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      The landing gear of the Boeing touched down smoothly against the tarmac at Pudong International Airport.

      Even flying in first class hadn’t made the flight from Baltimore to Shanghai feel any less painfully long.

      Part of that might be the fact the last place she wanted to be right now was in China. There was too much going on at home. Too many things happening in her personal life for her to be happy to be nearly eight-thousand miles away.

      The feeling was odd since it was only a couple of weeks ago that she hadn’t had any semblance of a personal life.

      Oh, how things had changed.

      “Angela.”

      Distracted, she glanced up and realized Myles had turned around in his seat in front of her and was speaking.

      He was her assistant. But so much more than that. He was her right-hand man whom she relied on as surely as if he were her actual right hand.

      “Yeah?” she asked, forcing herself to let thoughts of home go.

      She needed to successfully iron out this deal so maybe once she got home after this trip, she could remain there for more than a few weeks before having to travel yet again.

      “We should go over some things before the dinner meeting tonight,” Myles said.

      He was right. She’d worked during most of the flight in preparation for this meeting. There was a lot to go over.

      She nodded. “We can check in and get settled in our rooms and then all meet in the bar let’s say an hour before dinner?”

      “Sounds good. I’ll make sure Pam knows.” He turned back around and reached for the briefcase beneath the seat in front of him just as she realized she’d better get ready to disembark as well.

      She had a day’s worth of stuff scattered around her seat, and on the empty seat next to her, and shoved in the seatback compartment in front of her. It would all have to be stowed again.

      As the jet taxied to the gate, she undid her seatbelt and stood, reaching for the overhead compartment to grab her bag.

      “Miss Lewis. If you could please remain seated until we’ve reached the gate.”

      “Of course.” With a sigh, she plopped back down into the seat. She even went so far as to buckle her seatbelt again to please the flight attendant who looked so genuinely concerned she’d somehow get hurt as the plane crawled at what felt like a snail’s pace toward the gate.

      She sighed and stared out the window and then realized she’d forgotten to power on her cell phone.

      That was proof in itself that she was tired. It was usually the first thing she did when the wheels touched down. She did it now, anxious to retrieve any news from home even as her mind and limbs felt heavy with exhaustion.

      She should have taken a longer nap instead of pushing to get more work done during the flight. The time difference between the East Coast and China was a bitch.

      No use trying to acclimate to it. This was to be a quick trip. She’d spend more time in the air than on the ground in China.

      In the age of video chat, it all seemed pretty pointless to fly an entire team to Shanghai for a meeting that could take place on the computer.

      Funny. She used to thrive on travel. It seemed things had changed. She had changed. And the reason was back in Maryland… along with a good chunk of her concentration.

      She glanced at the cell as the notifications loaded onto the screen. After scanning the many text messages and voicemails that had accumulated, she only opened one.

      FERN: All is fine here. Try to have a good time and do something besides work!

      Even her tough-as-nails live-in housekeeper’s texts had a bossy attitude to them. She smiled at the thought and punched in a quick reply, thanking Fern for handling things at home, then sighed.

      Do something besides work. When was the last time she’d done that?

      The message from home inspired her to do something she’d never taken the time to do before. Something new and strange. Go souvenir shopping.

      In all the times she’d been here, she never had that desire before. Maybe because she wasn’t a tourist. Or maybe it was just that before she didn’t have anyone special at home to buy for.

      She did now. And while she was shopping for this new person in her life, she would pick up something for Fern too. God knew the woman deserved it. Above and beyond didn’t come close to describing how Fern had jumped in to help at the last minute.

      The plane rocked to a stop and she was free to stand and grab her bag. She had more electronics than clothes, so she was still shoving in the various chargers she’d used on the flight when one of the department heads, Pamela, paused in the aisle. “Need help carrying anything?”

      Angela glanced up from the spaghetti of wires in her hand. “No, thanks. It’s not heavy. Just disorganized after that long flight.”

      “Believe me, I hear you.” Pam smiled as she moved past and toward the exit, her tablet still out and in her hand as her shoulder bag remained unzipped with a tangle of chargers peeking out.

      Angela shoved the last of it all into her laptop case and zipped the bag closed. Yup, she definitely wouldn’t mind taking a step back from traveling for a bit.

      She looped the long strap over her shoulder and reached up for her other carry-on as she considered how to make that happen—reducing her travel.

      Her team was well trained. They could handle things in person and she could attend meetings virtually. When she got back she would make an effort to plan more video meetings and see how that went.

      Liking that idea, she decided to keep the plan to herself for this trip. No use panicking them all with the promise of change right before a big meeting. If there was one thing she knew about her team it was that they liked things to be predictable.

      If she were seriously planning on taking a step back from traveling for a bit, she definitely wanted to do a little shopping this time.

      This might be her last trip to China for a while. Given the whirlwind nature of her schedule, today, right now, might be her only time to get away to grab some souvenirs.

      “Hey, Pam.” Angela moved into the aisle as the woman ahead of her turned around.

      “Yeah?”

      “You and Myles can take the limo to the hotel. I’m going to grab a taxi and meet you there later. I want to do some shopping quick.”

      “Shopping? I’m a little jealous. Although if I come home with one more tea set or paper fan, I think my husband will divorce me.”

      Angela smiled as if she could relate, even if she couldn’t since she’d avoided doing touristy things almost as strongly as she’d avoided serious long-term relationships.

      But Pam did bring up a good point. What would she be shopping for? What did she want to buy?

      Shanghai was a mecca for silk and jade. Both of those things would be an amazing thank-you gift for Fern.

      Then there was that new special person in her life. At a loss for an idea for that gift but confident she’d know the right thing when she saw it, she stopped by an information booth near baggage claim and asked where the best shopping nearby was.

      Armed with that information, she headed for the taxis outside, her laptop case strapped to her carry-on bag-on-wheels behind her as she wheeled her way around the travelers.

      Toting luggage was not the most ideal shopping situation, but she’d packed light. She’d be quick, buy what she needed and then grab another taxi to the hotel.

      “Miss Lewis?”

      She glanced up, surprised to hear her name on the sidewalk in front of the Pudong Airport. “Yes?”

      The man delivered a small bow to her. “I’m to take you to wherever you need to go.”

      She frowned as she glanced at the black car in front of her and then the man’s companion, who stood silently nearby.

      “Are you with the limousine service? Because my team is going to take the car I ordered to the hotel while I grab a taxi to go shopping.”

      “Your team has been taken care of. I can take you shopping.” He dipped his head again in a slight bow as the second man reached for the handle of her bag.

      “Oh. Um, okay. Thank you.” Had the pharmaceutical manufacturing company they were meeting with today sent a car to meet her?

      It wouldn’t be a surprise. It was a huge contract they were here to discuss. Production of her company’s full line of over-the-counter products. She expected to be wined and dined while here, but as it turned out, the offer of a chauffeur had come at the most convenient time.

      “I have the address of where I’d like to go.” She handed him the piece of paper the woman at the information desk had given her, but couldn’t fight the uneasy feeling as her bags were stowed in the trunk of the car.

      Her cell phone, along with her passport, cash and credit cards were in the shoulder bag stuffed inside her laptop case that had been loaded with her carry-on suitcase. She felt naked without her phone in her hand or her bag by her side.

      It was silly, of course. Everything was perfectly safe locked in the trunk as they drove. She’d be getting out soon enough anyway when they reached the shopping district. Then she’d retrieve her purse with her wallet and ID and phone out of the laptop case.

      She really did need to learn to disconnect from electronics.

      Obviously, judging by her panic at being separated from her phone for just a few moments, she needed to do something to unplug. She’d work on that when she got home from this trip.

      As the car’s locks engaged when the driver pulled away from the curb, she leaned her head back and tried to relax. She might even be able to catch a five or ten-minute nap.

      She’d actually begun to drift off when movement in the front seat startled her awake.

      Her eyes flew open in time to see the man in the passenger seat lunge toward her.

      As he palmed the back of her head with one hand and pressed a rag over her nose and mouth with the other her vision turned to black.
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      Adam’s attempt to scrub the dirt from the cracks in his calloused hands with the cheap soap in the bar’s men’s room proved futile.

      He blew out an obscenity and gave up, turning off the water and reaching for a coarse brown paper towel.

      Screw it. It wasn’t like he was having dinner at the Four Seasons. Hell, he could barely afford to eat at this local hole-in-the-wall.

      Tossing the balled up towel into the trash with his right hand, he pushed open the door with his left. He moved out from under the unforgiving glare of the bathroom and welcomed the comforting cocoon of the dim dive-bar.

      A man could fade into the background in a place like this, just the way he liked it. Nothing good came from being the center of attention. He’d learned that the hard way.

      He took a seat in a back corner booth that faced the bar.

      From there he had a good view of the waitress who appeared more interested in watching TV and chatting with the bartender than doing her job.

      He glanced at the news report playing on the television hung above her head. A headline flashed on the screen that read Fortune 500 CEO Still Missing.

      He supposed the server would turn around and notice him eventually. Probably at the next commercial break.

      The service here sucked, but the food was good and cheap and, most important, kept him from having to shop and cook on the single burner hotplate in his rented room.

      He never thought he’d miss eating in the chow hall . . . Then again, he missed a lot of things about his old life.

      That thought brought back the familiar sick feeling in his gut. A tight knot that felt like a twisted tangle of anger mixed with panic that resulted in nausea strong enough he almost second-guessed ordering food.

      But no, the feeling would pass and then he’d be starving and end up back in his room eating that salty brown water over instant noodles that passed for soup.

      The vibration of his cell phone was for once a welcome interruption from his morose thoughts.

      He hated the damn phone. Hated having to answer every call from every unknown caller. But for now, it was keeping a roof over his head and putting food in his belly.

      “Adam Nichols,” he said after swiping to accept the call.

      “Adam. Hi. It’s Bianca.”

      He braced himself at the first sound of the breathy, sex-phone-operator voice on the line.

      “Mrs. Tuttle, is everything all right?”

      He used her married name to remind her she was indeed married. Married to the man who paid him.

      She could flirt her cute little ass off but there was no way he was going to risk his reputation and future jobs by fucking the wife of one of his best customers.

      “Well, not really,” she answered.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, not trying all that hard to keep the exasperation out of his voice.

      “The door on the walk-in closet you built for me is sticking.”

      He’d installed a closet organizer inside her existing closet. He hadn’t installed the door in question, but he knew this woman, and her friends. They wouldn’t make that distinction.

      In her mind, he’d worked on the closet and now that closet was making her unhappy. Forget the fact it was summer, in the South, and humid as fuck. Sometimes, doors stuck.

      Even so, this was a delicate situation. The last thing he needed was her spreading it around he did shoddy work. But he also knew she called him for every little thing just to get him over there. Especially when her husband wasn’t home.

      “Can you come over tonight and fix it?” she cooed, making him think tonight might be one of those nights her husband wasn’t around.

      “I can be there in the morning,” he suggested as an alternative.

      He didn’t need her neighbors seeing him coming and going at night while her husband was away on a business trip or at a late meeting or whatever.

      It was bad enough he’d have to shave down the wooden door tomorrow while trying to ignore her prancing around half-dressed in front of him. At least then it would be daylight.

      He’d just do the job, then he’d hand her a bill for the work and leave. He needed the money. The two front tires on his truck were nearly bald and he didn’t have the cash to replace them.

      “All right. I’ll see you first thing in the morning. But don’t you show up too early. I wouldn’t want you to catch me indisposed.” Her tinkling laugh sounded practiced. No doubt it was.

      He wasn’t equipped to deal with this level of flirting while on the job. It was definitely a change from the military. But, of course, he was no longer in the military, was he?

      With that thought, his mood plummeted. Time to get off this call.

      “See you tomorrow.” He disconnected as the waitress approached.

      She’d finally noticed he was there. “Hey. What can I get ya?”

      “Tossed salad with grilled chicken, vinegar and oil and a cranberry juice with seltzer and lime, please.” He knew the menu by heart after a year of eating here.

      A year. That’s how long it had been since his life had taken a nosedive for the shitter.

      The time had gone by in a blink of an eye, while at the same time seeming like an eternity.

      Was that the hallmark of being in Hell?

      As the waitress left, his cell rang again. What now?

      He checked the display.

      Unknown number. That figured.

      Missing the days of having a sniper’s rifle ever present in his hand rather than a cell phone, he swiped to answer the call. “Adam Nichols speaking.”

      “Master Chief Nichols.” Her voice was silky and smooth, but unlike Bianca’s, there was no flirtation in it.

      This woman’s tone was all business. And she knew more about his private business than she should.

      The Navy had stripped him of all he’d worked for over his eighteen years in service, including his rank. Yet she’d addressed him by it anyway.

      He’d left that chapter of his life back on the base to start fresh in Northern Virginia. No one here knew about his past. But, apparently, this woman on the phone did.

      “Who is this?” he asked.

      “You can call me Charley.”

      That tidbit didn’t provide a whole lot of information. The name, and the way she’d said it, you can call me Charley, made it all sound like a fake name anyway.

      No straight answers were going to be forthcoming from her. He was confident in making that prediction already, after less than a minute.

      That didn’t prevent him from asking, “How do you know me?”

      “I don’t, except by reputation. And quite a reputation it is too. Top scoring sniper on your team. An impressive number of confirmed kills.”

      What the— No one should have access to that information.

      “Your record was stellar…right up until the end, that is,” she continued.

      Jaw clenched, he drew in a breath through his nose at the reminder of what he’d rather forget.

      Who the hell was this woman who knew too much about him?

      Was she with the military? Or the government? Maybe one of the three-letter organizations.

      That wouldn’t make him trust her. Far from it.

      He drew in a breath. “Was there a purpose to your call?” Other than a trip down memory lane he’d rather not take.

      “Yes, in fact there is. I have a proposition for you, Master Chief.”

      Her addressing him as such put a bitter taste in his mouth. Maybe he should change that order to a beer and a shot instead of seltzer.

      “I’m no longer addressed by that rank,” he reminded her, though he was sure she knew that already.

      “Yes, but you could be again.”

      His nostrils flared with the angry breath he drew in at her insinuation that she could perform the miracle that would turn his upside down life, right side up again.

      “Look, I don’t know who you are but—”

      “I don’t expect you to blindly trust me, Master Chief. I’m prepared to offer a show of good faith. After you see I’m serious and can do for you what I say I can, we can talk business.”

      “What kind of business?”

      “I’ll be in touch again. Have a good dinner, Master Chief. Enjoy that salad.” She disconnected the call.

      He stared at the cell in his hand through narrowed eyes.

      Damn smart phones. Who knew who was spying on them all? Obviously, this woman had been.

      He tossed it on the table, hoping she’d enjoyed monitoring him during his riveting day of handyman work.

      When he got home, that sucker was going to get powered down and spend the night in his truck. Tomorrow, he’d head to the store and see about getting a flip-phone. But they could probably monitor that too.

      The waitress approached the table with his meal, but dammit all, he’d lost his appetite.

      “Can I get you anything else?” she asked.

      He’d hit the bottle pretty hard right after what happened had happened. First it was just an escape. To forget. But later, it started to feel too much like he’d needed it.

      That had scared him enough he’d taken steps to turn his life around. He hadn’t had a drink of hard liquor in months. And only had an occasional beer once in a while.

      But after all the bull shit of today, the old craving was back. And damned if he didn’t give in to it.

      “Yeah. Draft beer and a shot of whisky.” He eyed the cell when the waitress left and scowled. “You hear that, Charley? Three months without a drop of hard alcohol and one call from you and I’m double fisting. You happy about that?”

      He imagined her smiling. It didn’t help his mood…

      An hour later, he stood outside the door of his apartment, a six-pack of beer he’d bought from the gas station in one hand and the box filled with the leftovers from his salad in the other as he juggled the key in the lock.

      Inside, he flipped on the light and set down what he carried.

      Reaching for the fridge door, he stopped when a thick envelope on the counter caught his eye.

      He picked it up. It was heavy in his hand.

      Frowning, he slipped a finger beneath the flap and peered inside, his eyes widening when he saw the stack of bills.

      A white piece of paper stood out against the green cash. He slid it out and unfolded it.

      My show of good faith. Enough to cover next month’s rent plus. Yours to keep. Consider it up-front payment for your time speaking with me when I call again. And no, I’m not happy my call upset you. But whether you drink or not is your responsibility and your choice. It has nothing to do with me. I’ll be in touch. Charley.

      Mother fucker!

      Rage rose hot within him.

      In the old days, fueled by alcohol and anger, he would have punched a wall. And broken his hand.

      Not now. He couldn’t afford it. He’d lost his health insurance along with his career.

      Scowling, he shoved the six-pack and takeout box onto a shelf in the fridge, but he didn’t take out a beer as her little censure about whose fault his drinking was nagged at him.

      He slammed the fridge door shut then turned back toward the envelope.

      Flipping through the bills again, he counted them.

      It was more than enough for rent plus the tires he needed for the truck.

      All for what? Taking the time to talk to her on the phone?

      He took the cell out of his pocket and tossed it on the counter, eyeing it like it was alive. Wasn’t it though?

      At least the surveillance technology inside sure was.

      He’d forgotten to leave it in the truck. He supposed that was a good thing, considering she’d paid him so handsomely in advance to take her next call.

      He’d listen to her. But that didn’t mean he’d believe a word that came out of her mouth. Or that he’d take her up on whatever proposition she made him.

      Motion caught his eye as a cockroach shot across the wall and disappeared behind his single cabinet.

      He eyed the stack of cash, sitting so incongruously on the cheap, chipped countertop in the one room shithole of a rental. It was a far cry from what he used to be able to afford. Before the military had stripped him of everything he’d worked for.

      Gnawing on the inside of his cheek, he considered the situation. All she knew. All he didn’t know. What she could do for him. What he’d have to do for her—or whomever she worked for—in exchange.

      Maybe he would take her up on her offer.

      Fuck it. What did he have to lose? There was nothing left.
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      Angela awoke with a start and, for a few short moments as she hovered in that space between sleep and consciousness, forgot where she was and what had happened.

      Those few seconds of peace ended as the panic slammed into her along with her memories.

      Sitting up, she flipped back the plush comforter and swung her legs over the edge of the mattress. Her bare feet sunk into the carpet.

      People paid hundreds of dollars a night for accommodations this lush. But she'd give every dollar she had in exchange for her freedom from her gilded cage. Give anything except what her captors wanted.

      When she moved from the bedroom to the mini bar area, she saw someone had left a newspaper creased neatly in half next to the coffee maker and electric kettle provided for her use. It was all so very civilized—if you didn't take into account the forced imprisonment.

      She unfolded the paper and drew back as her own face stared back at her from the printed page. Her very limited Chinese wasn't good enough to read the headline above the picture or the article below it.

      Not even her name—Angela Lewis—was spelled out, but the photo was clearly her. It was the head shot from the corporate website that went along with her bio as CEO.

      The photo had been taken in the good old days when getting her hair professionally straightened regularly and her nails done hadn't felt like a luxury. Then, that had been just two of the many things on her never ending To-Do list.

      She tangled her hands in the thick coarse hair that had since reverted back to its natural state. A mass of wild black curls.

      Her lack of available hair and nail services was the least of her concerns. The article was what had her tearing at her hair.

      What did the article say about her?

      Lies—that she was dead.

      Facts—that she'd been missing for weeks. Or maybe closer to a month. She’d lost track.

      Housekeeping came in twice daily to straighten up and bring her food. So far, the staff had been limited to two women. Both spoke English.

      Could one of them be convinced to translate the article for her? The women no doubt worked for the people holding her here. But what harm would interpreting the newspaper do?

      Someone had obviously wanted her to see it. They’d left it here for her.

      One of the women always treated her with kindness. But the other one was silent and stern, getting in and out quickly with as few words as possible.

      Angela had a couple of things of some value in her possession to use as currency for a bribe if it came to that. Her hospitable kidnappers had kindly transported her suitcase along with her from the airport.

      She tried to draw in a breath and felt the familiar tightness in her chest at the memory. She had to have faith.

      Faith in the person she'd left in charge of the most important thing in her life. Faith in her board of directors to protect the company while she was gone. Faith that this nightmare would all end. One day.

      But how? How would it end when she had no doubt her captors could hold out as long as necessary to achieve their goal?

      She'd held strong so far, but what would happen if they stopped playing nice? Would she be so strong in the face of physical or even mental torture?

      The corporate training retreats weren't designed to educate the executive staff on how to withstand torture. Or even how to evade capture. Perhaps they should have been.

      But no. Lack of training aside, there were two things on her side.

      One, she was strong. She had to be. When she was clawing her way to the top of her field, only two black women had ever led a Fortune 500 company. She was now the third. That had to count for something.

      The second thing helping her hold fast was her goal to get home to the person who needed her most.

      Frustrated, she slapped the paper down on the counter and glanced around. Sitting and waiting wasn't in her nature.

      She was on the top floor of a hotel facing the Huangpu River in a room with windows that didn't open or even break—she'd tried—so she couldn’t even signal someone on the ground.

      One of the amenities listed in the brochure she’d found in a drawer in the desk was soundproof rooms. For an upscale hotel, its rooms functioned pretty damn well as a prison.

      Of course, the phone touted to be included in each room was missing in hers. No surprise there. But there had to be some detail they'd missed.

      If not some way for her to get outside, then some way for her to get a message out. In the laundry. In the garbage.

      Hell, maybe even down the drain.

      Wait. That might work.

      If she managed to clog the pipes on one of the lower floors and the hotel called in a plumber, would he find a note if she protected it with a plastic bag?

      Would he bring her note to the local authorities? Did whoever was holding her own the hotel and the police as well? It was possible.

      All she knew was she was going to find a way out of there somehow. Too much waited for her back home to give up now.

      She just hoped she didn't die trying.
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      The mysterious Charley didn’t call that night, nor the next morning.

      By the end of the next day, after answering every damn call from every blocked and unknown number, all of which he would have normally ignored, Adam was good and annoyed with Charley and whatever game she was playing.

      He’d been forced to field unwanted calls from a scammer’s computer telling him he was going to be arrested by the IRS, from a woman who insisted he needed his chimney cleaned even though he had no chimney, and from a man who wanted to warn him that the extended warranty on his vehicle was in danger of running out, even though he’d bought his truck used from a teammate for cash.

      Walking into the bar after a day spent fighting off Mrs. Tuttle’s advances and trying to get the tire shop to cut him a break on new tires for the truck, he was frazzled and done.

      He couldn’t make Charley call him, but he could have the bartender make him a drink. But as he stepped up to the bar, he found himself ordering a cranberry juice with seltzer and a turkey burger instead of a beer and a shot. He felt the sense of calm that decision afforded settle over him.

      The bartender threw some ice and a lime wedge into a glass and then poured the juice and seltzer.

      Adam took the glass and was about to head for his usual table in the corner when the bartender said, “Hey. Your name’s Adam, right?”

      He turned back. “Yeah.”

      The guy pivoted to retrieve a brown envelope from next to the cash register. He slid it across the scarred surface of the bar. “A woman dropped this off for you an hour or so ago.”

      A woman? Who the fuc—

      Charley. The name swept through his mind like wildfire.

      He reached for the envelope and schooled his expression, keeping his reaction in check.

      “Yeah? What did she look like?” he asked as he broke the seal and peeked inside.

      It was a mother fucking cell phone.

      Of course, it was. It made sense. Charley, whoever she was, was controlling this transaction. Her phone. Her rules.

      He glanced up and saw the bartender grin. “She looked like someone you’d want to talk to. Maybe get to know a whole lot better.”

      The way he’d answered the question told him more than the words themselves. So Charley in person was as intriguing as she was on the call.

      Interesting.

      Covert operators were usually one of two types. Plain and non-descript, meant to blend in and go unnoticed. Or hot as hell. Their looks used as a weapon, or a tool. Meant to distract or lure in and destroy the target.

      Judging by the bartender’s comment, Charley was of the latter variety of spy. If that’s what she was. He didn’t know who she was or who she worked for.

      But he did have a phone.

      He folded the top of the envelope over and tipped his head toward the bartender. “Thanks.”

      “No problem. I’ll send the waitress over with your order as soon as it’s up.”

      Adam nodded and headed for the dim far corner. Once there he glanced around.

      The place contained the usual crowd—or lack thereof.

      Besides the bartender and the waitress there would also be the cook in the back.

      As for patrons, there was the same wobbly old man who sat at the end of the bar every afternoon nursing a blackberry brandy. And he also recognized the woman who ran the nail salon in town as she sat and sipped on a low carb beer while making small talk with the waitress.

      No one in there even glanced in his direction, not even the waitress who was supposedly going to be bringing over his order shortly.

      Happy for the lack of attention, he slipped his hand inside the envelope and pulled out the cell phone.

      After checking inside for anything he might have missed, he tossed the empty envelope onto the table and turned the cell over in his hand.

      It wasn’t his first phone, but it was certainly his most mysterious. Learning nothing from just looking at the non-descript device, he supposed it was time to turn it on.

      Curiosity and anticipation mingled within him as he pressed and held the power button, bringing the screen to life.

      The black screen brightened as a graphic of an eagle appeared, only to be consumed by a burst of animated fire. He watched in fascination as from that image emerged a different bird. A burning phoenix that rose from the flames to fly away.

      The sequence ended with a static logo as the screensaver. An anchor, trident and phoenix arranged too similarly to the Navy SEAL insignia for it not to be intentional.

      He blew out a low curse beneath his breath.

      Who were these people?

      The cell vibrated in his hand. She knew exactly when he’d powered on the phone. Whoever this woman was, she had some damn good tech toys.

      He muttered another curse, hating being in the dark as he poked at the screen to answer the call. “Cute cartoon.”

      She laughed softly. “Thought you might like that.”

      “Did you do that just for me?” he asked, hoping to keep control of the conversation. Maybe get her to spill something.

      “Actually, no. So, how was your day?” she asked as if this weren’t the strangest conversation he’d ever had.

      “Just peachy, thanks. Yours?” he returned in a tone that no doubt had him sounding like a smart-ass.

      “Concerning,” she answered.

      This was new. “Oh?”

      “I’m hoping you can help me with that.”

      “I’ll do my best. What’s up? Your closet door sticking too?” he asked with a good dose of attitude to remind her he knew damn well she was monitoring his calls and he didn’t like it.

      “Not quite. But I’m thinking your skills as a handyman might come in handy, so to speak.”

      “Is that so?” He shook his head, letting out a short laugh.

      It was hard to take this woman seriously as she spoke to him in riddles. Hell, even without Charley and her sex-operator voice, this situation was too strange to not have a certain level of humor to it.

      “Have you ever been to China, Adam?”

      He had no doubt she knew everywhere he’d ever been. Even the places he wasn’t supposed to be, so he decided he might as well answer honestly.

      Besides, the Navy gave up their power over him when they kicked him out. Or rather, forced his resignation. He owed them nothing and that included his continued discretion about where he’d been in the world on their behalf.

      “Officially? No. But we uh, trained, shall we say, in the waters off the coast.” Trained. Spied. Whatever. “Why?” he asked.

      “The job is in China. In and out. Fast and uncomplicated. Just how you like it,” she cooed.

      He lifted a brow at her words as much as her suggestive tone.

      If this woman and how much she knew about him wasn’t as scary as fuck, he might consider her sexy. But as things stood, he wouldn’t screw her with someone else’s dick.

      Sleeping with a woman like this was a sure way to end up with a knife in the back. If he’d learned nothing else from binging hours of James Bond movies, he’d learned that.

      “What’s the job?” he asked, not playing into her sexual cat and mouse game.

      “Extract someone being held in Shanghai. Transport them safely to a safe house where the people waiting will retrieve her. Then you fly home alone and I transfer one hundred thousand US dollars into your off-shore account.”

      “I don’t have an… off-shore account.” He had lowered his voice considerably for the end of that sentence.

      Those weren’t the kind of words usually spoken in this dive bar where the television was the main focus, providing hot conversational topics such as the score of the game or who the latest politician was to get into trouble.
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