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Kimmer  Reed: Street-wise runaway.   Survivor.  Now an unpredictable  operative with a sharp instinct & even sharper wit.

  



Kimmer Reed faces  a mission that should be simple enough: guard an ancient Basque talisman. But  someone is already one step ahead of the Hunter Agency's top operative—someone with  a grudge, and the means to act on it.

 Now Kimmer  and partner Rio Carlsen are on the run through a maze of betrayal—cut off from  the agency, wanted by local officials, hunted by the terrorists who want what  they think she's stolen—

And worst of  all, no longer certain of one another.

 Find the  talisman. Catch the bad guy.  Stop the  terrorists.  And somehow, re-establish  the trust that makes them the best team Hunter's ever had.

But time is  running out, and Kimmer Reed doesn't just have to live through the day—

She has to  save it.
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Chapter 1


We’ve been made.


Caught under the power station flood lights on
 a crisp spring midnight with the grinding hum of power lines crawling over the
 air and the big tricky  deal about to go down, and Hunter agents Kimmer Reed
and Rio Carlsen had been made.


Chimera and her newly code-named Phoenix, finally back into
the game — and yeah... already made.


Kimmer saw it on the face of the man across from them — the
 flicker of disdain and anger, there and then gone again. Oh, he tried to hide
it, but no. Not from Kimmer.


Does Rio see it? She had no idea, not while he stood
 there with his Phoenix persona in place — the only man she couldn’t read with
her uncanny knack of seeing truth, simply because she loved him.


That left nothing to do but play it through. She gave the
man a good hard eye and demanded, “You have it?”


Only the faintest of hesitations. “Yours was the highest
 bid,” the man finally said — a dull little man, habitually bartering in national
 secrets: this time, a computer key that would give the bearer access to U.S.
 weapons in development. A key that Kimmer’s supposed masters in North Korea
were eager to obtain.


But the man was stalling. Waiting for his people to move in
 from the darkness that surrounded the eye-searing light of this stark meeting
 ground. Asphalt and steel and humming wires, all lit into harsh detail against
blackest shadow.


We need that key.


And Kimmer didn’t know if both she and Rio had been made... or
if one of them could still bluff. And if so, which one... 


Rio gestured his own impatience — moving closer, an unspoken
threat. “If you have it, let’s see it.”


The man looked up — up at Rio, taller than tall, wheat-blond
 hair slicked back for the op. He smiled, tense and mean. “Yes, you’ll get
what’s coming to you.”


Rio. It was Rio. Cover blown.


Their first real op, gone wrong. Really wrong.


And no one else yet understood. Not Rio, not the back-up
team watching them from the dark and distant brush.


Time to go on the offensive.


“Screw this.” Kimmer stuck her hand in the kangaroo pocket
 of her windbreaker. It wasn’t a friendly gesture, as her hand closed around
 the grip of the little Smith & Wesson nestled there. She nodded at the
 satchel sitting on the ground behind Rio. The money. “Just give me the
package. I don’t like it here and I don’t like your games.”


“Take your hand out of your pocket,” the man said, tipping
 his head slightly — giving away his ear bud, and his attention to it. His
  people, closing in. “If you take me down, you’ll go down right on top of
me.”


“I never said I wanted to be on top,” she snarled, and Rio
 had gone very quiet, trying to sort the undertones. “Give me the damned
package and—”


“Stupid bitch.” He laughed. “You’re not going anywhere — your
partner’s a fed!”


Here we go.


“Goddammit!” She rounded on Rio, snatching the snub-nose
 free of her windbreaker — and then she was on him, grabbing up his jacket and
 yanking him off-balance, never mind the difference in their sizes. Off-balance
and up-close, with that snub-nose jamming him in the ribs. “I knew there was something—”


Their contact scrambled back — not so Rio. He could have
 reacted; he could have thrown her against chain link and concrete — so much
 bigger than she was, so much stronger. She felt the tension of it in him, the
 holding back. Not something they’d be able to hide for longer than it took to—



Trust me, Rio.


She pulled the trigger.


He grunted in surprise, his eyes going wide. She shoved him
away. Go down, dammit!


Down he went, arching slightly as he hit the ground,
 stiffening that way... and going limp. Blood seeped through his jacket at his
 side; the faintest trickle eased out of his mouth. His mouth? No
way. There’s no way I really — 


The contact eased forward, wary — an eye on Kimmer’s weapon,
 an eye on Rio. He nudged Rio’s ankle with his toe; it rolled, rag-doll loose. 
There’s no way — 


The man gave her an appraising look. “Succinct
problem-solving. Nice.”


“There is no problem,” she snapped. “The money’s here. Now
 give me the device and let’s get the hell out of here. He’s probably got
people lurking—”


True enough. What they were thinking right now, Kimmer
 couldn’t imagine. What she was thinking, she wasn’t even sure. She looked at
that trickle of blood... 


She forced her gaze away, holding out her hand in demand. After a hesitation, the contact slid the key into her hand — a neat, custom
 molded container that she deftly flicked open to find the expected hardware — so
very much smaller than it ought to be, for a thing of such significance.


The man glanced at Rio. “Not much blood.”


“You don’t the hell bleed if you’re dead.” She secured the
 container, swift and efficient. “I’m outta here.” Once she was in the clear,
 the back-up team would nail this guy — and his own posse, hanging around the
fringes of the area.


And then Rio — 


There’s no way — 


“Just a moment.” He held up his hand, the other going to
 his ear — receiving, no doubt, the report from his backups that the area was
 clear. Little do you know, asshole. He nodded, a brisk movement — no
 happier about lingering than she. “Nice doing business with you, after all. 
You’re efficient. I’ll remember that.”


Damned right you will. She didn’t acknowledge him;
 she simply moved away — out of sight around the high chain link and into the
brush, knowing her fellow Hunter operatives would instantly follow through.


Muffled shots sprinkled the night. Tranquilizers. Taking down the backup; taking down the little guy. She reversed course,
hesitating only long enough to avoid running out into the middle of it.


Or at least not too much into the middle of it.


No surprise when operatives shrouded in black scrambled out
 of the darkness — Kimmer tossed the container at one of them as she ran. “Rio!”
she said, breathless — not from the short burst of effort, not at all. “Rio!”


He cracked his eyes open. “You shot me. You fucking
shot me!”


Ooh, not his usual language.


“Only a little,” she said, masking the sudden weak
 relief in every muscle, dropping down beside him. “Just a graze...” She
 flipped his shirt up to confirm it, then thumbed the blood from the corner of
his mouth. “And I didn’t do that.”


“I bit my lip going down.” His grumble let her know it hadn’t
 been a clever ploy, but pure startled reaction. He made no attempt to lift his
head. “I may need resuscitation.”


“That can be arranged.”


He slanted her a sideways look from those half open,
uniquely up-tilted eyes. “And I wanna be on top.”


And Kimmer put her head on his chest and laughed with him,
but inside... 


Our first op, and we got made. Oh, God... can I even do
this?


~~~~~~~~~~



Chapter 2


Kimmer still wasn’t used to the big kitchen.


Come to that, she wasn’t used to the big main room, the
 cathedral ceiling overhead, the loft, or a master bedroom with a built-in
closet and attached private bath.


It hadn’t, after all, been so very long since her modest
 little remodeled farmhouse had become a crispy-fried victim of her
long-rejected brother’s scheme to evade trouble by drawing it to her.


Of course, Hank had become a victim of his little scheme,
too. And the goonboss of a woman he’d tried to cross... 


Well, she was gone, too. Fled from the States in personal
ruins, looking for friendlier climes.


Kimmer nudged Rio’s arm, and he lifted it higher so she had
 access to the wicked graze across his ribs. Barely higher — she nudged
him again, amused.


His attention remained focused on the mail spread out over
 the gleaming kitchen counter — on the letters from little Karlene and her older
 sister Sandy. Her brother’s daughters, currently in Pennsylvania foster care. “Sandy wants to know why I got another boring old stray cat instead of a cutesy
 little kitty,” he said, flipping over the flowery stationery with its big
curlicue writing.


“I bet she didn’t say it just like that.” Poor OldCat. He’d
 been lost in the fire, too. Paula Romajn has a lot to answer for. She
 smeared Rio’s scabby wound with antibiotic cream and reached for a
 Teflon-coated gauze pad, tape already applied. “She’s still too worried about
being a good girl.”


“Nope, it’s more along the lines of I would have gotten a
 really cute kitten. K-i-t-e-n, kitten.” He flinched aside from Kimmer’s
administrations. “Ow!”


“Baby,” she said affectionately. This man took whatever he
 had to... when it counted. When it didn’t? Baby. “What else does she
say?”


“Her foster mom is nice, she can’t wait for school to start,
sealed with a kiss, etc.”


“And Karlene?” Karlene wasn’t nearly as cowed as her sister—
 nor as old. Her missives came on plain paper with very few words, dotted with
 drawings. This time, cat faces — Kimmer could just peek over Rio’s elbow to
see. “Another sealed with a kiss? That doesn’t sound like Karlene.”


“Sealed with a kick,” he corrected, holding up the
 envelope so she could see. As ever, the letters came bundled in a larger
 envelope, and included a short note from the girls’ foster mother — a woman
 Kimmer had interviewed personally, applying her unique skills for her nieces’
benefit.


An unexpected detour from her paid work with the Hunter
Agency, all in the cause of espionage, capers, and world peace.


Though since her brother’s self-perpetrated disaster, she’d
 mostly spent her time cleaning up after Hank’s mess. Buying this house,
moving, making sure the girls were settled... checking into her options.


Trying to get used to the idea of working with Rio in an
 official way. Trying not to read too much into the fact that they’d been made
 on their first planned op — and on his first deliberate foray back into the
field since his departure from the CIA.


Trying not to think of the moment she’d had to shoot
him to get them out of it.


Easier to think about the girls, the house, and the damned
cutesy fake well she’d had to tear out of this yard upon moving in.


Sealed with a kick. “That sounds more like her,”
 Kimmer said with satisfaction. She saw more than a little of herself in that
 young girl with her dark curly hair and her ferocity. And if they’d both had a
bad start... 


Kimmer would see to it that her niece had a better childhood
 than Hank and her other brothers had allowed Kimmer before she’d run away to
 find her place with Hunter. To grow into their perfect operative — fierce,
unpredictable, and able to read any face, any lie.


Chimera.


“Hey,” Rio said, looking over his shoulder at her — awkwardly,
 his arm still raised. Tall, solid, with pale wheat-blond hair over features
 that blended strong Danish bones with Japanese angles, Rio had a heart bigger
 than Kimmer’s whole body and he didn’t bother to hide it. “You think I can’t
 tell that you’re done? You think I can’t tell you’re just using the excuse to
put your hands all over my shirtless self?”


“Mm,” Kimmer said, and ran a proprietary hand around his
 torso, tracing her fingers over his stomach — the sparse, wiry hair, the muscle
 beneath. She followed the edge of his typically low-hanging sweats; his skin
twitched. She said, “And your point is?”


“Nothing,” he said quickly. “No point at all.” He caught
 his breath, cleared his throat, and made a transparent effort to sound manly
and in control. “Just an observation.”


But Kimmer’s hands stilled, her attention on the mail
 scattered over the counter. A bright splash of color caught her eye, and she
ducked under his arm to squeeze against the counter.


“Aurgh,” Rio said, pronouncing the word clearly.


“Baby,” she muttered, but it was through a smile, and she
 might just have wiggled her hips against him as she said it. Still, she
 reached for the postcard at the same time, holding it up where it would catch
his attention.


His hands had settled on her waist to draw her closer — but
 now they stilled, tightening briefly before releasing and leaning against the
 counter to enclose her from behind; his breath tickled warmly on her neck and
ear.


“Yeah,” she said, and flipped it over so they could both see
the back. “It’s another one.”


Another what, they weren’t quite sure. The message
 was short, the signature indecipherable. THINKING OF YOU in big block
 letters. No return address; there never was. And the cards came from
 everywhere and anywhere, never related to their postmarks. Someone either
traveled a lot, or had friends in many places.


“Hunter still without clues?” Rio asked, running his fingers
over the words as if he could absorb their import. THINKING OF YOU.


“Owen’s working it. The only common fingerprint is the mail
 carrier,” she confirmed. “None of the others have been on record. Except
ours, of course.”


“Of course,” he echoed. “You know... sooner or later, we’re
going to have to do something about this.”


“Probably.” She turned to face him, not the least
intimidated by his close proximity. Another change... 


Although she’d never been particularly intimidated;
she simply hadn’t allowed it of anyone.


Ever.


She tipped her head back to regard him, watching those warm
 brown eyes go somewhat wary. Smart man. “It’s another reason to think
 twice about having the girls here. Given what I do — what we do — they’re
 just too vulnerable.” Yes, even feisty little Karlene, who still sometimes
 called Kimmer the name she’d learned from her father: That Bitch Kimmer. Even if she said it with a wicked, wicked glint in her eye that meant she knew
very well she only got away with such things because Kimmer adored her.


“Well, that’s why you’re talking to someone about it,” Rio
 said — wary, yes, but not giving ground in the least. Not in any sense of the
word.


Kimmer snorted. “A therapist,” she said. “All those
 years I dealt with my damned wretched family my way, and now I’m seeing a therapist
over two little girls.”


“Mm,” Rio said, ever so carefully. “Because mostly you didn’t
 deal with that stuff at all.” He held his ground again when she would have
 reacted, instant temper pushing him away. “You slew the dragon, Kimmer, but
that’s not the same as dealing with it.”


She made a growling noise and he laughed, pulling her in
close — and then lifting, pulling her off her feet simply by straightening.


Kimmer bit his chin. Not hard; just enough to make her
point. Whatever it was.


Rio laughed and let her slide lightly down to her feet. “What’s
today, then?”


“Owen is still checking into your broken cover,” Kimmer
said. Of no little concern, that. “And I’ve got community service next week.”

And that was cleanup from her brother’s mess, during
  which she’d broken a myriad of laws while taking down Romajn, the woman who
  had ensnared Kimmer’s brother Hank. Her ex-brother Hank, who in turn had
  brought trouble to Kimmer’s turf. The woman who had held Kimmer’s
  nieces hostage for Hank’s behavior after he got too clever for his own good — until
  Kimmer’s interference brought the whole thing tumbling down.

Not before Hank died at Romajn’s hands, leaving the girls in
foster care.


Owen Hunter — mentor, boss, and sometimes friend — had managed
 to clear up a good deal of the charges, but... not all of them. Not quite. 
And so Kimmer was teaching self-defense to a class of middle-aged ladies.


She turned her attention back to the day — to Rio’s question
 about their schedule. “We’re clear today, but if we’re going to be ready for
your cousin’s arrival tomorrow and our trip to the girls, we’ve got to clean—”


But at the look on his face as he realized they had the day
 to themselves — pure, guileless anticipation, that look — she held up a hand. “No,
 dammit, Rio, you wanted to do this domestic thing. This living together
 thing. And who invited Caro in the first place? Who said,  There’s something
not right with Caro. Let’s play house and invite her down.’ ”


Caro... Carolyne Carlsen, an anxious, brilliant technogeek
 who worked to save the world in her own way and had almost lost her life
 because of it. Would have, if Kimmer hadn’t intervened, meeting Caro’s cousin
Rio along the way.


Falling for him, against all her personal rules.


He gave her a long, steady look — a promise. And then he
 sighed mightily, and scooped the mail into something resembling a stack so he
could dole it out properly.


“Be good,” she said, “and there’s a Twinkie in it for you.”


“I’ll figure out where you’ve hidden them sooner or later,”
 he muttered, handing her a stack of bills. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I think I
have a litter box to clean.”


But although he headed in the right direction, he stopped
 short, head cocked. Kimmer reacted instantly, dropping the bills to the
 counter and slipping her feet out of their noisy thongs. Thongs, worn
cut-offs, a t-shirt tied at her midriff. Just call her Kimmer-Mae Reed.


Because he’d heard something outside... but they hadn’t
heard a car. And no one came up that long driveway in a car and went unheard.


She caught Rio’s eye, and he nodded at the kitchen door — currently
 open to the screen, granting access to the breeze and to the long wrap-around
porch. I’m watching the back, said that nod.


She lifted her chin and headed for the front door on the
 other side of the house, slipping out to the slate gray paint of the porch. She already knew every squeaky board, every wrong step. She knew exactly when
 she’d become visible to any given point in the yard, and that she could peer
 through the tiered hanging basket of blooming bleeding hearts at the corner of
the wrap-around porch before most people even noticed.


This time, peering through the waterfall of fuchsia blossoms
 told her little — a stiff, tall figure by the kitchen door — a woman — with her
 back to Kimmer. Kimmer didn’t relax in the least. Romajn had been a woman. Kimmer
was a woman, and God help anyone who didn’t take her seriously enough.


But still. There was an uncertainty in this woman, dressed
 in jeans and a sloppy T-shirt. An anxiety. And just as Kimmer realized — it’s
  Caro! — Rio’s filtered voice said, “Either knock or go away. Lurking there
 is annoying.” Whatever position he’d taken inside, he hadn’t exposed himself
to direct sight.


“Caro,” Kimmer said, her voice low.


Carolyne Carlsen shrieked, straightening as if she’d been
 prodded in a personal area. She spun around, her gaze searching the planters
 and hanging baskets until it lighted on Kimmer. “Kimmer, my God! You scared
the—”


And at that, Rio stuck his head out the back door. “That’s
 what you get for lurking outside the home of two superhero operatives,” he
said. “Especially when you had an invitation.”


Kimmer wasn’t as quick to let down her guard. “Tell me you
didn’t bring unwanted friends,” she said, meaning goonboys.


Caro took her meaning quite well — after what they’d been
 through together, how could she not? “Nonono,” she said, turning it into one
 long word. “And I’m early, that’s all, I just came a day early and I didn’t
know if you’d want—”


Kimmer exchanged a wry glance with Rio at this unfinished
 spurt of words. “Caro,” she said firmly, “you’re always welcome. You come
early, you don’t get the spiffy clean litter box effect. That’s all.”


“I could hurry with that,” Rio said, and he slipped out the
 door to enfold his cousin in a hug. They were two of a kind — tall and sturdy,
 Caro’s hair a golden contrast against Rio’s pale wheat blond. But Caro hadn’t
 gotten Rio’s exotic blend of features; she resembled her mother’s side — her
 coloring a little darker, her oval face rounded into plainness that disappeared
 when her expression lit from within. She returned the hug as Kimmer eased off
the porch to spot Caro’s car. Damned quiet hybrid. What was a spy to do?


Stay alert, that’s what. Even as she heard Caro offering a
 rapid explanation of her early arrival — missing family, needing grounding, and
 following impulse to drive a day early from Albany’s suburbs to the Finger
 Lakes — she heard another vehicle. Obvious, this time, making the turn into the
 landscape-hidden driveway with the loud and characteristic downshift of gear
 that not only confirmed its arrival, but told her who it was long before the
vehicle was visible.


“Owen,” she said out loud. Owen and his antique farm
 truck. She slanted a hard look at Carolyne. “Tell me this is just
coincidence.”


Caro, startled, only stared for a moment — and then she
 laughed, short and a little bitter but entirely convincing. “Coincidence, I
 swear. I’m not up to anything that your Owen would care about. Or that anyone
 else would care about, either.” And then — superstar genius researcher driven
by inherent honesty-she had to mutter, “Well, not much, anyway.”


But when Owen arrived, striding up to the porch in his
 no-nonsense manner and offering the merest lift of his chin to greet Kimmer
 along the way, he gave Caro his own wary look. “Something happening here that
I should know about?”


“Yes,” Rio said, quite seriously. “We’re having a family
 visit. We made an announcement; it was in all the papers. Where have you
been?”


Owen glanced briefly heavenward as if asking for strength,
 but it didn’t buy him any time from Kimmer. “What’s up, Owen? And cut right
 through any passing through the neighborhood excuses you have prepared. 
You know I’ll just see right through them.”


Caro appeared aghast, looking to Rio, but Rio only grinned. “Ah, that’s my little cuddly-wuddly,” he said. “But hey, as long as Kimmer’s
mentioned it... what’s up, Owen?”


Owen shook his head. “Damn,” he said. “I should have known
better than to ever let you two team up.”


“You could have stopped them?” Caro asked, surprised.


“Team up on the job,” Owen shot back, wry and dry. He was in casual mode today, one of very few times Kimmer had seen his
 linebacker frame not defined by a suit. Jeans — worn jeans at that — and a
 short-sleeve button-down with the tails left out, making a bulge over his hip
that had to be his cell phone.


As if he’d go anywhere without a connection to
the Hunter Agency and to the operatives he handled.


The casual clothes didn’t mean this wasn’t business. In
 fact, she’d be shocked if it was anything but. Owen Hunter hadn’t shown any
 signs of having a social life. “Come on up,” Kimmer said. “Rio’s dying to
 offer you something to drink. His grandmother wouldn’t have it any other way.” Her Japanese traditions had trickled down through the generations; Rio still
took his shoes off outside the door.


Carolyne brightened. “I brought the best chai!” she said. “Let
me make it, Rio. You have milk for it, don’t you?”


“Let’s get your bags.” Rio headed off the porch with Caro
in tow, treading barefoot beside the tree-shaded driveway.


Kimmer crooked a finger at Owen. “Come,” she said. “Sit.”


“I will if you will,” Owen told her, but he moved easily
onto the short leg of the porch, making himself at home in the rocker there.


Kimmer sat against the railing, hitching her leg up; eyeing
him.


He didn’t waste any time. “Something’s come up.”


She didn’t need to say that she and Rio were off the books;
 he knew they had planned a trip with Caro to see the girls, and he knew she had
 community service the following week. He probably knew when she had her next
 dentist appointment and haircut. She ran fingers through her tight-cut hair,
gauging the curl. Soon.


Owen leaned back, crossing his ankle over his knee. “We’ve
got a client looking specifically for your services. You and Rio.”


“No kidding,” Kimmer said flatly.


His laugh was short and a little hard. Everything about
 Owen came hard, whether it was his features or his laugh or his very presence. He had, she thought, taken on the Hunter Agency mantle at too young an age. But he’d done it, and it had made him expert in all things Hunter... and he’d
 been the one to pick her off the streets, making him expert on all things
Kimmer.


So she wasn’t surprised when he said, “I know you’re worried
 about what happened in New York.” Rio’s cover, blown. “I’m looking
into it. It seems to have been a tip. From whom, we don’t yet know.”


“Rio’s visibility was always a concern,” she said. Six-three, striking features, bright stand-out hair... disguises could handle
 some of that, but not all. Especially when Rio’s strength played to his
 compassion, his caring — his determination to get the job done. “Unless this
job’s not undercover—?”


“It shouldn’t be a problem,” Owen said, by which he admitted—
 and they both knew it — that he was indeed talking about an undercover gig. “He
 worked the Nordic/Germanic areas when he was CIA, and the incident before he
 left did make him visible in those circles. But this new operation is in
northern Spain.”


The incident before he left. Right.  The one where
 he lost friends, lost the agent-asset for whom he’d been responsible, and
 incidentally lost a kidney and almost his life. All from stupidity within the
 agency that had left him disillusioned — and meant his work with Kimmer and the
 Hunter Agency was on contingency at best. “Location doesn’t matter. You want
 a quickie dead drop in disguise, fine. But don’t even think about an extended
 undercover op. Rio knows how to take advantage of his visibility, not to hide
it.”


“Exactly.” Owen said it with such satisfaction that Kimmer
 gave him a narrowed eye. He had, she realized, somehow herded her right where
he wanted to go.


Trust Owen to manage that even with someone who could read
his every motive and undertone.


“Oh, just spit it out,” she said in disgust. Rio and Caro
 approached with her bags in hand — not much by way of clothes, but gadgets in
 abundance — and Rio gave her a questioning eyebrow on the way up the porch
 stairs. Kimmer lifted her chin infinitesimally — enough to confirm that yes, Owen
 was here to kick the next several weeks out from under them, and yes, Caro
needed to be kept out of it.


They silenced as the pair traversed the porch and headed
 into the house via the front door — the luggage dump. Owen waited until Caro’s
 chatter could be heard, filtered from the kitchen. “The client wants exactly
 what Rio brings to the table — visibility. She wants you as a traveling
 step-sibling pair — distant relatives — who are staying at her villa while you
 explore the area. She even intimated that a hint of your real relationship
 would be a welcome bit of scandal to distract from the real reason you’ll be
 there — guarding an antiquity while she arranges for its secure disposition at
 the Museo Arqueologico e Historico Vasco. So your visibility and scandalous
allure will deter interested parties even as you keep the object safe.”


“Oh, ick.”


“Oh, it’s not that bad,” Owen said. “Plenty of
step-siblings meet as adults.”


Rio cleared his throat from the doorway. “C’mon, Owen, that’s
striking a little close to home, don’t you think?”


Weird rebellion rose in Kimmer. “My damned brothers never
 got in more than a good grope,” she said, her voice hard. So they’d smacked
 her around... tormented her... tried to give her away... damaged her ability to
 trust so deeply that even now, it regularly astonished her to find herself
 sharing a home with a man. “I can handle it. I’m just not sure I trust
 it. Owen, we haven’t even been working as a team that long.” And we need
  more time after how things went down. “How’d this client hear of us? Us,
specifically?”


Owen’s expression darkened. “Seems she knows someone in
 immigration... someone who mentioned your brief work at the southern border
this late spring.”


“Someone who should have kept his mouth shut,” Kimmer muttered.


“No doubt about that.” But after a moment’s grim
 contemplation, Owen lifted one shoulder, let it drop in resignation. “But they
didn’t, and now we lose nothing by pursuing this.”


“And what do we gain?” Rio asked. “Aside from generating a
bit of distracting scandal.”


Owen rubbed his lower lip; Kimmer could have laughed out
 loud. Here it was. The layer running beneath the obvious. The thing that was
really making Owen tick this time.


“That area...” he said. “Northern Spain...” He looked
straight at her. “It’s always been an area of unrest.”


“The Basque Euskadi Ta Askatasuna,” Kimmer said. “ETA. Old news. And they’re busy trying to look innocent since the cease fire
failed, so Spain can look like the bully.”


“They are.” Owen nodded, lacing his fingers together and
 resting them over his belt buckle in lieu of his usual immaculate desk. “But
there have been rumblings...”


“They’re targeting someone?” Rio asked, not sounding
 terribly surprised. He still lingered at the doorway, bridging the territory
 between the spy talk and the cozy chai production — glancing back now and then
at his cousin, left to her own happy devices in the kitchen.


“More like they’ve spawned some impatient splinter groups
 who’re trying to fill the void and the resulting quiet after Ibon’s arrest
 several years ago.” Owen’s lack of inflection was too casual. Somewhere along
 the line, directly or indirectly, Hunter had taken a hit from one of those
 groups. “We’re still putting the players together. It could be a convenient
thing to have a couple of operatives in the area right now.”


Rio frowned. Not quite saying it out loud, but not liking
 it. Kissing step-sibs, working a job at the same time they were a distraction
 from the principle focus. Not having to say it out loud, even if Kimmer
couldn’t read him as she read everyone else.


She thumped her heel against a porch rail. “You don’t even
have clever terrorist group names for them yet? ETA-plus? T-Minus-Zero?”


For a fleeting second, Owen smiled. But only for a second. “These people take themselves very seriously, Kimmer. So should we, if we want
 to stop that terrorist mindset from taking root again. It’s not far under the
surface.”


“So you want us to go, and you don’t think Rio will be
 compromised, and you think his face factor will suit the situation just fine,
 and by golly we can even have sex because it’ll only spice up the cover if
everyone thinks it’s happening.”


Owen winced, but Rio laughed right out loud. “Damn,” he
said. “I do love you.”


“But,” Kimmer said, and Owen winced again even though
he pretended not to, “what about our own travel plans?”


“Chai!” The cheery call came from the kitchen, growing
 louder on the end note — and instead of leaving to distract Caro back into the
 kitchen, Rio merely stood aside and let her come. It meant he’d decided Owen
still had to prove himself on this one — that he was backing Kimmer.


That they were both thinking about their plan to visit to
 the girls, complete with Caro. Their first family vacation, as unlikely as it
 was. With a cousin in need, a cousin still struggling to reconcile her life
 expectations — a fiancé, plans for a family — with her life reality: the fiancé’s
betrayal, her plans in ruin.


But Caro knew the Hunter work was unpredictable; she knew
 Owen was their boss. And when Kimmer added, “You think I’m going to disappoint
 those girls?” Caro knew exactly what was going on. Even as she distributed
 plastic insulated tumblers and poured thick concoctions of iced chai, she eyed
Owen and Kimmer and Rio, her expression both concerned and knowing.


“You can reschedule,” Owen suggested, clearly knowing it
sounded just as lame as it was.


“Caro,” Kimmer pointed out, “is already here.”


And then Caro did the unexpected. “I’ll go by myself.”


Even Kimmer hadn’t seen it coming. Rio said, “Caro—?”


“No, seriously.” She tucked her long, gold-washed hair
 behind her ear. “I need to get away — obviously, or I wouldn’t have crashed on
 your doorstep a day early. And I’d love to see the girls again. Just hearing
 you talk about their letters and phone calls... I feel as though I know them
 much better than I have any right to. I know it won’t be the same for them,
 but I’ll make sure they don’t feel abandoned.” She hesitated, not quite
looking at them. “Maybe it’ll help me process my own situation.”


And Owen, as if he’d planned it all, folded his fingers
together and rested them across his belt buckle, wisely saying nothing.


~~~~~~~~~~



Chapter 3


Puddle-jumper to NYC; Brussels Air to Barcelona; Vueling
 Air to Bilbao. Rio shifted in the business class Brussels Air seat and tried
 to fool his knees into thinking he’d gained leg room. Kimmer helped; she
 always let him sprawl into her leg room, tucking her feet up to sit in some
impossibly petite, folded pretzel. 


At the moment, a pretzel who looked fairly well pleased with
 herself. He said it out loud without thinking. “What’s got you so
 cat-and-canary?” He tried to pretend the swoopy roll of the pain meds and
muscle relaxants in his system had nothing to do with his loose tongue.


His back would never likely travel well again. Not this
 cramped, sitting in one spot for a decade, kind of travel demanded by road
trips and air travel.


Overseas train tracks suddenly seemed like a brilliant idea.


Kimmer smiled. “Not quite yourself, are you?”


Dignity. Remember dignity.


Forget dignity. This is the one woman you’ll never fool.


Not because she could use her knack of reading people on
him; she couldn’t. But because she’d come to know him that well.


So he said, “You enjoy it far too much.”


“You on opiates, or embarrassing customs inspectors?” She
smiled, all sharky innocence.


“At least you’ve given up on trying to get that war club
 past security,” he muttered, and wondered about the potential of some nice
sugary soda to cut through the dry taste in his mouth.


Her smile widened; her gaze unfocused enough to let him know
 she was thinking back on their previous puddle jumper flight. Security scanning had revealed the war club — a vicious homemade weapon, a metal
 ball cradled in a red oak root cluster and made by an inventive teenager who’d used it to save
 her own life far too many times even before she ever grew up into a Hunter
operative.


“Oh, you found my massage ball!” she’d purred to the
 security guard at their tiny little regional airport. “Would you like to see
 it?” And when the security guard removed the thing — not waiting for an
invitation — Rio had groaned inwardly.


How could anyone see it as anything but a weapon, even if she
had cleaned off the stubborn flecks of blood?


Because who carried around a war club these days, anyway? And it didn’t have any sharp edges. Less scary than batteries, three ounces of
liquid, or even your basic knitting needle.


Kimmer hadn’t missed a beat. “Yes, that’s it. The metal
 holds the warmth of the oil, you know. And the weight of it is so... comforting. I never go anywhere without it.” She’d somehow made the moment a very personal
one, just her and the guard. “You’d be... surprised.”


As if she needed the war club to surprise any man, in any
way. Rio hadn’t dared look at her, or at the guard’s entrancement.


And then the man had shaken himself off, realized anew where
he was, and hastily stuffed the war club back into Kimmer’s pack.


But that had been a very, very small airport indeed. This
 trip, they’d get their guns, their edged weapons, and the war club once they
landed in Spain.


Now Kimmer looked at Rio and said most wickedly, “I’ll just
 savor the memories. But no... not with international security. Besides. I’ve
got a pen. I’m armed.”


“Scary but true.” His tongue felt especially thick. His
 brain felt especially thick. And how could she look so damned cute, anyway? Pretzeled up in an airline seat with one of their blankets draped around her
 shoulders, jeans worn to thin satin over her legs and some ribbed knit thing
 clinging to every curve — the sleeves a tad too long, the scooped front just low
 enough, and the color an intense, deep teal that brought out her equally deep
eyes.


Yeah. So damned cute, with her efficient little killer war
club nearby and her empty hands already efficient enough.


She reached into her backpack and pulled out a tiny bottle
 of water from the puddle-jumper ride between Elmira and Buffalo, and then she
 produced a small packet of sandwich cookies and put them in his unsuspecting
 hand. “Here,” she said. “Have your snack and sleep while you can.” They both
knew his back would offer up too much grief to allow rest later in the flight.


Rio stared at the cookies. “Damn,” he said. “You really
know how to get to a guy.”


She took them back, tore them open for him, and plunked them
 in his hand, tucking the water bottle in the pocket of the seat-back before
him. “You ever learn anything else from Caro?”


A whirlwind of preparation had made their visit perfunctory;
 Caro had been left with the house keys, the cat food, and the intent of driving
 five hours southwest to visit Sandy and Karlene — albeit not until after a
 teary, pouty phone exchange with those same to prepare them for the change of
plans.


“You think you can bribe me into betraying a confidence?”
Rio said, around a satisfying bite of cookie goodness.


“I think you’ll tell me anything right now, Mister
 See-My-Pupils,” Kimmer said. She might have been smirking, but a quick second
 look revealed only that previous affection. “But note my restraint — I ask only
about Caro.”


Rio chased the cookie with a swig of lukewarm water. “She’s
 hurting,” he said, brushing a hand along Kimmer’s. Thinking, mine, and
 thank goodness. “That traitorous excuse for a fiancé really messed with her
 head. I think she’s mourning the family thing as much as the relationship, so...
 not a good starting place. She said something about grabbing a test tube and
 mugging some unsuspecting guy for his—” Belatedly, he realized the flight
attendant was passing, and dropped his voice to mutter, “You get the picture.”
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