voice. "My own company didn't trust me to do the job right,
so they sent someone to babysit me!"

"Huh." Hilly cocked her head to one side. "I
guess I hadn't thought about that."

"Was Bitsy the one who filmed me?" My voice
level started rising.

"I don't know if she knew about it. I heard
she retired a few months later. Maybe she thought they'd start
looking at everyone a little more closely."

I shook my head. "Doesn't matter. When I'm
done with Wally, I'm going to Langley for answers."

Our food arrived. Once the waitress left us,
Hilly said, "Good luck with that."

We ate in silence for about five minutes
before I spoke up again. "I'm serious. I'm going down there and
kicking some ass."

The assassin who wasn't an assassin looked
surprised. "Are you still on about that? That was like so
five minutes ago!"

"Are you kidding?" I pointed a fry at
her.

Hilly grabbed the fry and ate it. "No, I'm
not. And don't point fried foods at me. I'm told it triggers
me."

"Into doing what?" I had to ask.

She frowned. "I don't really know. A guy in
Edinburgh pointed a fried Mars bar at me, and I guess I threw him
to the floor and was about to break his neck before they pulled me
off him. I don't remember it at all."

I studied my friend carefully. "Maybe you
need to take a break or something. It might be PTSD from"—I looked
around and lowered my voice—"all those you-know-whats."

"That's what the company psychologist said!
She actually said I was most likely to end up naked in a bell tower
with a sniper rifle. But close enough! Man, are you good or
what?"

"I know a good counselor here in Who's
There, if you need one."

Hilly began texting. When she finished, she
smashed her phone with a hammer she'd pulled out of her purse. If
people hadn't stared before, they sure were doing so now.

"What was that all about?" I looked at the
shards of her cell.

"I texted that I was taking time
off—starting now." Hilly picked up her burger.

"Yeah, but why smash your phone?" I
asked.

She shrugged. "It was just a burner phone.
I'll get another one tomorrow. It's my fourth one this month."

"You know," I pointed out, "most people only
get one phone and keep it for a couple of years."

Hilly's eyebrows went up. "They do? How do
they live like that?"

I took a bite of my burger. I had no idea
what to tell her.

 


 


 


An hour later, as we climbed into my
minivan, I scouted the area. "Do you think we're being watched
right now?"

There was no sign of Wally's truck. But
there were other Chechens in town according to Hilly. Which seemed
a little ridiculous. In a small town where everyone knows everyone,
a bunch of hairy, muscly guys with weird accents would stand
out.

Hilly studied the cars around us. "On your
left, four cars over, red Fiat. That's the one I spotted at the gas
station."

A red Fiat? In Iowa? That really would stand
out. Very slowly, I turned my head as I put on my seat belt.

"Ron and Ivan," I said once I turned back to
Hilly. "I know them."

"Want me to pluck their nose hairs?" Hilly
asked with interest.

"Not really." I stared at her. "Why would
you want to do that?"

She looked at me curiously for a moment.
"Huh? Oh. Right. You don't work for the Agency anymore. We can't
say anything like 'take them out' because we don't officially have
assassins. So the new guidelines have phrases like 'pluck their
nose hairs' instead. Helps us blend in."

I started the car. "No. It really doesn't.
Maybe we should go back to the Cold War and just say 'kill
them.'"

Hilly laughed uproariously. "That's so
obvious! Seriously, Merry! You're completely out of touch!"

I felt a twinge of defensiveness. "Anyway,
no, I don't want you grooming their nostrils. Not yet anyway. I've
already had more than enough bodies dropping dead around me on a
regular basis."

"Okay," Hilly said as she plucked a Scout
magazine from the floor and began to read as I drove us back
home.

 


 


 


"So what do we do about Wally?" I asked once
we were seated again at the breakfast bar.

Hilly was slicing up some cheese and salami.
How could she eat after devouring a half-pound burger with fries
mere minutes ago? I was stuffed to the gills. However, that didn't
stop me from sampling the Havarti and Gouda. I mean, come on! I'm
an Iowan, and this is cheese we're talking about.

The assassin stopped and pointed the knife
at me as if to make a point. For a split second I considered
grabbing it and throwing her to the floor as a joke. But only for a
split second because it's never a good idea to try to disarm a
woman who could cut you fifteen different, fatal ways before your
fingers would even touch the blade.

"Have you thought about going through with
it?" she asked before going back to slicing.

I snagged a piece of sausage. "Believe me,
I've thought about it. And if you tell me he knew about Bitsy, then
I'll suddenly have the easiest solution to this whole problem."

"I don't know if he did know about Bitsy."
Hilly shoved the cheese and meat into a huge pile before taking
another sausage log from the fridge. I didn't even know that was in
there.

"But," she continued, "I don't think we
could get away with it. The company kind of frowns on closing
the lipstick tube on your own kind." Hilly paused. "That's
another of the new replacement phrases." She said it slowly and
loudly, as if I was an idiot. I decided to let it go.

"That's too bad," I said through a mouthful
of Gouda. "Okay. On to Plan B."

"Which is?" Hilly asked.

"Plan B is where we come up with Plan B." I
rubbed my forehead. All this meat, all that wine, a Chechen
strongman in my house, and the crazy swim party earlier had taken
its toll. I spotted my husband's car pulling in across the street.
"Rex is home. I'd better go."

"Say hi to him for me." Hilly began putting
everything into giant baggies. "I'll give it some thought
tonight."

"Yeah." I got up from the bar and tossed her
my keys to the house. "Me too."

As I walked across the street, I tried to
formulate some way of warning Rex. Nothing was coming to me, so I
was walking very slowly. Finally, after dodging two cars in the
middle of the street, I gave up.

"Hey, babe!" I went in through the kitchen
and kissed him as he cooked.

My gorgeous, dark-haired husband smiled.
"Hello, beautiful! Want some dinner?"

I slumped into a chair. "Sorry. I had dinner
with Hilly."

My husband stopped messing with the stove
and turned to face me, wooden spoon in hand. Oh hey! He was making
sloppy joes! Did I have room for one or two of those, I
wondered?

Rex's eyebrows went up. "Hilly? Hilly the
assassin who's not an assassin is back?"

That's when I realized that I had no idea
why she was here. "Yup. Said she was thinking of me and, well, just
showed up. She's staying at my house."

My husband shook his head but smiled. "Your
old house. This is your house."

Philby, my obese cat who looked like Hitler,
waltzed into the room and jumped up onto the counter, watching the
ground beef sizzling in the pan.

"Oh no you don't." Rex gently lifted the
rotund cat back to the floor.

Philby had learned a while back that if we
had meat and she wanted it, she just needed to touch it with her
paw and sit back, wait for us to get grossed out, and receive said
meat. It worked on my husband but rarely on me. I mean, seriously,
it's cooked, right?

The cat trotted out of the room, tail
floofed with disgust. I wondered where the dog and Martini,
Philby's daughter who looked like Elvis, were. Probably napping in
the living room. Martini had a narcolepsy problem that my vet
believed was nothing. Lately she'd taken to sleeping on the
Scottish deerhound. He didn't seem to mind as long as it wasn't
Philby. That cat scared him to death.

"Hilly's in town." Rex went back to the
stove. "And you don't know why."

"That pretty much sums it up." I got a
bottle of beer from the fridge and handed it to him.

"Okay then," he said. "How did the swim
party go?"

Philby trotted into the room wearing a
rubber werewolf mask. She'd stolen it from us last Halloween and
had recently taken to wearing it when she was miffed. I wasn't sure
if she thought it would scare us into doing her bidding. In a way,
she was a lot like Wally.

I filled Rex in on the swim party, leaving
out the new, alarming Chechen presence in my hometown. I was just
wondering how I could convince him to leave the state for the next
five days when the doorbell rang.

"Now what?" I threw my hands in the air and
headed for the front door.

Riley stood on my front porch, smiling. In
the distance, I spotted Wally in his truck. He dragged his finger
across his throat when he spotted me.

"Come in," I said as calmly as possible.

Riley, the other handsome man in my life,
was wearing a black polo shirt with khaki slacks and dress shoes.
As he walked in, he ran his hand through his slightly too long,
blond wavy hair.

"Thanks. Oh wow, is Rex cooking? I'm just in
time."

Despite the fact that I'd dated Riley very
briefly a long time ago, and the fact that he'd tried to rekindle a
romance with me two years ago, he and Rex got along well. It helped
that my husband wasn't the jealous type and that Riley had given
up, moving on to wealthy, hot housewives who'd hired him to spy on
their husbands.

I followed him to the kitchen, my
fingernails digging into my palms. I was plenty pissed off about
the video of me in Chechnya. But with Wally just outside, this
didn't seem like the right moment to brain him with Rex's frying
pan. Besides, it would ruin dinner.

The two men greeted each other genially, and
Rex offered my former partner a beer and invited him to dinner. An
invitation he was happy to accept. As they chatted, my mind
wandered to the man out front. Did he expect me to kill him right
here, right now?

What if I covered myself in raw hamburger
and walked outside and told him I'd done it? Would he believe me
and leave? Wally wasn't the brightest bulb, but he may demand a
body to prove it.

"I'm gonna check on Martini," I mumbled as I
left the kitchen.

The men didn't even acknowledge me as they
got to talking about a new model of handcuffs that had just come on
the market. Normally I'd be just as interested, but I had to see if
Wally was still outside, waiting.

Martini was where she usually was. Sound
asleep on her most energetic day, she'd recently taken to napping
in the middle of the coffee table. On her back, arms and legs
splayed as if she were prepped for an alien autopsy, I left her
alone. Leonard lifted his head from his dog bed and wagged his
tail. I stroked his fur and indicated that he should stay. He
dutifully went back to sleep.

The sun was setting, and Wally was still
across the street. When he spotted me, he got out of his truck and
walked to the sidewalk. He motioned again for me to cut Riley's
throat. I shook my head.

He nodded vigorously. What? Did he have some
sort of deadline? I held up five fingers, indicating, I hoped, that
he'd remember the agreement. Wally held up four fingers. We
furiously pantomimed for a few minutes. I had no interest in going
outside to confront him, and he didn't seem to want to come in.

I was wrong. To my complete horror, Wally
walked up and rang the doorbell.

I flung the door open and stepped outside.
The man had changed into an aloha shirt, baggy shorts, and sport
sandals. The pirate hat was missing.

"What are you doing?" I hissed.

"I make sure you follow through." He started
to push past me to the door.

I stood firm. "No way. My husband, the cop,
is in there. And Riley knows who you are! Are you crazy?"

Riley had, in fact, never met Wally face to
face. But as my handler on that assignment, he knew who he was
alright. Which made me wonder, how did Wally find out about
Riley?

"You introduce me as cousin from…" He stared
off into space as he thought about it. "The Alamo."

I rolled my eyes. "The Alamo? You mean San
Antonio."

He frowned. "There is no Alamo?"

I'd forgotten that he was a fan of the old,
black and white Fess Parker as Davy Crockett TV show. Between that
and CNN, you had the whole TV lineup in his part of Chechnya.

"There is," I corrected, "an Alamo. But
it's…"

He smiled as he interrupted. "Great! I go
stay there next! So please to kill Riley quickly so I can go."

"It's a museum now," I said. "You can't live
there." Then I realized this was useless. When Wally fixated on an
idea, you couldn't talk him out of it. "You gave me five days!"

"Five days to do what?" Rex's voice came
from behind me.

"Hi!" Wally pushed past me and extended his
hand. "I am Finn's cousin from the Alamo! Wally!"

Rex shook it but looked at me questioningly.
I never went by Finn anymore. And of course, he would notice
that.

"Nice to meet you," Rex said when I didn't
speak up. "It's been a long time since you've seen my wife. She
doesn't go by Finn anymore. She's Merry."

Wally was standing in front of me, and I
reached out and savagely pinched his back. He didn't react.

"Oh, right," Wally breezily corrected. "I
come from old country. Haven't seen American family for a
while."

Rex thought about this. "Didn't you say you
were from the Alamo?"

I forced a laugh. "Wally's a kidder. He just
came from visiting the Alamo. But he is from the old country
alright."

My husband smiled and stepped back. "Why
don't you join us for dinner, Wally?"

"Love to!" the Chechen said as he walked
inside. "Are you coming, cousin?" he asked me with an oily
grin.

"Of course." I swallowed hard. "I wouldn't
miss this for anything."


CHAPTER FOUR

 


"Stay here." I pushed Wally into a dining
room chair. "I'll help Rex bring dinner out."

To my surprise, he stayed put. Once in the
kitchen, Riley gave me a strange look. The look that said he knew
something was up.

I scratched my right elbow, and he
stiffened. It was body language from back when we worked together.
It meant that we were in danger and he needed to play along. Spies
usually work out these signals with their handlers, and it really
does help in a tight spot. Rubbing our eyes with our fists meant we
were being watched. My right hand on his shoulder meant someone was
sneaking up behind him. And tugging on your earlobe meant that the
Carol Burnett Show was still airing in the country we were
in—always a bonus.

He gave me the slightest nod, and I knew
he'd understand.

"Riley," I said cheerfully, "you remember my
cousin from the old country, Aslan?" Before he could say anything,
I said, "Well, he prefers Wally. He's visiting, and Rex has invited
him to come in and join us for dinner."

Riley's jaw tightened for a split second
before he lapsed into an easy smile. "Really? That's great. I'm
looking forward to chatting with him again."

In reality, Riley and Wally had never met.
But they both knew who the other was. This was going to be the
dinner from hell. With sloppy joes, nonetheless.

Five minutes later, there we were, all
facing each other over the dinner table. Rex sat at the head of the
table with my fake cousin and me on his left. Riley sat on my
husband's right across from Wally.

I'd had awkward dinners before. Like in
Argentina when the prime minister, who was an amateur mime on
weekends, ended up having dinner with me and the foreign minister,
who was spying on the prime minister for me, in an Appleby's in
Buenos Aires. I know that doesn't sound so bad, except for the fact
that the prime minister was starting to suspect the foreign
minister of espionage and sleeping with his wife, which, in fact,
he totally was.

"Oh!" Wally's eyes grew wide when he spotted
Philby in the werewolf mask. "You have cat!"

Rex frowned in concern. "Are you allergic? I
can put them in the bedroom."

And have Philby throw up in my shoes out of
fury of missing a loose meat buffet? No way.

"No!" Wally shook his head. "I love
cats. We love cats back in…" His words faltered because he didn't
know what old country my ancestors came from.

"Czechoslovakia," I finished for him. "Big
cat-loving culture there."

Rex dished up the sandwiches and homemade
French fries he'd made. Riley looked relaxed but never took his
eyes off Wally, who was staring rather obviously at the man he
wanted me to kill.

"Wally." Rex seemed calm. Did he know
something was up? That is, besides a cousin of mine showing up from
the Alamo? "Did you see much of Merry when you were kids?"

Wally smiled at my husband. It was chilling.
"Not until she was older. But we have been out of touch for a few
years."

"How are your parents?" I reached over and
took a plate from Rex. "Aunt Susie and Uncle Max?" No such people
existed because, as far as I knew, Wally was birthed from a feral
goat.

"They died." Wally picked up his sandwich.
Was it too late to poison him?

"Oh, I'm so sorry," I lied. "They were
nice."

Wally nodded toward Riley.

"You worked with Fi…Merry, right?"

"That's right." Riley cradled a bottle of
beer in his hand as he surreptitiously studied the man. "But that
was years ago. We're friends now."

Wally took a bite of his sandwich, and his
eyes grew wide. As he chewed, he groaned with delight. We watched
as he swallowed. "What is this? Is best thing I have eaten in
America!"

Of course it was. Chechen cuisine left a lot
to be desired. It was basically leeks, dough-based food, and
mutton. A lot of mutton. Which is why, to this day, I don't like
mutton.

Rex explained the nuances of the American
sloppy joe as Wally listened raptly. I took the opportunity to kick
Riley's left foot under the table. Then I slid the salt toward him
but kept my hand on it for a moment longer than normal.

He nodded as he picked up the salt but
didn't use it on his fries. Riley was a health food nut. Salt was
not something he ate. For me, it was one of the main food
groups…along with sugar.

My motions told him that Wally was here for
sinister purposes and that he should stay after Wally left. Either
that or I'd just informed him that my cow was ready to breed and
that he shouldn't buy bread in Uzbekistan today. I was a little
rusty. I took his nod to mean I'd nailed it.

The small talk turned to Wally getting the
recipe from Rex, and I was starting to relax a little when, once
again, the doorbell rang.

This was turning into the longest day ever,
second only to the four-hour mime performance by the aforementioned
prime minister of Argentina. I'm not sure anything could surpass
that.

"I'll get it." I sprang from my chair toward
the living room and front door.

"Hi!" Hilly said as she walked past me. In a
quiet voice she said, "I've been watching. I saw Riley and Wally
come in. You okay?"

"I am now." I grabbed her by the arm and
dragged her into the dining room, happy that the odds had improved
greatly.

"Look who's here!" I announced.

Rex got up and set another place at the
table in the spot next to Riley. Good thing he'd made a lot of
food. He usually did because I wasn't a great cook. He'd probably
planned to take this in his lunch for the next few days, but his
polite demeanor demonstrated that he was more than happy to
share.

Riley was less impressed. He'd never been
Hilly's biggest fan. But I was happy because someone besides Wally
and me knew what was going on.

The strongman's eyes bulged, and his mouth
fell open as he took in the athletic Amazon. Hilly introduced
herself and took a seat next to Riley, directly across from me. Did
Wally know who she was? And if he did, would that be enough for him
to change his mind and leave town forever?

Wally had stood up as Hilly sat down and
then resumed his seat, but he never stopped gaping at her.

"Merry," he finally said correctly. "Who is
this charming creature?"

I introduced Hilly as a friend and watched
in amazement as the Chechen flirted with her.

"You are lovely!" he enthused. "A
goddess!"

What?

Oh right. Wally, despite his short and
skinny stature, had a thing for tall women. When the Eastern
European Women's Basketball League was in town, we had to
physically restrain him from annoying the women with constant
professions of love. He was thrown out of the arena five times
before they finally banned him for life. It was the only time I'd
ever seen him cry.

I winked at Hilly. She smiled back. We just
might have a card to play after all.

We ate in silence for a bit. Riley trying to
figure out what the hell was going on, Wally in love with the food
and Hilly, Rex on alert, but acting completely casual, while Hilly
put away seven sloppy joes.
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