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Prologue
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THE YEAR IS 2013. THE location is the tiny town of Sinful, Louisiana, and my name is Sandy Sue.

The name is a lie, but it’s the part I’m choosing to lead with—because the rest of it is classified, and also because Sandy Sue Morrow is the name the CIA gave me when they decided the best way to hide one of their most effective field operatives from a very motivated assassin was to relocate her to a small town in Louisiana and disguise her as a former beauty queen turned small-town librarian.

I want to be clear that I had strong opinions about this plan.

I expressed those opinions in a closed-door meeting with CIA Director Morrow and my partner, Harrison, that lasted forty-five minutes and covered a whole lot of ground. I was articulate. I was persuasive. I presented three alternative relocation proposals, each of which I maintained was objectively superior. I was convincing. At least, I thought I was.

My ideas were summarily dismissed, and off to Sinful I went.

If you’re not familiar with Sinful, Louisiana, it’s a small town in the general vicinity of the bayou, which means it’s hot, humid, occasionally fragrant in ways that are best described as an olfactory abomination, and there are varmints—bugs, lots of bugs, cottonmouth snakes, wild pigs, mosquitoes large enough to carry away small children and, of course... alligators.

The town is also populated by people who have known each other since birth and treat newcomers with a combination of warmth and forensic curiosity that makes it essentially impossible to maintain a low profile. Which, again—I had opinions about. The CIA was unmoved.

According to my backstory, I’m the niece of a woman named Marge, who lived in Sinful her whole life and recently passed away, leaving me her house. I’m mild-mannered. I’m a librarian. I was apparently once a beauty queen, which I can only assume was the CIA’s idea of a joke, because I own exactly one dress and I bought it under extreme duress.

I couldn’t deal with the name Sandy Sue from day one. I told the first person I met in Sinful that my nickname was Fortune, and the name Sandy Sue has been largely retired ever since. The CIA was not consulted on this decision. The CIA’s input on my daily life in Sinful has become increasingly theoretical, treated more as a recommendation than a direct order.

What the CIA also didn’t consult me on was the town itself, which I’m fairly sure they didn’t research nearly enough before picking it as my hiding place. Sinful is not the quiet, bedroom community they believed it to be. Sinful is a town where things happen. Significant things. The kind of things that a person trying to maintain a low profile and avoid drawing attention to herself should, by all rights, be nowhere near.

I’d only been in Sinful for a matter of weeks, doing my best to keep a low profile.

Those efforts somehow included getting dragged into not one but two murder investigations.

Two.

I have a theory that Sinful operates on a different frequency than normal places—some combination of the heat and the bayou and the sweet tea and the collective force of personality of its residents that generates a gravitational field around chaos. Things happen here. They happen often, with enthusiasm and without warning, and they have a tendency to involve me regardless of my professional preferences to the contrary.

But I’m getting ahead of myself. And I want to be fair to Sinful, because not everything that happens here involves a dead body.

Take this story, for instance.

This one starts with a fire.

But before I get to the fire, you need to understand two things about my situation in Sinful. Two things, specifically in the form of two women, without whom this story—and frankly most of my stories at this point—would be a whole lot shorter and considerably less complicated.

The first is Gertie.

Gertie is on the knowing side of seventy, spunky, and diminutive, and she operates in the world with the cheerful, absolute confidence of a woman who has never once doubted that her instincts are correct, her aims are good, and whatever happens next will probably work out fine. She is warm, she is funny, she is genuinely one of the kindest people I’ve ever met, and she carries a purse large enough to have its own zip code.

Let’s talk about the purse.

I’ve been in the field a long time. I’ve worked in foreign countries. I’ve been part of operations that required the kind of equipment loadout that takes a team of specialists three hours to assemble. None of those operations—not one—featured the range of materials Gertie produces from a single handbag on a routine basis.

I’ve seen her pull all of the following from that purse, at various times and without the slightest effort: a full-sized flashlight, a box of ammunition for a caliber of weapon that should never be owned by a woman her age, three different types of snack foods, a paperback novel, approximately forty dollars in ones and loose change, a baby alligator—I’m not joking, and I couldn’t make that up if I tried—a flare gun, bandages, a jar of homemade gooseberry jelly, two walkie-talkies, a mirror, a sewing kit, a folding knife, a canister of pepper spray, and what she described as “just a few fireworks, nothing to worry about.”

I worry about it constantly.

Gertie’s purse operates outside the laws of physics. In any situation requiring equipment, supplies, a distraction, or an improvised weapon, Gertie’s purse is the first resource I mentally catalog. That’s either a sign of excellent tactical adaptation on my part or proof that Sinful has permanently altered my threat assessment protocols.

Probably both.

The second thing you need to understand is Ida Belle.

Ida Belle is also somewhere in the seventy-ish range. She’s lean, sharp-eyed, sharp-tongued, unhurried in speech and lightning-fast in everything else, and she rides a motorcycle with the casual ease of someone who considers the speed limit a polite suggestion made by people who don’t have anywhere important to be.

Ida Belle drives the way I’ve only ever seen trained pursuit drivers drive—with complete commitment, zero hesitation, and a relationship with the concept of a safe following distance that a traffic safety instructor would find genuinely alarming. She takes corners at speeds that have caused me to grip the dashboard and say things I was trained not to say in mixed company. She has never, in my presence, acknowledged that this is unusual behavior. As far as Ida Belle is concerned, she is simply getting somewhere.

When she is not baking or driving like a wild woman, Ida Belle plays Call of Duty. I found this out about four days after I arrived in Sinful, and I still haven’t fully processed it. She plays with the focused, methodical approach of someone who is not gaming so much as conducting a tactical exercise. I’ve watched her play, and I’ve sat through enough military briefings to tell you that her strategic instincts are sound.

As it turns out, that last part is not a coincidence. Ida Belle and Gertie both have backgrounds in covert operations—the kind that don’t appear on resumes and don’t get discussed at the Ladies’ Auxiliary. They’ve been retired from government service for some time, but in Sinful, retirement appears to be a clerical designation only. They remain, by any practical measure, fully operational.

What I can tell you is that Ida Belle is the person I most want beside me when things go sideways. That means a lot, because in this town, it happens a lot.

Which brings me back to the fire.

I was six weeks into my cover assignment. I’d already survived two murder investigations, one swamp chase, a situation involving a beauty pageant that I’ve mostly suppressed, and approximately forty pounds of food pressed on me by well-meaning Sinful residents who believe a woman of my build needs feeding on a continuous basis.

I’d managed, despite significant evidence to the contrary, to maintain my cover as Sandy Sue Morrow—mild-mannered librarian and former beauty queen, niece of the late Marge, new resident of Sinful, Louisiana, completely unremarkable person with no unusual skills or history worth investigating.

Carter LeBlanc, Sinful’s deputy sheriff, hadn’t bought a word of it. Carter is perceptive in the specific, inconvenient way of someone who notices connections between things most people don’t register as connected. He’d been watching me with the patient, methodical attention of a man building a file. I’d been watching him watch me with the professional wariness of someone who knows exactly what that looks like.

There was a situation developing there. I was handling it.

I was, in short, handling things. Maintaining cover. Living quietly. Going for evening runs. Keeping my head down.

And then, one Tuesday night in late June 2013, I took a left instead of a right on my evening jog, smelled smoke in the heavy summer air, and the quiet part of my summer in Sinful came to an enthusiastic, permanent end.

Not because someone died.

This time, the chaos came courtesy of fire.

But I’m getting ahead of myself again.

It was Tuesday. I was running. I smelled smoke.

Everything else followed from there.
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Chapter 1
Hot Night in Sinful
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THE THING ABOUT RUNNING in Sinful in late June is that it’s less like exercise and more like moving through a warm, wet blanket that someone has soaked in magnolia and bug spray. The air sits on you. It has weight and opinions. A person of lesser commitment would’ve quit after the first week.

Well, I’m not a person of lesser commitment, but I am running low on options for activities that feel like me.

It was a Tuesday evening; just past midnight, and I couldn’t sleep. It happens to me sometimes, and often the only cure is a late-night jog. I was less than a mile into my route through Sinful’s residential streets, which I had mapped, memorized, and cataloged with the same systematic attention I’d have given any operational environment. I knew which blocks had dogs. I knew which porch lights stayed on and which ones were on timers. I knew that Mrs. Paulette at the corner of Oak and Magnolia watched me run past her house from behind her front curtains with the focused intensity of someone who considered herself Sinful’s last line of defense against the unknown.

She was not wrong to be suspicious of me. She just had no idea how right she was.

I ran past the Henderson place and noted the new truck in the driveway—a dark green F-150 with dealer plates still on it. Threat assessment: none but filed. The McReynolds dog, a small, loud and emotionally unstable animal I had privately designated as “The Ankle-nipping Velociraptor,” was conspicuously absent from his usual post at the fence line. I could see the chain staked near the azalea bush, slack and unoccupied. He was inside. Small mercies.

This is what my brain does when I run. It catalogs. It assesses. It files observations in neat columns under headings like ‘notable’, ‘monitor’, and ‘that owner is crazy’. My partner, Harrison, would’ve called this hypervigilance. I call it Tuesday.

Over my headphones, Miley Cyrus was singing “We Can’t Stop” on the radio. It had just been released and was dominating the airwaves. 

I turned onto Pecan Street and let my pace settle. This was the part of the run where I usually stopped cataloging and started thinking about things I’d rather not think about, which was probably why I kept it up as long as possible.

The past six weeks had not been what I’d call a restful assignment.

I’d arrived in Sinful expecting to disappear into the scenery—mild-mannered librarian, dead aunt’s house, low profile maintained until Director Morrow decided it was safe to extract me and let me get back to my actual life. I had not expected to be dragged into two murder investigations. I had not expected the swamp. I had not expected to be dubbed a former beauty queen, which I won’t discuss in detail because some experiences deserve to stay suppressed.

And I had not expected Ida Belle and Gertie.

They were formidable in ways that continued to reveal themselves at inconvenient moments. For some reason, they’d decided that I was worth something. Worth protecting. Worth showing up for.

I didn’t know what to do with that. In my professional life, trust was a transaction. It was established, maintained, and occasionally burned when operational necessity required it. What Ida Belle and Gertie offered was something that didn’t have a column in any framework I’d been trained to use. They just showed up. Every time. Without being asked and without keeping score.

I paused at the corner to check traffic, which in Sinful at this hour meant one pickup truck and a bicycle—complicated to explain. “Cruise,” by Florida Georgia Line, started playing. My pace picked up slightly. I found that running faster was an effective strategy for not finishing certain thoughts.

I turned onto Fielding Lane and pulled my attention back to the street. On my left, Celia Arceneaux’s house sat neat and self-satisfied behind its perfectly edged lawn. Celia and I lived in close proximity, a fact that neither of us had fully made peace with. She was prim, smug, controlling, opinionated, and currently locked in an escalating prank war with Gertie that had begun at a Ladies’ Auxiliary potluck and showed no signs of resolution.

I noticed, as I ran past, that she had acquired a new garden gnome. It had hyper-realistic eyes that caught light at every angle, following me as I passed. Its mouth was set in a tight-lipped grimace of sorts, neither smiling nor frowning. If forced to describe it, I’d have gone with sneering. Its face had a sickly pallor. Instead of standing stiffly with a lantern, the gnome was sculpted in a half-crouch.

It was, in every sense of the word, downright creepy.

I moved on and by the time I reached the corner, Mr. Creepy McCreepy Gnome was out of my head.

I was four blocks from my house when I smelled it.

Louisiana summer nights have a specific smell, and over six weeks I’d cataloged it with the thoroughness it deserved. Magnolia, heavy and sweet. Cut grass drying in the heat. The distant particulate ghost of someone’s backyard barbecue. The particular mechanical perfume of Walter’s ancient truck, which burned something that smelled like a refinery and appeared to be held together primarily by rust-covered optimism.

This was none of those things.

This was acrid. Chemical. Wrong in the specific way my hindbrain recognized before my conscious mind caught up. It was the smell of something burning that was not supposed to burn—synthetic materials, accelerants, the particular sharp edge of a fire that had found materials not meant for fire.

My body made the decision before my brain issued the order. I was already pivoting left, already lengthening my stride. The CIA spends considerable resources training operatives to override the instinct to run away from danger. The training sticks. It sticks so thoroughly that I occasionally have to remind myself that most people’s instincts are pointed in the correct direction and mine have been professionally recalibrated in ways that would alarm a reasonable person.

The closer I got the stronger the smells came: burning plastic, rubber, treated lumber.

I rounded the corner at a run and saw the orange glow above the tree line.
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Chapter 2
Burning Mistakes
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THE HOUSE AT 412 FIELDING Lane was a cheerful yellow with black shutters—the kind of house that looked like it had been picked from a catalog under the heading Family Home, Classic. There was a tire swing hanging from the oak tree in the side yard. There was a black SUV in the driveway. There were flowers in the window boxes, red ones, the kind that somebody watered every morning because they cared about the answer.

The back half of the ground floor was on fire. Neighbors began to emerge from their homes.

The flames had found the kitchen and the utility area and were moving with the purposeful enthusiasm of a fire that’s had time to establish itself—not a grease flash, but a fire that had been burning just long enough to get comfortable and start thinking about the second floor. Smoke was pushing out from under the eaves and the back windows had already gone dark.

I had my phone out before I reached the driveway. I called 911 as I ran, gave the operator a quick assessment of the problem and told him the address with the crisp precision of someone who’d called in worse situations from far worse locations. I confirmed that yes, there was a car in the driveway and lights on upstairs, the building was occupied; no, I didn’t know how many people. I disconnected before the dispatcher finished asking me to stay on the line.
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