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      Jessie

      

      Code scrolled across the monitor, fast and furious. The glow lit Jessica Mendoza’s face, casting sharp shadows across the angular planes reshaped by surgeons and survival. She kept her head turned slightly so the light only touched one side. The other half stayed in the dark, like the part of her soul still clawing its way back from what Harris Brewer had done.

      Two in the morning inside the counterterrorism division was a symphony of silence—just the hum of servers and the occasional echo of footsteps from a security patrol. She liked it this way. No eyes on her. No pity. No suspicious whispers when they thought she couldn’t hear.

      Pulse keeping pace with the scrolling code, her fingers flew across the keyboard, chasing anomalies. Something had been off all night, hence why she’d stayed past her shift. There had been too many queries pinging from too many places that didn’t belong. An intrusion into a restricted DOD subnet. Cloaked. Sophisticated.

      And familiar.

      Brewer. She leaned closer to the string of data that her program was working on. “Son of a bitch,” she whispered, making certain connections that the computer software couldn’t.

      Her heartbeat quickened as the signature buried in the breach decrypted itself on her screen—a digital fingerprint she hadn’t seen since right before Brewer had escaped custody. During her time as his minion, she’d memorized the code he used, and there it was, bold as hell.

      Like he wanted her to see it.

      Probably did. Bastard.

      Accepting the challenge and his taunt, she shoved back from her desk and grabbed her tablet. The artificial lighting overhead flickered on as she passed beneath the sensors, her boots echoing across the polished floor toward Director Flynn’s office.

      She didn’t care that it was still technically night. Flynn showed up early. Always did when something important broke. And the DOD breach was pretty damn important.

      She stood outside his door, arms folded over her sweatshirt. As expected, the legend himself walked in moments later, travel mug in one hand, file folder in the other. Dark hair, matching eyes that assessed her as paused when he saw her, and an air that smacked of pure ego. “You look like hell, Mendoza.”

      He’d earned the right to be full of himself. As the CIA’s former number one spy, he’d done things that made even her, with all of her underhanded past, cringe. “Always so full of compliments, Director. You always know how to make a girl feel good.” She hugged her tablet, her hands tight on the device. “I need a favor.”

      He set the coffee down. “This about the breach?”

      She passed him the tablet. “It’s Brewer. He’s back.”

      He yawned and rubbed his eyes. “That’s why I’m here before the butt crack of dawn. Washington is on high alert. Everybody. The Pentagon, White House, the Bureau, even the Justice Department.”

      “This signature?” She tapped the screen. “It matches the algorithm from the Berlin servers.”

      “Funny thing about signatures…anyone can fake one. Or plant one.” He plopped into his black leather ergonomic chair and met her eyes. “Makes me wonder why Brewer’s prints keep showing up on your watch.”

      The accusation clawed under her skin, same as always. Bastard number two. Her jaw tightened, her words filled with classic annoyance. “I didn’t fake this, Flynn. It’s Brewer. And if you let me back in the field, I can prove it.”

      He didn’t answer. Not directly, at least. He woke his computer and entered his encrypted passcode. “He’s flexing his muscle to send us running around like chickens. It’s working—he’s got every ABC institution freaking the hell out right now.”

      “This isn’t about scaring us. He’s looking for something.”

      “Aren’t we all?” He scanned his screen, his face hard as granite. “He wants to rule the world, and he’s letting us know he’s back on the chess board.”

      Adrenaline coursed through her system, making her antsy. Under his designer suit, Flynn was still an elite spy. One who understood her drive and ambition, but who’d been holding her back for the past six months since Brewer had escaped from the hospital. “He’s looking for something specific. In the Pentagon.”

      He glanced at the signature code she still pointed to, faint purple shadows under his eyes. Like her, he wasn’t sleeping, either. “Like what?”

      “Could be a dozen different things. In Berlin, it was high-level security documents. But this feels different.”

      “We don’t run on feelings, Jes.”

      Gold medal bastard. She regrouped, finding the words he would listen to. “I believe he’s looking for the AIs.” At her boss’s raised brow, she continued. “Specific AIs the Pentagon uses for drones.”

      “So he can take control of them?”

      Now, he was catching on. “Can you imagine the fallout?”

      “What makes you believe he can get his hands on them?”

      Feelings and hunches only, dammit. But she knew—knew—how Harris Brewer worked. The way his mind sorted and sifted through options and scenarios to find the one that would serve his needs. “This was a test to see if he could get in and get out without us catching him. A challenge.”

      Flynn hmmed. “A test that he failed. We know it was him, and he didn’t take control of them.”

      She shook her head. “He couldn’t get past the internal firewall.”

      Flynn sat back, always the devil’s advocate. It sucked, but in his eyes, she saw the same old suspicion. Of her competence. Her loyalty. She couldn’t blame him after the way she’d betrayed the CIA, the swans, but damn if it didn’t rip up her insides every time he looked at her like that. “You’re sure?”

      “As sure as I am that he’s a narcissistic bastard who leaves just enough of a trail so we know he’s still on the chess board, as you called it.”

      He exhaled slowly. “I’ll put the team on it.”

      She straightened. Swallowed. This was it—her break. “Not the team. Just me.”

      Flynn’s gaze shifted from the tablet to her face again. “You haven’t been cleared for field work.”

      “So clear me. This is my op, and we both know it.”

      He didn’t even blink. “You’re not ready.”

      “Who says?” she shot back, then forced herself to soften it. “I am ready. Sir.”

      His smile was thin, merciless. “Nice try. But calling me sir won’t buy you absolution. You can call me ‘sir’ until the sun sets in the east, but I’m not clearing you. The Counterterrorism Center needs you.”

      The door opened, and Spencer Stirling walked in. Jessie straightened even more. His hair was tousled, glasses in place, and light scruff marked his jawline. His favorite laptop was tucked under one arm. It was covered in stickers, from games he played to his favorite brand of shoes.

      When he looked at her, her pulse kicked. Hard.

      Dammit. She turned slightly, dipping her head so her hair fell over the scars on her left side.

      “Didn’t expect to see you here, J.” His dark amber eyes swung from her to Flynn.

      She couldn’t help it—her head snapped up. Why the hell not? “This is my job, too, you know.”

      His dark gaze roamed over her from head to toe. “Your shift ended two hours ago, didn’t it?”

      Flynn sat forward again, scanning his emails as he cut off her retort. “Jessie found a trace signature during the Pentagon breach overnight. Looks like Brewer.”

      “Already on it.” Spence slid the laptop onto the desk and pulled up a window. “I intercepted a VOIP packet rerouted through an Estonian proxy just after the Pentagon reached out to Homeland. Encrypted, but the metadata led to a burner bouncing off a Munich cell tower.”

      Munich? “I can be ready to go in thirty minutes.”

      Flynn ignored her. “Can you pin down his location from it?”

      Spence shook his head. “I can tell you what he’s doing—what sites he’s accessing, what logins he’s using—but not where he is.”

      Jessie crossed her arms. “Great. We’re drowning in data, but none of it puts eyes on him. This isn’t a keyboard problem, sir,” she pointedly said to Flynn. “It’s a boots-on-the-ground problem. That’s why you need me over there pronto.”

      Spence casually eyed her from over his laptop screen. “It is a keyboard problem until we track him to a physical location. That’s what gets the boots on the ground. That’s how we win. You remember winning, right, luv?”

      God, she hated it when he called her that, his British accent getting under her skin. His cocky confidence doing the same. “Brewer knows how to vanish. You think your keystrokes are gonna catch him? We need someone who knows his tells. His psychology.” Another fortifying breath. “That’s me.”

      “Newsflash, you’re not the only one who’s ever gotten close enough to read him, but with you…”

      His voice trailed off. His gaze snapped back to his screen.

      “With me, what?” she demanded.

      He sighed, raised his eyes to her. “We all paid the price.”

      Fury rose hot and fast inside her. She jammed a thumb at her chest. “I was the one he tried to break. The one he used her own brother against.” The memory of Brewer threatening Tommy still made her guts churn. “He set me against all of you. He failed, but that makes everything he does personal to me.”

      Spence’s jaw flexed. He didn’t like being reminded of what it had cost her. Each time his gaze landed on one of her scars, it bounced away. “So, you’re the avenging angel now? Brewer doesn’t give a damn if it’s personal to you or any of us. He only cares if he wins—and if he takes you down with him.”

      Bastard number three. She was racking them up this morning. “You think I don’t know that?”

      “Then stop acting like this is some solo redemption mission. We’re a team. I know it’s been a while, but you need to remember how this works. It’s the Black Swan Division, not the Jessie Mendoza Vendetta Team.”

      She opened her mouth to fire back, but Flynn slammed his travel mug on the desk. “Enough. Both of you.”

      They fell silent.

      Flynn finished reading another email, then rubbed his temple. “Just what I need.” He pecked at his keyboard. “The interagency review committee meeting has been moved up, thanks to the breach. Kill me now.” He finished his response and hit send. “Meg and Declan are heading to D.C. to check on federal infrastructure security. You two are going to Munich. Together.”

      What? Elation at getting her way to return to the field was quickly replaced with fury. Then the enormity of what he said hit.  Together.

      The word clanged around in her head. Her eyes flicked to Spence, who had the gall to smile. Smile! Asshole. “I can’t work with…” She stopped herself. Felt more than saw the way Spence narrowed his eyes at her. “I can’t work with the team. They don’t trust me.”

      Spence snorted. He tapped the edge of a silver coin on the desk and twirled it around. A habit of his that she desperately wanted to ask him about, but never did. That would imply she cared. “That’s the least of your issues. Working with me—that’s your real problem.”

      “No arguments.” Flynn sucked on his coffee, typed another fast reply, and hit send. “I need the best on this, and like it or not, you each excel at different variables when it comes to Brewer. I want you working together every step of the way. Spence is lead.”

      Her stomach fell to her knees. “But… That’s not fair.”

      Flynn glared at her, and she wanted to take it back. She didn’t sound like the highly trained operative he needed—that she’d been trying to convince him she was. She sounded like a three-year-old having a tantrum.

      His phone buzzed with an incoming call. “It is if you want to be on the op. Take it or leave it, Mendoza. If you want back in the field, you do it my way.”

      Spence didn’t say a word. Just closed his laptop. Pocketed that damn coin.

      Jessie scowled at Flynn, then at him. The war inside her churned. Good thing she hadn’t eaten anything since midnight. The abject terror she felt at working with another BSD member might have brought it up. Not just any division member—Spencer.

      Not to mention the fact that she was about to come face-to-face with the man who’d nearly ruined her, heart, body, and soul.

      Harris Brewer.

      She didn’t have names or curses strong enough for him.

      But getting back in the field was her dream. Her purpose. The only thing that kept her from skydiving into madness while sitting in her boring-ass cubicle in counterterrorism.

      This mission mattered more than her feelings. Brewer was moving again. Targeting again. She had to stop him once and for all.

      For the world. For her teammates. For her friend and mentor, Tessa Vulpe, Brewer’s stepdaughter, who’d lived through so much abuse from the man.

      Maybe even more than Jessie herself.

      If Brewer thought he could outsmart her this time...

      She was about to become his worst nightmare.

      And this nightmare is going to hunt you down.

      “Yes, sir,” she said, trying to keep the edge out of it. It didn’t work. Unable to help herself, she snuck one last glance at Spence before opening the door.

      Brewer was the enemy. But Spence? He was the complication she couldn’t afford.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Spence

      

      Spencer Stirling stared at the screen, trying to forget the look on Jessie’s face when Flynn had forced her to work with him as a condition to returning to the field.

      She was brilliant, ruthless—and a liability. No one wanted her back in the field. No one wanted to work with her.

      She’d been branded a traitor. Nothing official—the charges were dropped once Brewer’s blackmail came to light—but the stain lingered. The fact that she could be forced to aid a terrorist was enough to make her untouchable. Most of Langley wouldn’t work with her. No one wanted her on their op. Hell, most wouldn’t even look at her. It had taken every Swan and Flynn himself going to bat for her just to get her clearance reinstated and land her a desk back in the building.

      He hated himself for doubting her before the truth had come out. But the moment he learned she’d done it to protect her brother Tommy? That was when the bottom dropped out. He knew exactly what that felt like to choose blood over everything else, no matter the cost. She hadn’t just survived Brewer. She’d sacrificed herself for family.

      And God help him, that only made him fall even harder for her.

      Lines of code streamed down like rain—encrypted chatter, corrupted logs, a digital breadcrumb trail buried under layers of false IPs and firewalls. In the mirrored glass of Langley’s walls, he caught his own reflection—tired, wired, and already regretting not stopping Jessie before she stormed off.

      Jessie…beautiful, dangerous, unpredictable Jessie. A storm front he’d learned not to stand in the way of.

      Flynn had done the right thing. Working alone might have sent her into a spiral. A dark hole of revenge that she might never come out of.

      He’d had more intel to share with her and Flynn before she stormed out of the director’s office. He’d shared it with  Flynn, who’d then been summoned by Deputy Director Michael Stone into a meeting. The situation was escalating fast.

      Flynn’s assistant was working on their flights. Spence was waiting for her to give the go-ahead that they were ready.

      With a tight exhale, he pushed away from his desk and headed down the corridor, weaving past early-shift analysts and operatives. Jessie’s cubicle was a closet-sized corner of the counterintelligence floor, wedged between a storage room and the stairwell. She liked it that way—isolated, out of the flow, forgettable. Even after six months, she wasn’t ready to be seen again.

      But he saw her. In ways she hated.

      He paused, peering over the blue freestanding partition panel, his height making it easy for him to see over the top. The flickering overhead light gave her a spectral edge. She was already packing gear, stuffing her laptop and zip ties, along with a handheld scanner, into a weathered bag. Her back was rigid, her movements precise. Another of her coping mechanisms, he’d learned. The armor she always wore.

      “You’re wasting your time,” she said, not looking up. She had an uncanny sense when he was near. “I don’t need backup. Why don’t you stay here with Meg and Declan? They need you more than I do. Be useful where you’re comfortable, Spence.”

      A jab and twist of the knife. “Yeah, well, I’m not backup.” He filled the threshold, crossing his arms. He was damn tired of having to justify his presence on the team with her. “I’m mission-critical.”

      Jessie zipped her duffel with unnecessary force and snorted. “We need to confront Brewer face-to-face, which means physical access to him. You can’t gain that playing Minesweeper from a van.”

      Spence’s jaw ticked. He stepped fully into the cubicle, tamping down his irritation. “You think that breach at the Pentagon happened because someone guessed the admin password? I’ve been tracking that signature for weeks, all over Europe and our embassies. The AIs he’s after have ties to ones I designed three years ago and never should have left the lab.”

      She finally looked at him. Her gaze wasn’t dismissive. It was defensive. Like she’d been backed into a corner and didn’t want him to see the bruises.

      Or her scars.

      He hated that look.

      “Let me guess,” she said, grabbing a pen light that was much more than a pen light. “You want to come along to prove you’re not just a desk guy.”

      Was she deliberately pushing him away or simply testing him? “You know I’m not just a desk guy. I’ve been in the field more than you have. I’m going because I built the thing Harris is after.” Spence stepped closer, voice low. “If he gets access to that AI, we’re not talking EMP attacks. We’re talking autonomous sabotage. The kind of system that can learn how to tear apart infrastructure in real-time. Power grids. Stock markets. Defense satellites. It could literally take down our government in the blink of an eye.”

      Jessie flinched and hesitated, her fingers stalling over a flash drive.

      Spence pressed on. “The Pentagon breach is a test. He’s probing vulnerabilities—figuring out how far he can go without setting off every alarm from here to NORAD. The moment he integrates it, we’re blind and bleeding before we know we’re hit.”

      Jessie’s brow furrowed. “Don’t be dramatic. Your AI was decommissioned.”

      “That’s what they told me, but I know that design.”

      She caught his drift. “Your ego is so big, you think your version is the only one he would go after.”

      Low blow, but more defensive than cruel. A retort was on the end of his tongue, but he held back. He needed her to trust him. To want him as her partner on this mission. “It was decommissioned, and I was told the software was destroyed.” A memory of the last time he’d seen the code in action and the failed mission that had resulted from it made him cringe inwardly. Man, he’d created a lot of shit in his time, most of it he considered failures. “This isn’t about my ego. I know that code. Harris has a copy—and he’s feeding it government-grade security data.”

      She straightened, the weight of her duffel tugging at her shoulder, as she went all agent-mode. “You should’ve told Flynn.”

      He tried to catch her eye to make sure she understood the stakes. “I did. And the fallout is already starting. That’s the real reason why Flynn is sending us together, J.”

      Her lips parted, but she didn’t speak. His eyes rested on her near perfect lips. The rest of her face was unreadable, but those lips... Yeah, he could read them like his own thoughts. “No one in their right mind wants to work with me.”

      Ah, and there it was—the crux of the matter. “I do.”

      Her eyes met his. Skirted away. “You’re a fool.”

      His phone buzzed before he could argue. It was a text from Flynn’s assistant. Jessie’s phone buzzed right after his, probably with the same message. The flights were booked.

      “Clock starts now,” Jessie muttered, tapping her smart watch to start a timer.

      “Look,” he said. “I get it. You want to do this mission solo because you think this is your chance to make it right. I get that, but you don’t have to do this alone. We’re a team. Again. Like we were when Black Swan first started.”

      She looked away. Not out of weakness, but because she never held his gaze for long. He wasn’t sure if it was because she knew he had a crush on her or because facing him was too raw. Too real. She couldn’t face her failures, and he reminded her of them.

      And God, he hated being that reminder. What woman in her right mind would want him around if he caused her to remember the worst time of her life every damn time she looked at him?

      “I work better alone,” she said.

      “Maybe.” He shrugged. “But I don’t.”

      Her chin snapped up. A strained silence stretched between them. He met her glare and the silence head-on. It continued to expand, taut, sharp, and threaded with the things they never said.

      Finally, she brushed past him into the hallway. “I’ll meet you at the airport.”

      Spence turned to follow. “We could⁠—”

      “No, we can’t, Stirling.”

      With clenched fists and squared shoulders, she left him standing there. The sound of her boots faded down the corridor.

      He stayed where he was, watching her go. He could hack firewalls and trace digital ghosts across five continents. But Jessie Mendoza? She was the one code he’d never cracked.

      “But I will,” he promised himself. Spencer Stirling was no quitter. Not when he wanted something. And he wanted her. “I most certainly will.”
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      Jessie

      

      The sky over Munich was a sullen bruise, thick with the promise of rain. Gray clouds hung low, diffusing the late afternoon light and casting the city in cold hues of concrete and steel. Jessie adjusted her scarf higher around her neck and scanned the park’s perimeter. She didn’t like meeting in open places. Too many angles. Too many ways to get dead.

      Spence sat on the bench beside her, legs crossed, phone in hand, playing his part perfectly. To anyone watching, they were just another couple killing time on a stroll.

      But Jessie’s pulse thrummed with that familiar edge of readiness, her gaze ticking between the dog walkers, the joggers, the man with the newspaper who hadn’t turned a page in five minutes.

      A woman in a trench coat approached, her stride purposeful but casual. She dropped onto the opposite end of the bench without a word and set down a paper bag.

      “It’s the only thing I could get.” Her voice was soft as she typed on her phone as if responding to a text. “Topographic layout of the compound outside Görlitz. Just remember, you didn’t get it from me.”

      Jessie sat between them, digging in her backpack as she muttered, “We never met.”

      The woman tucked her phone in a coat pocket. “Brewer’s got an ally in town. Jonas Keller. “

      “Who the hell is that?” Jessie asked, frowning into her open bag.

      The woman checked her watch. “Low-profile financier. Tied into gray-market contracts all over Europe. Berlin thinks he’s bankrolling Brewer’s projects. He’ll be at the Bundestag Initiative gala tomorrow night. His name’s on the donor list.”

      Spence glanced up from his phone and yawned. Jet lag had them both in its claws. “Gala, huh? Will Brewer be there?”

      The woman snorted and rose, making a show of tightening her trench coat belt. “He doesn’t show his face in public.” It was said with a duh tone in her voice. “Otherwise, we’d already have caught him.”

      She vanished into the foot traffic. Jessie casually snatched up the paper bag and stuffed it into her backpack.

      Back at the hotel, the air inside their connecting suites smelled like stale carpet and industrial cleaner, and the heat was too high, drying out her throat and temper. Jessie stripped off her jacket and tossed it onto the bed. She hadn’t unpacked. She didn’t plan to be here long.

      Spence, leaning in the doorway that connected their rooms, had his laptop balanced on one forearm and his phone in his other hand. He watched her like a man studying the edges of a minefield. Yet, he still seemed unbothered. Totally confident. It made her want to throw something.

      “I did a little digging.” He strolled across the carpeting to dump his gear on the white French provincial-style desk. “That gala is at the Bayerische Staatsbibliothek—State Library, right in the heart of the city. Black-tie. Security’s tight, but not impossible to breach. Especially if we have an invitation.”

      Jessie shook her head and dug the paper bag out of her backpack. Inside was a manila envelope. “Unless you’ve got a tux stashed in your fancy suitcase, I don’t see that happening.”

      He grinned without looking up, his fingers flying over his keyboard. “Even better. We go as a couple. Pretend we’re donors. Maybe even get a dance or two in while we track Keller.”

      She was about to grab the map from the envelope, but stopped. “Are you serious?”

      “Deadly.”

      “That’s your big plan? Posing as a power couple at a gala?”

      He finally looked up. “It’s the easiest play. We blend in. Get close to Keller without raising red flags.”

      She opened her mouth to argue—but he turned the laptop toward her. A grainy photo filled the screen. “This is our guy,” he said.

      Keller, smiling in a gray tailored suit, was posing and shaking hands with a German telecom CEO. Her stomach fled south to her toes. “That’s not Jonas Keller.”

      “What?” Spence double-checked the screen. “That’s what it says.” He read off the man’s bio listed in the article.

      She might not have recognized the change in his hair or the plastic surgery he’d had done, but she knew those eyes. Hastings.

      Jonas fucking Hastings.

      The room tilted, and she dropped the envelope onto the bed. Her breath stuck in her lungs. Memories of failure, of betrayal, came rushing back.

      Seeing her reaction, Spence straightened. “What’s wrong? Who is he?”

      Jessie sat heavily on the edge of the blue and white striped comforter. “He was my first handler, Jonas Hastings. He trained me. Used me. Then vanished. Langley suspected he was leaking intel. They gave me an off-the-books op to confirm it. My first mission, investigating my own handler as a traitor.”

      Spence stilled. “What happened?”

      So many years ago now. So much had happened. “Doesn’t matter.” She stiffened her spine. “I can take him down with Brewer.”

      Spence shifted in the chair. “It does too matter. I need the details. This mission isn’t about him, and if he’s going to blow the op, I need to know.”

      She wouldn’t let him. Her fingers fiddled with the manila envelope. “I got close to him back then. He realized I was on to him, and that’s when he disappeared.” A derisive laugh left her lips. “I blew my first official mission, so yeah, he knows me. If he sees me at the gala, we’re blown before we even get started.”

      Spence was quiet for a long moment, then shut the laptop. “He’s reinvented himself as Jonas Keller.”

      She rubbed her eyes. “He’s changed his appearance, but that’s him. I’m sure of it. And apparently, he’s working with Brewer.” She let out a huff. “God, I never would’ve thought the two of them would team up, but the truth is, they’re a lot alike.”

      Spence paced, rubbed his hands together. Glanced out the window. “If he’s allied with Brewer, the gala’s still our best shot at tagging him and figuring out where Brewer is.”

      “No,” she said, pushing to her feet. “We’ll find another way.”

      “Jess—”

      “He’ll make me. Besides, I’m not going into that place pretending to be some giggling arm-candy while the man who nearly wrecked my career before it even started sips champagne.”

      Spence kept his tone neutral. “He won’t even see you if we do this right. You want justice? This is how we get it. You’re just as skilled as anyone at changing your appearance.”

      “No,” she snapped again. “Don’t you get it? I blew my assignment with him, and now he’s teamed up with my archenemy. I’m not going to blow this mission to bring down Harris Brewer by getting sidetracked by that asshole.”

      He stepped closer. “You’re not twenty-three anymore. Not a rookie. You can handle Hastings, and I’ll handle Brewer. Think of it as a two-fer.” He shot her a grin. “Commodations will land in both our files, and Meg, Declan, Tommy, and Tessa will be pissed that we brought in two traitors instead of one.”

      While her insides turned, she locked down all expression. “I told you before, I work alone.”

      “You survive alone. That’s different.”

      That hit like a blow to her chest. She turned away. Her skin felt too tight. Her thoughts raced. She hated the idea of being seen. Of wearing a dress. Of letting him see her bare skin. Her scars.

      Yes, most had healed and were barely visible now, but… “We’ll track Hastings once he leaves the gala at the end of the night. That way, we don’t have to risk having our covers blown and alerting Brewer we’re in town.”

      Spence watched her, and when he spoke again, it was softer. “It’s not Hastings you’re afraid of. It’s being seen.”

      Even her guts froze. Why wouldn’t he leave her the fuck alone? “You’re not my shrink.”

      “Well, you need one, since you stopped going to Dr. Kumar six weeks ago. Not that he was doing you much good, but perhaps you should consider finding someone else. Someone who can help you with your body issues, as well as your emotional ones.”

      “How dare you?” She flung out an arm and pointed at the door. “Get out.”

      “Jessie, I’m sorry. That was uncalled for.” He took a step toward her, then stopped when she backed up. He raised placating hands. “I know you’re doing the best you can.”

      Oh, my God. Seriously? That was even worse. And within those words was a question in Spence’s mind—why had Flynn cleared her for fieldwork?

      Fuck. She had to prove to Spence that she could do this. She hadn’t wanted him for a partner, but now that he was here, a lot was riding on his opinion. On what he would report back to Flynn.

      She sure as shit didn’t want him digging around in her head. She’d always admired how smart he was—street smart as well as tech savvy—but now, it was like nails being driven into her back.

      She steeled her voice. “Everyone thinks I’m broken, but here’s the truth—what happened to me has made me stronger and more resilient. I’m a better spy than any of you because of it. So, I don’t need a partner, and I especially don’t need one who thinks I’m just doing my best. Why don’t you pack up your laptop and go back to Langley, where you belong?”

      His eyes went hard, and he strode toward her until he was towering over her. “I’m exactly where I belong. With you. I’m on your side. Always. But you can’t do this if you’re still bleeding inside. You were never like this before, and I know the old you is still in there. Yes, you went through something extremely traumatic, but you’re not the only one in this room who’s had people screw you over.”

      She was well aware of his background on the streets of London as a young boy. About a mentor who had adopted him and two other boys and turned them into weapons. How they had been groomed to help the Mastermind, an evil man who’d been part of a shadow government, and how Spence and his adopted brothers had been forced to take down the only father any of them had ever known.

      It still didn’t give him the right to say these things to her. “Go to hell, Stirling.”

      He gathered up his hardware and didn’t look at her as he walked out. The door clicked shut behind him.

      She stood there alone, pulse hammering, fists clenched, eyes burning. The past wasn’t done with her yet.

      And neither, apparently, was Spence.
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