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      Author’s Note:

      

      My dearest, badass, wooden spoon wielding, spiked tea drinking readers. Thank you for going on this journey with me and for being a part of the Keeneston family. The Davies family began as side characters in Kenna and Dani’s stories, Bluegrass State of Mind and Risky Shot, over a decade ago. Once I met Paige and her brothers, I couldn’t say goodbye. So I wrote the Bluegrass Brothers Series.

      Then it happened again. I took a break after Final Vow and couldn’t stay away. I missed Keeneston I told myself I’ll have so many Davies cousins that I’ll write them forever. Hence, the Forever Bluegrass Series. But, now, my not so gentle readers who laugh as Pam punts terrorists with her vehicles, I am writing the last Davies’s book.

      We’ve been through a lot. Childhood crushes, enemies to lovers, best friends to lovers, new people coming to Keeneston, babies, marriages, a new priest, new Blossom Café owners, and sadly saying goodbye to some of our favorite characters. Pam has gone from a minivan to a flame throwing Hummer. Henry has gone from a bachelor to a husband, a doting father, and now, he’s soon to be a grandfather. But don’t worry, he’ll always have his bad pickup lines.

      What does this mean? Does it mean there’s no more Keeneston?

      No! I’ve learned that just like you, we’re all citizens of Keeneston, and we don’t want to leave. While Cassidy is the last Davies (yes, I know about Cricket, but she’s a little kid so you must wait!), this is NOT the last Keeneston book. There’s Holt and Knox Everett who have been waiting to find love. There are firefighters, like Nolan Flynn, who need their stories told. And Greer, Dylan, and Abby worked too hard with setting up the President’s Guard in Keeneston to not tell the stories of the men and women being trained by our Keeneston favorites.

      Grab your Rose Sisters’ Special Iced Tea and settle in. Keeneston is here to stay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Keeneston, twenty-two years ago . . .

      

      Cassidy was sitting in the living room of her grandparents’ house playing with old military action figures that her big brother Dylan had outgrown. Her older sister, Piper, was off with their cousins Layne, Riley, and Reagan. Dylan was off with their cousins Jackson and Wyatt. Cassidy’s other older brother, Jace, who was closest in age to her, was playing with their cousins Porter, Parker, Greer, Colton, and Landon. Then there were still older cousins like Ryan, Sophie, and Sydney who were off in their own group talking about dating. Gross. That left Cassidy. By herself.

      Too young even for her youngest cousins to play with. Cassidy was six, but Jace and his crew were nine and ten, and they said she was too young to keep up with them. They played with her some because they were nice, but after a short time they took off to play on the farm.

      Cassidy looked to where her parents were laughing with her aunts and uncles. She wanted to be a part of it. Yet, she never was. She hated being the youngest. Cassidy always felt invisible, or if she was seen, she was treated like a baby. She wasn’t a baby anymore. She was six!

      “What has you frowning?” Uncle Cy asked as he gently tugged on one of her curly blonde pigtails before taking a seat across from her and picking up an action figure.

      “I’m too little to play with the others. They said I couldn’t keep up.”

      Uncle Cy had four kids. Porter and Parker were super close with Jace and then his daughters, Riley and Reagan, were super close to Piper. Once again, Cassidy was left out.

      Cy nodded. “I know your Aunt Paige felt the same way when she was little and we stupid boys didn’t want her playing with us. Do you know what she did?”

      “What?” Cassidy asked, glancing at Aunt Paige who was leaning against Uncle Cole and laughing.

      “She became better at all the things we did and beat us at them as soon as she got big enough. Especially shooting,” Uncle Cy told her with a conspiratorial whisper.

      Cassidy bit her lip as she looked from Aunt Paige back to Uncle Cy. “And you’re not mad Aunt Paige is a better shot than you?”

      Uncle Cy shook his head. “No, but I’m better at hiding and learning things than Aunt Paige. We all have our talents. We just need to find them. But having a lot of siblings is a good thing. They’ll help you find your talents, even when you discover them because you’re trying to beat them . . . with love of course.”

      “What’s my talent?” Cassidy asked.

      Uncle Cy cocked his head and looked her over. “Well, Piper’s talent is her intelligence. She’s a lot like your father. Dylan is like Uncle Miles. He’s a military commander through and through. Jace has your mother’s caring nature, so he’ll do something that helps people. You,” Uncle Cy dropped his voice and leaned closer, “are like me.”

      Cassidy looked up at him in awe. People, not her family, but other people, were scared of Uncle Cy with his big muscles and shaved head. “I’m not scary.”

      Uncle Cy smiled and gave her a wink. “I might be scary, but my talents are the three S’s: silent, strong, and smart. I can slip in and out of a room without anyone seeing me. I can gather information and make snap decisions that will save lives. And if I get caught, I’m strong enough to fight my way out of it.”

      “You think I can do that?” Cassidy felt her mouth hang open. No one thought she could do anything like that. They all pinched her cheek and patted her head.

      Uncle Cy nodded his head. “I know you can because I already saw you sneak into the kitchen to steal two biscuits and a cookie.”

      Uh-oh. “Am I in trouble?” Cassidy asked, hoping Uncle Cy wouldn’t tattle on her.

      “No. I’m not going to tell on you, Cassidy. I’m going to teach you. At every family dinner, after the other kids run off, you and I are going to sneak off and follow them. The goal of the game is to not get caught.”

      Cassidy smiled. “This sounds like fun! Can we start now?”

      Uncle Cy nodded. “First, always take in your surroundings. Where can you hide in here?”

      Uncle Cy and Cassidy looked around the room and she pointed at places she could hide and Uncle Cy told her about others she didn’t think of. Then he told her where she could exit the room if she needed to get outside. Only after that did they use what they learned and snuck from the house into the night to spy on her siblings and cousins.

      For years at every family dinner, Uncle Cy taught her the craft of being a spy. Then, when she was ten, Uncle Cy got her a bow and arrow. He taught her how to silently wield it before teaching her hand-to-hand combat when she was a teenager. After she turned sixteen, he taught her how to use other weapons. Week after week, year after year, Uncle Cy turned her into an elite weapon. Cassidy was sometimes left alone because she was the youngest until her parents had their surprise daughter Cricket. Then Cassidy became the go-to babysitter. The difference was, instead of feeling ignored, Cassidy felt powerful.

      “I’ve contacted an old friend of mine,” Uncle Cy told Cassidy at one family dinner during her senior year of college. “The CIA is watching you this year. If you still want to do it, that is. It’s a hard life.”

      “I want to do it, Uncle Cy,” Cassidy swore.

      “Then keep up the good grades and your training. You’ll be more than ready when they call.”

      

      Cassidy had been more than ready. She’d finished first in her class, was fluent in six languages, and had no trouble picking up new ones as needed. She was trained in paramilitary fighting through the Keeneston Training Center, and she looked as sweet as her grandmother’s apple pie.

      CIA training had been easy. It wasn’t nearly as tough as family dinner and she could have done it in her sleep. She also taught the mock interrogator a thing or two. He left the interview room crying, which got the attention of the Director of the CIA, Holden Beaumont. Cassidy was utilized differently from other agents. She wasn’t stuck sitting behind a desk at Langley, paying her dues. She was used as a lone wolf strike force. She gathered intelligence and rescued or protected people when a team would be too obvious. Lots of armed men around a woman at a club either protecting her or extricating her? Totally obvious. But a “college friend” or a party girl hanging out with that same woman at the club? No one noticed when Cassidy and the woman would leave the club after slipping away to use the restroom, or pay attention when information was passed between the two women. Until Holden Beaumont put her under Agent Naylor’s direction, that is. That’s when things got messy. With the help of a ballerina turned CIA asset, Natalie Townsend, Cassidy got the evidence needed to prove Naylor was a traitor. Now, Cassidy reported to Beaumont and only Beaumont.
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        * * *

      

      France, three years ago . . .

      

      He had his reasons for staying in the shadows. He shouldn’t be here. Not just at this location, but alive. He’d worked for years to be invisible so he could get his revenge. Now he was in a French villa trying to get information he needed from the man sleeping in the bed a foot from where he stood.

      He leaned forward, sliding his hand over the man’s mouth. His eyes flew open as he fought for his life, but it wouldn’t free him. “Stop, Percy,” he said and the man instantly obeyed. “I’ve been looking for you. I need to know what you know about the American Embassy attack in Crusina five years ago.”

      Percy’s eyes went comically wide in the darkness of the room as they darted around as if he could find a way to escape. He couldn’t. “I’m going to take my hand away, but feel this?” He pressed a knife to the Percy’s throat. “I’ll slice your throat if you so much as raise your voice above a whisper. Got it?”

      Percy nodded and he removed his hand. “What do you want to know?” he whispered.

      “Who hired the terrorists? I know it wasn’t Viktor Nikan of Crusina. The order came from America. Who?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      He pressed the knife until Percy whimpered. “See, I know you’re lying. I know you talked to a CIA agent several times over the past decade. His name is Naylor. Start talking. What did Naylor have to do with the embassy attack?”

      “Nothing. He was just a middle man. He wanted to climb the ladder in the CIA, and they used him to do their dirty work.”

      “Who are they?”

      “If I tell you, they’ll kill me.”

      “Spoiler alert: they’re going to kill you anyway. Don’t let them get away with it.”

      He waited as Percy thought about it. “I don’t know who the new person is. I swear. I only know the old contact.”

      “Who was it?” Time was running out and he needed answers.

      “CIA Director Milward. But that’s been years ago. President Stratton replaced him within months of taking office. Since then, Naylor has been stuck in his position. No more climbing the agency ladder for him. He’s more of a criminal than I am. He sells secrets.”

      “Who did Naylor pass Milward’s messages to?” He was getting close to the truth and his heart pounded as he thought about finally getting more answers.

      “I don’t know. I swear. I only gave Naylor information on the DS agents on duty at the embassy.”

      Diplomatic Security. They were the ones who were attacked first at the embassy. The thing was, not all of them were there when they should have been. “What information did you give them about the DS?”

      “Who was screwing who, who was in debt to who, who seemed easily bribable . . . that kind of thing. I swear, I didn’t know it was for an attack. I thought they only wanted to influence the politics.”

      “Give me names, Percy,” he growled.

      “There’s a drive with all the information I gave Naylor. It’s hidden in an aging barrel of wine that won’t be touched for twenty years. Barrel 516,” Percy told him. “But none of it is useful and it’s outdated now. Everyone has been fired or killed.”

      “Not everyone.”

      He froze. There hadn’t been a sound. There hadn’t even been movement, but he knew he was no longer alone. He slipped silently from the bed right as a woman opened the door. She was stunning in a black cocktail dress with her blonde hair pulled up into a bun with curls escaping from the pins. She looked like a fairy princess since her head barely reached his shoulder as she strode by him hiding in the shadows near the bed.

      Was she his mistress? The thought made him jealous. She seemed too sweet and too innocent to be this asshole’s mistress. “Hello, Percy. I’m with the CIA. Let’s get you out of here.”

      “Watch out!” Percy yelled. It was probably about him, but at that moment armed men shoved the door to the bedroom open and charged in. They weren’t CIA, that was for sure. And the fact they were trying to kill Percy told him they weren’t his private security either.

      He almost moved from the shadows, but the woman spun, slicing a knife he hadn’t seen through the air as she took down man after man while issuing Percy orders. She kicked a man and sent him stumbling to where he was hiding. He used his own knife to deal with him, tossing his body to the side.

      “Move your ass, Percy,” the spitfire ordered in the sweetest southern accent, not the least bit worried as three more men appeared. She punched one, sending him stumbling back where another swipe of his knife to the man’s throat took care of him. He dropped him near his buddy and continued to watch the woman work.

      The woman grabbed Percy and frog marched him out into the dark hallway. He followed, taking care of two more men who were trying to sneak up on her from behind. Who was she and why was she there? Was it a coincidence she was CIA and Percy had just told him the CIA might have had a role in the embassy attack?

      He followed, every now and then taking a man down. She walked Percy straight out of the villa and shoved him into an unmarked van. “Good job, Davies.”

      She gave the driver a sparkling smile, wiped her knife on the grass, and slid it into a sheath strapped to her upper thigh. “And I didn’t get my cousin’s dress bloody. That’s a win since it’s a prototype for one she hopes to sell. Now, let’s go see what this asshole knows.”

      The door to the van closed and they drove off.

      He kept to the shadows as he made his way to the winery. He found the barrel, broke it open, and took the flash drive. Then he began an Internet search for the dress the stunning woman had been wearing. Syd, Inc. That was it. He knew her cousin and he knew her last name. Davies. A wedding announcement was the key to finding her. She smiled next to the groom, her brother, a doctor. One Cassidy Davies of Keeneston, Kentucky, who worked for the CIA. It was time to get to know Cassidy better to see if she could lead him to who he needed to kill. But first, he needed to figure out if Cassidy was on the side of good or evil. No matter how much President Stratton cleaned up the government, there were still bad people in it. And it was his sworn duty to hunt them down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Keeneston, present day . . .

      

      Cassidy stared down at the flowers in her hands. She’d just caught the freaking bouquet at her cousin Colton’s wedding. Shivers ran down her body as the married women converged on her. Cassidy wasn’t claustrophobic, but this was making her panic.

      Cassidy looked over at the reception she was trying to slip from since she’d been called away on a mission. Her damn cousin was smirking at her and she needed to go. Holden Beaumont, the Director of the CIA, had just called her. Deming Nikan, President of Crusina, was in danger. That alone would be enough to send her on the mission to help protect the American ally. However, Deming was also a personal friend of not only hers, but all of Keeneston.

      “You know, cupcake,” her Grandpa Jake said as he pushed through the crowd and wrapped an arm around her. “I think it’s time for some grandfatherly advice.”

      Cassidy rolled her eyes. “I’m not getting married because I caught some stupid flowers.”

      Her grandpa chuckled as suddenly her father and uncles surrounded her and began distracting their wives and the Rose sisters. “I’m actually talking about your mission to protect Deming.”

      “How did you know that?” Cassidy thought her grandfather knew nothing. He was always so quiet.

      He winked at her and then she saw John Wolfe distracting his wife, Miss Lily. “Oh, John told you.”

      “Yes, but this is about Deming, not getting married.”

      Cassidy looked at her grandfather with confusion. “Sorry, Grandpa, but I’m in a hurry.”

      “Cupcake,” his tone made her stop once she reached outside of the reception. Her father was there with all his brothers. What was going on? Was this a marriage intervention?

      “I’m not getting married!”

      “Do we look like the people pushing you to get married?” Uncle Cy asked, crossing his arms over his chest and glaring at her.

      “We want you to not get married . . . to Deming,” Uncle Miles told her in the same serious former Special Forces voice.

      “Married to Deming? Why would I do that?” Cassidy was so confused.

      “Sweetie, this is awkward to talk about,” her father, Pierce, said, definitely looking uncomfortable.

      “No, it’s not,” Uncle Marshall interrupted. “Deming has a crush on you. I know that, we know that, you know that.”

      Cassidy might have blushed a little. She thought she’d made it clear to Deming and to all the guys who flirted with her that she didn’t want to settle down right now. Not that she didn’t enjoy some flirtatious banter, but she was very honest about not wanting to settle down.

      “You don’t want Deming getting hero worship when you swoop in and save him. So, you need to be very clear and put the poor boy out of his misery. Got it?” Uncle Cy asked.

      A whistle in the parking lot drew their attention as Holt Everett strolled toward them with a grin on his face. Cassidy bit her lip. Holt and his brother, Knox, might also have had a little crush on her at one point in time.

      “Hey, Cass,” Holt said with his signature panty-dropping smile.

      “You’re such a good friend to Cassidy, Holt. We’re so proud of you and all you’ve accomplished with your singing, but I need a word with my granddaughter before she leaves.”

      “Grandpa!” Cassidy gasped as the uncles blocked her from a confused looking Holt.

      “He’s not the one for you, and neither is Deming. None of these whippersnappers sniffing around you are the one, so stop wasting time,” her grandfather told her.

      “I’m not wasting time,” Cassidy protested. “I’m just not getting married right now.”

      “Ugh!” Uncle Cy groaned. “We know. Don’t get married. Don’t go falling in love on this mission. Got it?”

      “Got it, geez,” Cassidy grumbled. “And I’ll make it clear to Deming that I only like him as a friend. But first I have to save his ass.”

      “Speaking of which,” Uncle Cade said, “do you need our help?” He looked excited.

      “Nah, I think I’m good. I’ll call Aunt Annie if I need anything.”

      Cade put his hand to his heart. “Ouch. I thought I was your favorite uncle.”

      “No way. I am,” Uncle Cole said with a smirk.

      Cassidy kissed their cheeks and left them arguing over who was the favorite uncle.

      

      Cassidy reached the private jet at the airport right as it landed. She’d changed out of her dress and into jeans and a blouse. Her go-bag was in her hand as she waited for the stairs to be lowered while the jet was being fueled.

      She climbed the stairs to find Warrick Vidar, her partner who ran all the tech for the ops, set up with his computers at one of the tables. “Hey, War.”

      Warrick shoved his thick black-rimmed glasses up his nose and smiled at her. He had dirty blond hair brushed back from his face that always seemed a little out of place since he ran his hands through it too much. He stood, rubbing his bad leg. He’d told her about the injury to his leg at some comic book convention. There was pushing to get to some booth and Warrick had fallen on the sword of some character. It sliced his quadricep muscles and made his leg rather stiff, limiting his movement. He was the only person she knew who was her age who walked with a cane.

      “How was the wedding?” Warrick asked, sitting back down.

      “I caught the bouquet.”

      Warrick shivered at the thought. “Maybe Deming will make your wedding dreams come true. After all, isn’t it strange that he asked for you personally?”

      “No, we’re . . . friends. Deming has been mentored by the Ali Rahman family and has been to Keeneston a lot over the past several years. He’s a good guy trying to correct the mistakes of his father. However, that doesn’t mean I want to marry him. First my grandfather, then my uncles, and now you. I’m not getting married just because I caught some stupid flowers.” Warrick held up his hands. He’d been her teammate for a couple of years and knew when not to push it. “How was your date?” Cassidy asked, changing the subject.

      Warrick groaned as he worked on his computer. “I thought it was going great until we started talking about comics. Then it went downhill. She thinks they’re stupid.”

      Cassidy took her seat across the table from Warrick as the jet began to taxi down the runway. “Give the girl the benefit of the doubt. I thought they were stupid too until you introduced me to the right ones.” Cassidy had to admit, Warrick had the sexy nerd thing going on.

      Warrick shrugged. “It’s hard to meet someone you connect with.”

      Cassidy slumped in her seat. “I agree with you there. I’ve met so many cool guys, but there’s been no spark.”

      “No offense, but the guys who are into you, don’t know you.”

      “Sure, they do. I grew up with Holt and Knox Everett.”

      “Yeah,” Warrick said, looking up from his computer. “They knew kid Cassidy. Not badass CIA agent Cassidy. You even told me yourself you hide who you are at home, choosing to be invisible.”

      “You’ve never been to Keeneston, so you don’t know what it’s like to be part of such a huge family. Especially one with a lot of strong personalities.”

      Warrick shoved his glasses up again. “True. All I’m saying is I let my nerd flag fly when I date someone. You should let your badass flag fly when you do.”

      “Because an auditor is so badass,” she said of her cover. True, most everyone in Keeneston knew she was a spy. To be fair, most of Keeneston had top-secret clearance. But her regular dates thought she audited companies, which sent her all over the world for work.

      “There’s a Norwegian saying that roughly translates to: Inside every woman is a queen. Speak to the queen and the queen will answer.”

      “I actually get that one. Thanks War. I’ll think about it for my next date.” Warrick loved to teach her sayings from his ancestral home. Some she got. Others she didn’t. This one actually shook her up. Had she been doing that? Treating herself as invisible and making her wants and desires invisible to not only herself, but to others by playing a role instead of being true to herself? Was that what her uncles and grandfather were trying to tell her? Own who she was? Be her own queen?

      “Here’s Director Beaumont,” Warrick said, now all business as he turned his laptop.

      CIA Director Holden Beaumont filled the screen with his light brown hair tinged with gray at the temples. He always wore a suit and he always wore one of his signature ties. Every necktie he owned was either blue or red. There was no one more patriotic than Beaumont. He’d also been a rookie agent when Uncle Cy was most prominent within the agency. It was probably why he liked her so much. Uncle Cy was a legend and had passed on a lot of his secrets to her.

      “Davies. I heard you caught the bouquet.”

      Cassidy rolled her eyes. “Dare I ask how you know that?”

      “Dare I ask how I got a text from Cy Davies telling me all about this mission and asking if we needed him and his brothers in Crusina?”

      Warrick’s head snapped over to her. He didn’t know the extent of Keeneston’s spy network. “Wasn’t me,” she told them both, holding up her hands. “All John Wolf.”

      “You expect me to believe some centenarian has top secret information?” Beaumont crossed his arms. “How?”

      Cassidy cleared her throat. “He does and we think it might be communication with aliens. Or ghosts. We’re not sure which.”

      Warrick choked a little and Beaumont rolled his eyes. “This discussion isn’t over yet. But we need to focus on the threat to President Nikan.”

      Cassidy focused on the case. It was hard to hear that Deming was in danger, but she had to pretend this was just another mission. “An anonymous source sent us information that the insurgents who backed Viktor Nikan are planning an assassination attempt on Deming before he can testify at the trial of his father’s old cronies for their crimes against the citizens of Crusina. There have been previous attempts as the insurgents are not giving up, even as the years go by. Their numbers have dwindled, but that’s only made them more dangerous.”

      Cassidy frowned as pictures of the insurgents came onto the screen. She looked over at Warrick and saw that he was frowning too. “You see something, don’t you?”

      “I feel as if something is nagging me, but I can’t place it yet.”

      “You’ll be working with Jin Kuzmin, President Nikan’s personal guard,” Beaumont told them. “The mission is to get Nikan through the trial and assist his guards with the arrest of the insurgents.”

      Cassidy glanced over at the garment bag she’d brought with her. “I have a rather unconventional idea. I need to think on it, but maybe we could get Deming’s insurgency under control once and for all.”
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      “What about her?” Warrick asked, turning his phone.

      “You’re seriously on a Crusina dating app?” Cassidy asked as their flight began to descend. Not that she was jealous. She’d be happy to spend a night with Warrick, but it wouldn’t be professional, and it would make working together awkward. She’d pushed those feelings down a long time ago. Now she helped him look through the dating apps.

      “Do you know how much information I get from these local dates? I’ve saved your ass more than once by going on a date with a local.”

      “In that case,” Cassidy said, snatching his phone from him and flipping through the candidates. “Her. She works in finance. Every insurgency needs to be financed.”

      Warrick frowned. “That’s actually a really good point. Just how is this multi-year insurgency being financed?”

      “Well, she works at the former state bank. I bet she can tell you.”

      The plane touched down and when Cassidy looked out the window, she saw a limo pull up. The door opened and Deming stepped out.

      “Your boyfriend is here,” Warrick teased.

      Cassidy frowned. She really needed to be more transparent with her feelings. It went against everything she’d been taught as a spy. But when it came to non-mission dating, she needed to be honest.

      “Cassidy!” Deming smiled as she walked off the plane with Warrick right behind her, his cane tapping on the metal stairs. “Thank you so much for coming. You know my personal guard, Jin Kuzmin.”

      Cassidy hugged Deming and shook Jin’s hand. Jin usually got time off when Deming was in Keeneston, so she didn’t know the guard very well. He was average height and muscular. It was clear he worked out and stood as if he were a former soldier. His dark hair was buzzed short and his face was always serious. “This is my partner, Warrick Vidar,” Cassidy introduced.

      “Jin, you work with Warrick. Anything he needs, get it for him. Cassidy and I need to catch up.” Deming led her to his limo as Jin took Warrick to a Land Rover that was right behind the limo. Cassidy slid into the back of the limo, and Deming joined her before raising the privacy screen. “It is good to see you again, Cass.”

      Cassidy was starting to feel horrible at the look of eagerness in Deming’s eyes. She’d been so blind and now she had to be honest, which was very difficult for a spy. “Deming, I need to talk to you. I’m here because you’re my friend. My very good friend. And I want to see you safe.”

      Deming’s smile faltered a little and then he sighed. “Ari tried to warn me that was all I am to you,” he said, referring to Princess Ariana of Rahmi, who lived in Keeneston with her husband, former Diplomatic Security Agent, Jameson Duke. She was Rahmi’s UN Ambassador. Her father, Mo, was Deming’s mentor.

      “I’m so sorry. I hope my friendship will be enough. If you’re uncomfortable with me here, I can ask for another team to be sent.”

      Deming straightened up in his seat then reached out and took her hand. “No. A true friendship is a treasure, and I’d be a fool to part with it. Also, there’s no one better at your job than you. I want this insurgency over. You and Jin are the only people I trust to get it done.”

      “Thank you, Deming. Tell me about the trial.”

      “It’s been going on all week, but the victim testified early this morning and will be on the stand all day today. Her name is Dasha. Her father was killed in front of her by the defendants. She was injured too, but she had trouble identifying them since they attacked her from behind. Tomorrow I’ll testify that the defendants’ motivation for the killing was based on my father’s demand to run the state bank as his personal account. Dasha’s father was the president of the bank and wouldn’t turn over money belonging to his other clients. I overheard my father order the defendants to speak to Dasha’s father until he saw reason. Between her testimony and mine, there’s no doubt of their guilt. However, these insurgents keep popping up and creating problems for me and anyone who supports my change of the government from a dictatorship to a democracy.”

      “Do you know who is funding them?” Cassidy asked, and Deming frowned.

      “I assumed it was from the money my father and his cronies stole. What’s worrying me though is how these insurgencies have spread outside of Crusina. It’s why I called you in.” That was backed up by the intelligence Cassidy had too. The insurgents seemed to be dipping their toes into other countries’ politics.

      “I have a plan, but it’s extreme,” Cassidy told him. “Are you up for it?”

      “Anything to finally get to the bottom of this.”

      Cassidy handed him the garment bag. “Then this is what we’re going to do.”

      

      Cassidy and Warrick were settled near the presidential palace. They had met with Jin and gone over what they needed for tomorrow and then ate dinner together. Deming had excused himself shortly after.  She was sure it was to re-center himself as her friend and nothing more. Jin had handed them their IDs after Deming left. She was undercover as a journalist reporting on the trial, and Warrick was her producer.

      After dinner, she’d taken a nap while Warrick went on his date. Now it was the dead of night and Warrick was set up in the news van outside the courthouse. Cassidy pulled up the black hood of her sweatshirt and climbed from the van.

      “Be careful,” Warrick told her in the small comms device snug in her ear.

      “I’m scoping the place out, not going to war.”

      “You never know if the people trying to assassinate Deming are doing the same.”

      “Good point,” Cassidy said, glancing around as she walked around the courthouse. “I see four positions that could be used for an assassination attempt. The position right behind the van will be the best for my plan,” Cassidy told him.

      “I can’t believe you’re not telling me your plan.”

      “It’s dangerous, but it will pay off.” Cassidy listed off the other locations where a shot could be taken. “Pass that onto Jin and get those locations shut down, but in a way as to make it not obvious. Plumbers, HVAC people, construction, something like that,” Cassidy ordered.

      “Done,” Warrick confirmed in her ear a short time later.

      Cassidy strolled around the courthouse, learning all the alleys and hiding spots. She saw several weaknesses, but there was only so much she could do without raising suspicion. She instructed Jin to close a couple of the streets and was glad when he didn’t push back on any of her instructions.

      Cassidy made her way back to the news van and knocked on the door. Warrick unlocked it and she jumped inside. “I think we’re all set. Did you get any information from your date?”

      Warrick nodded as he pulled the van onto the street, their spot reserved for tomorrow. “Yes. Turns out she’s not a fan of the former president, but she is of Deming. She told me all of the citizens are a lot happier under his democracy, but the oligarchs are the ones causing problems. They still think they can order people around and take what they want. She named the defendants as some of the worst, and told me about some others who are still taking what they want even if it’s illegal.”

      “Why don’t they turn them in?” Cassidy asked.

      “She said everyone is afraid of them. Even when they tried to tell Deming and the police, the people who told were found dead within hours.”

      “There’s still a leak in Deming’s inner circle.” Cassidy figured as much, which was why she didn’t tell anyone except Deming her plan. “Did your date give you names?”

      Warrick shook his head. “I’d think Deming would know though. If they were that powerful during his father’s rule, Deming would know.”

      “I’ll ask him about it tomorrow. Now, let’s get some rest. Tomorrow is going to be something else.”

      Cassidy hopped from the van after Warrick parked it at the hotel. It was time to get some sleep. Tomorrow, she had an insurgency to take down.
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        * * *

      

      He watched Cassidy climb from the van. They were in Crusina for the same reason. To get answers. Cassidy probably didn’t know the answers she needed to get, but he did. People here held the answers to his revenge.

      Over the years, he had investigated Cassidy Davies down to the most minute details. He felt as if he knew her better than she knew herself. One thing he’d learned as he watched her take down Agent Naylor for corruption—Cassidy Davies wasn’t a traitor. She did the right thing even when it was hard.

      He watched her stride into the lobby and finally made his move. He had to be careful. His heart was becoming involved. He’d almost been caught in Keeneston outside the Blossom Café because he just wanted to see her.

      His whole adult life had been focused on revenge and then Cassidy had walked into it. The more he learned about her, the more space she took up in his heart. So much so that he felt it was his duty to watch her back, even if she never knew him the way he wished she could.

      He could change that. He knew that. He could walk out of the shadows and talk to her. But, no matter how much his feelings for her were growing, the need for revenge was greater. Maybe, just maybe, when it was all said and done, he’d step forward and see if she could be interested in a man with a heart as black as his clothes.
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      Jin has assigned a man from the communications department as a cameraman. Cassidy introduced herself while Warrick stayed hidden in the news van. He had eyes on the courthouse and access to the surrounding security cameras to be on the lookout for assassins. The cameraman took his instruction, thinking he was only filling in for a sick camera operator for a foreign journalist.

      “Are you ready for this, Mr. President?” Cassidy asked, her voice as if she were just asking a journalistic question, but her eyes telling Deming she meant much more.

      “Yes. Let’s do this.” Deming looked out of the van they were all traveling in and paused. “Wait, there’s Dasha. Pull over and let us walk in together. I need the people to know I’m backing Dasha’s testimony and will always stick up for the people.”

      Cassidy glanced out the window. A woman with dark brown hair in a simple braid walked down the street alone. She wore a black pantsuit with an Oxford blue blouse under the jacket. Her makeup was minimal. Her shoes were sensible yet stylish. Everything about Dasha screamed normal. She didn’t appear to be a threat and Jin must have agreed since he ordered the van to be pulled over.

      Cassidy noticed when the van slowed down, Dasha became nervous. She must know the threat to her life was very real. Then Deming opened the door and Dasha, while looking shocked, relaxed a little. She was probably a year or two younger than Cassidy, a couple inches taller, but leaner. The dark circles under her eyes told Cassidy the leanness was probably due to grief.

      “Dasha, dear, would you like a ride to the courthouse?” Deming asked.

      Dasha glanced nervously around and then nodded. “Thank you, Mr. President. I can’t shake the feeling I’m being followed.”

      Deming held out his hand and Dasha took it as he helped her into the van. Cassidy wasn’t paying attention though. Her head was on a swivel as she tried to see anyone who might be following Dasha.

      “Cassidy,” Deming said in a way that meant he’d already said her name a time or two and she hadn’t heard him.

      “Sorry,” Cassidy said with a smile as she focused her attention on Deming and Dasha.

      “I was telling Dasha you’re an American journalist reporting on the case.”

      Cassidy fell into the lie easily. Dasha was sweet, scared, and yet incredibly strong to see this through.

      “I see you,” Warrick’s voice said into her comms. “There’s a large crowd. Seems mostly pro-Deming.”

      Cassidy glanced out the windows and saw the streets lined with people cheering for Deming and holding signs that said “Democracy or Death.” At least the crowd didn’t seem hostile.

      A calm washed over Cassidy as the van pulled to a stop. This was the mission. She knew what would happen. She was prepared. “Mr. President, let me get out first and we can get video of the two star witnesses exiting and walking into the courthouse.”

      Deming nodded. His nerves clearly taking control. Dasha reached out and squeezed his hand. “Thank you for doing this, Mr. President. You’re a very special, very brave man.”

      Cassidy and her cameraman jumped from the van and moved into position. Little did the cameraman know Cassidy’s real reason for wanting to get out first. She wanted to keep an eye on the one position available for a sniper.

      “The crowd seems peaceful,” Warrick said as Deming and Dasha got out of the van to a round of cheers. “They’re entering the hit zone in three, two . . .”

      Cassidy glanced up and saw movement above the news van. “Position one!” Cassidy screamed into her comms as she went to grab for Deming. However, Deming moved right as the gunshot went off.

      Deming was supposed to take cover behind Cassidy. Instead, he flung his body over Dasha. The way his body shot forward and took both Cassidy and Dasha down told her that Deming had been hit.

      Cassidy felt blood splash against her face. She heard Dasha screaming at the top of her lungs and saw the panic in the crowd. However, her eyes were on the figure who had just jumped from the roof, onto the top of her news van, and then took off down the side street.

      “War!” Cassidy yelled, gripping a lifeless and bleeding Deming. Warrick hurried from the van with his cane as Jin and the security team collapsed on the assassinated president. “Get him in the van and to the nearest hospital!”

      Warrick leaned down and grabbed an arm. Cassidy had the other. Jin was there, looking frantic. “He’s dead,” Cassidy whispered over the screams of the crowd to Jin as she put her fingers to Deming’s neck. “We’re going to protect his body. Don’t tell anyone he’s dead yet. We need to secure the area. Get Dasha in the van too. We can’t have her telling the world the president died protecting her.”

      Cassidy was struggling to rein in her emotions as Warrick and she struggled to get Deming’s body into the news van. Jin shoved Dasha into the front seat and slammed the door. Soldiers moved to escort the van out of the parking lot. “I’m securing the area and trying to find the shooter,” Jin yelled.

      Cassidy nodded and then thumped the side of the van. Warrick sped off as fast as he could, but the rumors were already rippling through the crowd. President Deming Nikan was dead. The pool of blood on the sidewalk only confirmed it as did the smiles on the defendants’ faces as they were led into the courthouse by prison guards. They knew they would be free. While Dasha’s testimony was damaging, it wasn’t enough for a conviction and they knew it.

      Cassidy didn’t stick around though. She pushed her way through the crowd and sprinted down the alley she’d seen the shooter disappear down.

      “Where are you going, Cassidy?” she heard Warrick ask.

      “To get the shooter.”

      “Wait for backup!” Warrick ordered.

      “No time.”

      Cassidy caught sight of the heel of a shoe as it disappeared down a street at least three blocks away. She picked up her pace even as she pulled the gun she’d hidden at the small of her back.

      Cassidy turned down the street and caught a flash of him turning once again, but she’d gained on him. Warrick was yelling at her to back down as she zigged and zagged down the back streets and alleys of Crusina.

      She almost had him.

      Cassidy turned the last corner and slid to a stop. Cassidy looked at the man standing in front of her. She was aiming her gun, but he didn’t seem concerned. Maybe because more men were stepping from the shadows aiming their guns at her. Cassidy felt the hair on the back of her neck rise as she felt the bodies move in behind her. She’d been ambushed.
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        * * *

      

      Fuck. He was too late. He was now in the shadows of the low roof above the alley. They’d already surrounded Cassidy by the time he’d arrived. No matter how good she was, she wasn’t getting out of this without help.

      Suddenly, a shadow emerged from the back of the alley. He came to stand near the leader of the ambush. He cocked his head and studied Cassidy. His body language screamed power.

      “Hello, Cassidy.”

      He frowned as he looked at the tall, middle-aged man now standing in front of Cassidy. He could be European or North American. His accent was vague. His hair was a non-descript brown. Everything about him was anonymous.

      “I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure of an introduction.” There was his girl. Cassidy would never shrink back, even against all odds.

      “First,” he said, reaching forward and plucking an earpiece from her and tossing it on the ground. Cassidy watched it land ten feet away and hoped it wasn’t broken. “Now that we have some privacy. You, young lady, have been a real thorn in my side.” The man ignored the request for an introduction.

      Cassidy smiled sweetly. “Oh good. I would so hate to be forgettable.”

      He smiled. This was one of the reasons he had fallen in love with her. He checked his weapons and got ready to move when she did.

      The man who had ambushed Cassidy chuckled. “Nothing about you is forgettable. Especially the way you’re messing up our plans. At least you didn’t save Deming.”

      Cassidy cocked her head. “I failed at keeping Deming alive, so I’m guessing you’re wanting to fill the power void. But you’re not from Crusina.”

      “I’m not, but my allies are. And I want you to be my ally, Cassidy.”

      He froze as he watched the subtle reactions of the woman he’d believed would always be for justice. When faced with life or death, would she turn on her country?
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        * * *

      

      Cassidy tried not to react. She needed more information from this stranger who had appeared out of nowhere. Plus, she needed to give Warrick time to realize she was in danger and send help.

      “An ally? Like you want me to be your bodyguard? Looks like you have enough of those. Worried someone is trying to kill you?” Cassidy asked.

      “Just making sure you know you have no options available to you. I won’t underestimate you. However, even you can’t take down eight men before one of them kills you.”

      “I get the death part, dude.” Cassidy almost rolled her eyes. Kale’s freaking computer nerd friend was rubbing off on her. Alex always called everyone dude. “I don’t get the ally part. Why do you need me as an ally?”

      “For your connections. We’re changing the world, Cassidy, and we want you to be a part of it.”

      Cassidy considered his calm demeanor. She didn’t know how she was going to get out of this, but she also wasn’t going to be a traitor. She could buy some more time, though. “And the first change is getting Deming out of office.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Well, you’ve already done that,” Cassidy pointed out. “What do you need me for?”

      “You took down an ally and now we need to fill his spot. There’s more, but you don’t need to know that yet. You need to prove your loyalty first.”

      “Can you give me a minute to think about it?” Cassidy asked. She had Piper’s clothes on. She wore Abby’s vest filled with weapons under her shirt, with a gun and two knives strapped to her thigh under her skirt. The only question she had was how many could she take down before they took her down.
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        * * *

      

      He knew the look in Cassidy’s eyes. He’d been watching her ever since he’d seen her in France. He knew that slight sparkle of her blue eyes meant she was about to do something reckless.

      He aimed his gun and waited for her to make her move.
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