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Friday, December 13th 
3:50 a.m.


I am not a traitor.


Like a neon warning sign, the words flashed through Lynette Holbrook’s increasingly chaotic thoughts in time to the accelerated beating of her heart.


But then again, maybe she was. If she went through with this. Maybe she should stop, right now, before—


“Finish up, people.” Jim Cillizza, her supervisor, stood in the middle of the fluorescent-lit, two-car-garage-sized room, looking around at the twenty-four employees of NSA contractor Crane Bernard Sherman, of whom Lynette was one. A portly, balding and good-natured fifty-seven-year-old, Jim had rolled the sleeves of his blue dress shirt up to the elbows because, despite the freezing temperatures of the mid-December night outside, the enclosed space was stuffy and hot. “Ten minutes.”


Ten minutes to finish what she was doing and sign out of the program forever. Ten minutes to get the last of the information into the system.


Ten minutes to decide the course of the rest of her life.


It was 3:50 a.m. By four, when she lined up with the others to exit the room, the die would be cast.


Her throat was dry and her palms were damp with sweat as her fingers flew over the keys, typing in the last few pages of what had been document after document containing some of the United States’ most highly protected military secrets. The files were ECI—exceptionally controlled information, material so sensitive that it was not kept online, not uploaded to the cloud, and only existed as hard copies stored in safes.


Until now.


Now all those files had been transferred to a closed computer system located in a SCIF, or sensitive compartmented information facility. This particular one was a state-of-the-art underground bunker beneath a deceptively nondescript office building in DC. The walls were steel-reinforced concrete. There were no windows, and the only door was both constantly monitored via camera and under armed guard. The room had been specially outfitted with the latest anti-surveillance and anti-intrusion technology. The computers themselves were linked to the others in the room, but not to any outside source so as to eliminate the possibility that the system could be hacked. The transfer was being undertaken to make the tens of thousands of pages searchable by the few who had sufficiently high-level clearance to gain access to the room.


For now, those few were augmented by herself and the other employees of Crane Bernard Sherman who had been brought in for this task. Like herself, her coworkers all sat in front of computers busily inputting the last of the files. The click-click-click of computer keys formed a muted backdrop to the hiss of the antiquated heating system. After tonight, the project would be finished and they, the subcontractors, would be gone.


And if she did what she planned, what she’d come in to work tonight intending to do, soon afterward all the terrible secrets, all the lies, all the deadly information contained in those files would be exposed for the entire world to examine and, hopefully, do something about.


Only she was starting to get cold feet.


I am not a traitor.


So why did she feel like one?


“We’re talking the fucking apocalypse here! But we can stop it. You can stop it. You’ll be a goddamned hero, baby,” Cory Allen, her boyfriend, interrupted, rounding on her even before she’d finished voicing her concerns to him. That had been exactly three weeks ago last night. As he’d listened to her, he’d run his hands through his hair with agitation and paced the combination living/dining space of her small apartment. Notwithstanding her security clearance and the nondisclosure agreement that was part of the terms of her employment, she’d found herself unable to keep the enormity of what she’d learned to herself and had told him some of the truly terrifying things in the documents she’d been typing into the system. Not everything, just the worst of it, the parts that had started keeping her awake nights.


The end-of-the-world parts.


“How?” she’d asked, looking up at him from the spot where she sat with her jeans-clad legs and stocking feet tucked up beside her on her well-worn couch. Cory was so good-looking, tall and well built and even a little adorably nerdy with his ratty cardigan and wire-rimmed glasses, that sometimes she found it hard to believe that he was actually hers. She was a bit of a nerd girl herself, plumpish with ordinary brown hair, unremarkable features and her own black-framed glasses with thick lenses that had earned her the nickname Mrs. Magoo in high school. When he’d slid onto the stool beside her in the bar where she’d gone to meet a potential match from a dating site who’d never shown up, she’d been so sure he couldn’t be interested in her that when he’d asked if he could buy her a drink she’d said a curt no, and kept on nursing her strawberry daiquiri. But when it came time to pay her bill and she’d discovered that her wallet was missing from her purse, and he’d offered to pay for her, she’d let him. After that, one thing had led to another, and here they were. He’d come into her life not long after her mother’s death, when everything had been gray and sad and she’d been so, so lonely. Sometimes she wondered if her mother, from wherever she was now, had steered him in her direction. In the two short months they’d been together, he’d made her happier than she’d ever been. She was hoping—fingers crossed, toes crossed, everything crossed—to spend the rest of her life with him.


Assuming that she, and an untold number of other inhabitants of the planet Earth, had a rest of her life.


Because Cory was right. The secrets in those papers painted a bloodcurdling picture of a looming apocalypse. One that a select few in power knew was hanging over them all like the sword of Damocles, while no one else did.


Unless somebody did something. Somebody like her.


All it takes for evil to triumph is for good men (or in her case, a woman) to do nothing.


Cory had said that to her. He’d also, in answer to her question of how?, told her exactly what she could do to maybe stop the worst from happening. And from that moment on they’d talked about it, analyzed it, argued about it, agonized over it, until she’d accepted that it was on her to do something, because there was no one else.


So here she was. Doing what she had to do.


Only she was starting to feel that maybe she shouldn’t. Maybe the tightness of her chest and the knot in her stomach were trying to tell her something.


Like, walk away.


“Five minutes,” Cillizza boomed from right behind her. She jumped, then gave a self-conscious little laugh as he said, “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you,” and leaned over her shoulder to scrutinize her monitor.


Her heart gave a wild thump. Her fingers froze on the keys for just a fraction of a second—Can he tell? Will he know?—then resumed typing as she forced herself to carry on, to look at the printed page she was copying, to key in the words, to act like nothing was wrong.


“That the last page?” Cillizza asked. His face was close enough so that she could feel his breath stirring her hair. He was still studying her monitor, watching with unnerving attention as letters coalesced into words behind a blinking cursor—


What’s he looking at? What does he see?


She could feel sweat pop out on her forehead.


Please don’t let him notice anything.


“One more.” Her throat was so tight she sounded like she was being strangled, but he appeared to notice nothing amiss because he straightened and, to her enormous relief, moved away.


“Three minutes. Everybody should be finishing up,” Cillizza said to the group at large. “Chop-chop. Let’s get it done.”


Lynette barely managed not to collapse in a puddle of flop sweat on the floor beside her chair. She kept typing, her fingers skimming the keys, her mind barely registering the words. She was all too conscious, horribly conscious, of what she had done, of what was happening, of what she intended to do.


The spyder she’d introduced into the system was invisible as it scraped data out of it. The web crawler software was designed to search, index and collate into a single file certain information identified by a series of key words. It was an automated process, and all she had to do to make it work was keep the small flash drive in place in the USB port until the download could be completed.


Which was taking place now, even as Cillizza had leaned over to look at her screen, even as she finished up the last of her work, even as minutes turned into seconds and counted down.


Her sweater, which she’d removed presumably because of the room’s heat, was a fluffy pale gray cardigan with a knitted-in pattern of huge pink cabbage roses. Puddled on the desk beside her, it hid the flash drive from view. But she was terrified that there was something on the monitor, some small symbol that would give the spyder’s presence away that she might have missed but Cillizza could have spotted. She was terrified that the system itself might detect the presence of an intruder, and could even now be sending out a silent scream to whatever scary government entity monitored such things. She—


“Okay, time’s up. Log out. We got to go,” Cillizza announced from the center of the room. They’d arrived at 9:00 p.m. and were leaving at 4:00 a.m. so as to avoid having anyone know they were there. The workers in the building above, the cleaning and janitorial staff, even building security, were unaware of the project taking place in the sub-basement bunker, just as they were almost certainly unaware of the existence of the bunker itself. Crane Bernard Sherman personnel would exit as they had entered, through a tunnel that opened into the basement of another government building nearby where they were part of the night shift keying in data for the Fed.


Having finished typing in the last of the document seconds before, she began the logout process. At the same time, she cast a furtive glance around to check that she was unobserved—impossible to be sure—and slid a hand beneath her sweater. In use, the flash drive looked like a ChapStick with its cap off. Pulling it from the USB port, she pushed it back into its lid and slipped what now looked like an ordinary tube into the pocket of her sweater. There was nowhere else to conceal it: for security purposes, they weren’t allowed to bring anything like coats, purses, cell phones, etc., into the room.


All the while, her heart raced like a frightened rabbit’s.


No one yelled, What are you doing? No one grabbed her hand or her sweater or the flash drive. No one did anything at all out of the ordinary.


But maybe they were even now tracking the intrusion into the system. Maybe they were tracing it to her workstation, to her. Maybe they were on their way—


Her logout complete, the screen went dark.


Fighting rising panic, she stood up, pulled on her sweater, got in line with the others and dutifully shuffled forward as, one by one, her group was processed out the door. Exiting the SCIF was a lot like passing through airport security. Everyone went single file through a portable body-scan machine under the eagle eye of an armed guard. Random pat-downs were conducted by more armed guards. Their belongings, kept in bins just outside the security area, were then returned to them. Once everyone was cleared, they were escorted in a group through the tunnel that took them away from the building.


Tonight the process felt excruciatingly slow.


She realized that she was watching for some sign of a disturbance, listening for the sound of—what? An army of approaching footsteps? An alarm? A phone call?


“Anybody got tickets to the ’Skins game on Sunday?” Dan Turner, a wiry fortyish former math teacher who was two people in front of her in line, turned to ask the group at large as they waited their turn to go through the scanner. No fan of football in general, or the Washington Redskins in particular, Lynette tried to look politely interested as someone behind her replied in the affirmative.


She only hoped no one could tell that, beneath her neat gray slacks, her legs were shaking.


“Doing anything exciting this weekend?” Amy Berkowitz, immediately ahead of her in line, was in the process of untwisting her long dark hair from the ballerina bun she’d wound it into for work as she met Lynette’s gaze. Near her own age, Amy was a friend, sort of, of the casual office relationship type that consisted mainly of the two of them grabbing a coffee on the way out of work now and then.


Out of the corner of her eye, Lynette saw Dan reach the body scanner. Covertly watching as he went through the procedure, she tried not to let the sudden explosion of butterflies in her stomach show.


“Going to the grocery. Cleaning the apartment,” she replied.


Dan was through. Amy was up.


“Sounds like my weekend,” Amy said over her shoulder as she stepped into the machine, turned sideways and lifted her arms over her head. The slight whirring noise as the machine revolved around her made Lynette want to throw up. “Full of fun, fun, fun.”


Amy stepped out. It was her turn.


Her heart jackhammered. The pounding of her pulse in her ears was so loud she feared the whole world would hear it.


She stepped into the scanner.


The best way to hide something is in plain sight. Cory had told her that. Together they’d practiced what she would do when she got to the machine.


Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out the ersatz ChapStick, waggled it at the guard and then held it over her head as she lifted her hands. Nothing to see here, folks. No big deal, just a girl with a ChapStick. Standing there, with the hard evidence of what she had done so casually displayed, she was so antsy she was practically jumping out of her skin. Her mouth went dry as she waited to see if the guard would call her on it. It was all she could do not to wet her lips, not to swallow.


I could lose my job. I could lose everything. I could go to jail for the rest of my life. I—


The machine whirred.


The guard, a no-nonsense-looking woman in a blue uniform with a holstered gun on her hip, beckoned her out.


Their eyes met. The guard looked stern. Lynette’s stomach went into free fall. The ChapStick felt like a red-hot, pulsing, impossible-to-miss smoking gun in her hand.


“Love your sweater,” the guard said.


“Thanks.” She managed a smile.


The guard’s gaze moved on to whoever was next in line.


Pocketing the ChapStick, Lynette all but tottered away.


Her subsequent walk through the curved concrete dimness of the tunnel felt like something out of The Green Mile. Sweating bullets and praying no one noticed, she chatted with Amy, listened to Dan and a couple of others talking football, and waited for a hand on her shoulder, a guard to confront her, a siren to go off, something, anything, to stop her from leaving, to announce that they knew.


Nothing happened. She made it into the other building, rode the elevator up, pulled on her coat, wound her knit scarf around her head and neck, and exited onto the sidewalk. The air smelled of snow. The frigid wind slapped her in the face. The cold felt even worse because she was so sweaty. A few fat snowflakes swirled through the light of the pale halogens that illuminated the street. Beyond the lights, the night was black.


She had to clench her teeth to keep them from chattering. She was cold to her bone marrow. And the weather had nothing to do with it.


Was she really going to be able to just walk away?


Or would a cop car come screeching up at any minute? Or maybe it would be the FBI. Or the CIA. Or the NSA. Or—somebody. They would jump out and arrest her, take her away.


The thought made her insides quake.


She was breathing way too fast. She did her best to slow that down.


A group of them headed to the McPherson Square station, where they boarded the Metro. Lynette was the only one to get off at her home stop. She trudged up the steps to street level, glanced nervously around. It was still spitting snow, still night-black beyond the streetlights although it was getting close to 5:00 a.m. One other person was in sight, a man, no more than a dark shape on the sidewalk at a distance of about half a block. He headed down a cross street even as she spotted him. The area was working-class residential, tree-shaded, considered safe. Her building was five blocks away.


What will happen to me if I get caught?


The sudden sour taste in her mouth was, she realized, fear.


Ducking her head against the cold and snow, she started walking, long strides that were nevertheless careful because of the icy patches on the sidewalk. The ChapStick was still in the pocket of her sweater, snug beneath her coat. It felt radioactive. Doubt, regret—a whole host of unpleasant emotions shook her.


Maybe I’m not cut out to be a hero.


Cory knew somebody who knew somebody who knew the guy at WikiLeaks. That was the plan—they would get the information she’d stolen from the files to him, and it would be published on the web for everybody to see. There would be an outcry. A media frenzy.


Edward Snowden had done something similar. Edward Snowden was spending the rest of his life in Russia. If he was lucky.


It occurred to her that she didn’t have to go through with it. There was still time. She could pull the ChapStick from her pocket right now and drop it down a gutter grate, toss it into a dumpster, throw it away—


“Hey.” A hand grabbed her arm. It startled her so badly that she jumped and screeched as she yanked free. “Jeez, baby, it’s me.”


Cory.


“Oh my God, you scared me.” He was wearing his ancient green army jacket and a knit hat pulled down over his forehead all the way to the edge of his glasses. She was so glad to see him, so relieved to no longer be in this alone—but his presence meant that time was up. She had to decide. She could tell him that she’d been assigned to a different task for the night, or that the system had been down, or—


“You do it?” Cory wrapped an arm around her shoulders as he guided her toward his beater Chevy Malibu, parked a few yards farther on, at the curb. It was running; exhaust puffed out in small clouds of white smoke. He looked at her, his expression excited, expectant.


All her doubts, fears, misgivings—they didn’t just vanish. But she couldn’t disappoint him.


“Yes.” Her teeth chattered.


“Good job! Any problems?” His arm was snug around her shoulders. She was glad of the support, glad of his body heat. She leaned into him, wrapped an arm around his waist. She felt light-headed, weak-kneed. Frightened. But glad, too. Glad that she’d been brave. Glad that she’d come through for him. For them. For everybody.


“No,” she said.


“That’s awesome.”


“What are you doing here?”


“Think I’d let you walk home in the cold?”


She smiled at him as they reached the Malibu. He pulled open the passenger door for her. She climbed in, subsided against the faded cloth seat. It was warm inside the car and smelled faintly of coffee. A downward glance revealed an empty take-out coffee cup in the cup holder. Cory got in, but instead of starting the car, he reached into the back seat and pulled his ancient messenger bag into the front.


“What are you doing?” She watched him extract his laptop from the bag.


“Where is it?”


She knew what he was referring to. Wordlessly she unzipped her coat, pulled the ChapStick from her sweater pocket and held it up for him to see. He took it from her, pulled off the cap and inserted the flash drive into the USB port. She understood: he was checking to see that the spyder had collected what they needed.


An image appeared on the screen. Her stomach clenched and her heart started pounding a mile a minute as he scrolled down through page after page of text, diagrams, pictures.


“It’s all here. Everything.” His tone was exultant.


“What if someone finds out it was me?” Heat blasted from the vents, but she was still bone cold. Once again she found herself wondering if this was her body telling her she was making a terrible mistake.


“They won’t.” He sounded so sure. Closing the laptop, he tucked the flash drive into the breast pocket of his coat and stowed the laptop away in the messenger bag, which he thrust into the back.


“But what if they do?” she persisted as he pulled away from the curb. “There weren’t that many of us in that room and—”


“Don’t worry about it.”


“I’m just wondering if maybe we should—”


“I said, don’t worry about it.”


His unusual edginess silenced her. She sat there, chewing her lip and staring unseeingly out into the night until he turned a corner onto a side street she didn’t recognize. It was dark, deserted. He pulled over, put the car in Park.


“Why are we stopping?” She didn’t want him to think she was overly sensitive, didn’t want him to know that his abruptness had hurt her feelings, so she tried to make the question sound casual.


Turning off the engine without replying, he opened the door and got out. A frigid blast of air complete with swirling snowflakes blew past him into the car.


“Cory—”


He leaned down to look in at her. His hand slid into the pocket of his coat, reappeared holding a gun. She blinked at it in surprise.


He screwed something onto the tip.


“Sorry, baby,” he said. “Loose lips sink ships.”


That made no sense, just like the gun in his hand made no sense. Frowning, she was just lifting her eyes to his when his hand jerked up and he aimed at her face.


She never even felt the impact of the bullet that killed her.


Dead, she went limp, then slithered down so that most of her body was folded into the foot well. Her eyes stayed open, staring sightlessly up at him in an accusing way that bothered him not at all. There was a dime-sized black hole in her forehead, but very little blood.


She’d known him as Cory. His actual name was Grant Norton. In the course of his work as a deep cover CIA agent, he’d seen, and done, far worse.


He felt no guilt: she’d signed her own death warrant by stealing secrets from her country. He might have trolled the ranks of the worker bees for the most vulnerable and chosen her for her obvious isolation. He might have gone to work on her as systematically and ruthlessly as a tiger culling a weak antelope from the herd. He might have put the idea that it was her duty to alert mankind to the looming threat facing it in her head, then petted and persuaded her until she did it, but in the end the choice had been hers.


She had betrayed her country.


For which the penalty was death.


Even if he’d wanted to leave her alive, there was too much at stake to chance it. Lives, maybe millions of them, were on the line.


Any collateral damage left behind by this operation was a small price to pay for what it could accomplish.


He shut the door, locked it, walked away. Someone else would be along to drive the car to the junkyard where it would be crushed—the girl crushed with it. Both would then disappear.


“It’s done,” he said into the burner phone he’d been provided with for precisely this call.


“Excellent work,” replied the man on the other end. His name was Edward Mulhaney, and he was head of NCS, the National Clandestine Service. Mulhaney’s voice grew faintly muffled as he said to someone who was apparently in the room with him, “Part A is complete. Operation Fifth Doctrine is a go.”
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Friday, December 13th 
3:50 p.m.


Bianca St. Ives prided herself on her poker face.


Too bad life wasn’t poker.


Impossible as it seemed, Colin Rogan stood right there in front of her. In her private office. On the opposite side of the room, but still. To say he was too close was the understatement of the century.


He swung around to face her as she walked through the door, turning his back to the tall, steel-framed windows that overlooked the muddy Savannah River fifteen stories below. The pale December daylight streamed in around him so that, at first glance, he appeared as little more than a dark silhouette against the gray sky. Not even that was enough to mask his identity. Thirty-two years old, six foot three, leanly muscular in a well-tailored blue suit. Wavy black hair. Hard, handsome face. Eyes narrowed with satisfaction as they collided with hers.


Not even the slightest chance of a mistake.


The shock of his presence hit her like a body blow. A spontaneous glad bubble of recognition—she kinda/sorta liked the guy, she was attracted to him, they had a brief but volatile history—was immediately swamped by horror. Fear widened her eyes, parted her lips. Her breath caught. Her heart lurched.


Her mind screamed, Danger.


Then her face froze.


Just that heartbeat too late to—what? Pretend she didn’t know him? That she was somebody else—her own twin? A doppelgänger?


Like that was going to work.


Some people had awful, no good, very bad days. She was having an awful, no good, very bad year.


He said, “Hello, Bianca.”


And smiled at her. Bianca read all kinds of evil intentions in that smile.


Her world shook to its foundation.


Considering that the last time she and the former MI6 agent-turned-mercenary had met she’d drugged him and left him passed out cold on a bed in a hotel room in Moscow, that he might be upset with her was not exactly surprising.


What was surprising was—how the hell had he found her?


In sleepy, out-of-the-way Savannah. Her safe place. Her bolt-hole.


Not anymore.


He’d called her Bianca. Beth was the last in the string of fake names he’d known her by, the one she’d sworn to him was her real, true name. Beth McAlister.


Not Bianca. Not ever.


Bianca St. Ives was her real name. Or at least, the realest name she possessed. The one she used in her real life. The life she’d made for herself here in Savannah, as the owner of Guardian Consulting, the thriving private security firm that she’d founded as a hedge against the dark side of her existence. The life that nobody in the criminal world, or the CIA, or Interpol, or anyone else who might be hunting her, knew about.


Only now, obviously, he did.


Finding people is part of what I do: he’d said that to her, once.


He knows my name. He knows where I live. Oh, God, what else does he know?


As she met that opaque gaze, the thought that he might have learned her deepest, darkest secret in the course of hunting her down exploded in her head. Lightning bolts of dread blasted through her system. She had only recently discovered the staggering truth herself, and she was still having trouble coming to terms with it. If he now knew what she was—a genetically altered scientific experiment, a high-tech Frankenstein’s monster engineered by a clandestine branch of the US government as part of their top secret, long-abandoned effort to create a strain of supersoldiers, a thing labeled by her creator (and, no, she wasn’t talking God here) as Nomad 44—she didn’t think she could bear it.


With that giant question mark hanging over their—she wasn’t going to call it a relationship—their acquaintance, she felt suddenly, hideously vulnerable. Exposed.


Ashamed.


A shiver slid down her spine.


Her fingers itched to touch the small ridged scar beneath her jaw, the one that had resulted from the removal of the tattoo she’d been given as a newborn: the number 44. Marking her, they’d thought for life, as one of theirs.


Good thing she couldn’t seem to catch her breath, or she’d probably start hyperventilating about now.


It doesn’t matter what he thinks about me.


But it did. It did.


“Did you enjoy the boat parade, Mr. Tower?” Evie asked from behind her. Bianca welcomed the question as a chance to get reoriented, to catch her breath. It was a reference to the procession of barges done up like holiday floats that the Westin across the river put on daily at 3:30 p.m. sharp for their guests. Its toot-toot-tooted boat horn version of “Jingle Bells,” audible even at this distance, had just signaled its conclusion. Bianca’s office windows afforded a perfect view of the spectacle. From her tone, it was clear that Evie—Evangeline Talmadge, Bianca’s longtime best friend and recently hired office manager—had advised him to watch while he waited.


“I did,” he answered.


Evie had alerted her to the presence of a client waiting in her office as Bianca had returned, laden with just-purchased Christmas gifts, from a long and late lunch. Mildly intrigued—she’d had no scheduled appointments for that time and in any case it was unusual for a client to be shown into her private office without her—she’d still missed what was, in retrospect, an obvious red flag and blindly walked in to the life-destroying catastrophe that was Colin, here.


Evie wasn’t to blame. She knew nothing about any of it. Who Colin was. Who Bianca was, for that matter. What she did when she wasn’t being Bianca St. Ives.


Evie didn’t have the slightest clue about the existence of the deadly forces that Colin represented, much less that his presence meant that they had somehow managed to run her to earth here, where she’d thought, hoped, prayed, no one could ever find her.


Evie had no clue that Bianca’s life—maybe all their lives—now trembled in the balance.


Bianca only then realized that she’d come to a dead stop a few strides inside the room. That her eyes were glued to Colin. Luckily, Evie couldn’t see her face.


Get it together, Bianca ordered herself. Managing to take a breath—at last!—she said, “Mr. Tower.” Her tone might be wooden, but it was the best she could manage by way of the kind of polite greeting that Evie would be expecting to hear from her.


The only substitute for good manners was fast reflexes, and since she’d already blown the hell out of the fast reflexes thing, she had to fall back on what was left.


She resumed walking, carefully putting one sleek black high heel in front of the other as she headed toward her desk. Her legs, slim in sheer black stockings, felt unsteady as she stepped from the smooth white marble that floored the entire building onto the blue-and-gray contemporary carpet that covered the center of the room and lay beneath her desk. Walking, talking, hanging on to her packages, functioning in general, all required an icy dichotomy, her body going through the motions while her mind reeled.


To cross her office toward Colin like he was nothing more than another client, like he was welcome, like having him show up here in the city where she had gone to ground wasn’t a cataclysmic disaster, was one of the hardest things she had ever done.


But she did it.


The obvious Step One in the plan she was scrambling to pull together was to jettison the packages that filled her arms.


“I would have called, but I wanted to surprise you.” He sounded remorseful, a sentiment she knew was about as real as his name.


Mr. Tower—Evie had said that the man waiting for her in her office was from Tower Consulting, so in that context the name made sense—was clearly a pseudonym. Unless Colin Rogan, the name he’d given her during their last fraught encounter, was the pseudonym. Or maybe they both were. After all, every other name he’d ever given her was fake. Just because there was a wealth of information about Colin Rogan and his spy-for-hire company, Cambridge Solutions, Ltd., available in the public arena didn’t mean that any of it was true.


Lies upon lies: her stock-in-trade, and apparently his, too.


“You succeeded,” she said. Brittle had replaced wooden, but at least she was managing to string coherent words together. He was armed, of course. She was familiar with the pistol he carried in an ankle holster. Her eyes slid over him. No sign of a shoulder holster under his sleek suit, but that didn’t mean it, or multiple other concealed weapons, wasn’t present.


Colin’s gaze was fixed on her now, just as her gaze had been riveted to him from the moment she’d stepped into the room. As their eyes met and held, an invisible current surged between them, tangible as an electrical charge. There was chemistry, of course—they’d struck sexual sparks off each other since their first encounter. Add in anger, wariness, distrust, and the volatile mixture all but crackled in the air.


She knew what he saw: a twenty-six-year-old, five-foot-six-inch blonde (five-nine in her custom-made shoes) wearing a long-sleeved, high-necked, knee-length, snugly belted crimson dress that relied for its knock-’em-dead quotient on the way its knit fabric hugged her slender figure. Her shoulder-length hair was brushed back from a delicately featured, high-cheekboned face that was dominated by a pair of large crystalline blue eyes. Her mouth was lipsticked the same vibrant shade as her dress.


The overall impression she gave was of slightly fragile, high-maintenance femininity. She cultivated it deliberately. It was the polar opposite of what she was, and the problem was he knew it. With their history, catching him by surprise with what she could do just wasn’t going to happen.


Which meant she was going to have to wait for the right moment to take him out.


“Can I get you some coffee?” Evie asked him.


As Bianca reached her desk and started off-loading the bags onto it, he glanced away from her at last to focus on Evie.


“Or we have tea, if you’d prefer. Hot or iced,” Evie added. “Or water. Or eggnog.”


Curiosity was coming off Evie in waves. Bianca could feel it. Evie knew her well enough to pick up on whatever freaked-out vibes she must be giving off. Fortunately, Colin was a good-looking guy and Evie was an inveterate matchmaker. The way Evie’s mind worked, she was probably putting Bianca’s reaction and the impossible-to-miss tension in the air down to some kind of mysterious romantic past between them.


Please, God.


The good news was, there was no possible way Evie could guess the truth. The bad news was, there was a romantic past between them. A very abbreviated one. A few shared kisses, mostly staged by one or the other of them to further their respective up-to-no-good agendas.


No need to dwell on the fact that the heat generated by those kisses had been 100 percent real. Or that she’d been deliberately kissing Colin mindless when the drug she’d given him had finally kicked in and he’d passed out on that Moscow hotel room bed.


Yes, it was a good bet that he might still be a little mad about that.


“And we have Christmas cookies,” Evie added, her tone that of one offering up a deal clincher.


In the act of disentangling the strings of a Santa Claus–themed gift bag from one sporting snowflakes, both of which dangled from her wrist, Bianca glanced around at Evie to find her giving Colin a warm smile.


Warm was Evie’s thing, which was one reason she was such a surprisingly big success in this, the poor little rich girl’s first paid job. Evie was five foot two, with big brown eyes, shoulder-length chocolate-brown curls and a round, pretty face. The former Savannah Deb of the Year was a rich man’s daughter, a rich man’s (soon-to-be ex) wife, a Southern aristocrat to her toes. She and Bianca had been besties since they were ten years old, when they’d met at the exclusive Swiss boarding school they’d both been shunted off to. Taking this job was an essential part of the first act of rebellion Evie had ever engaged in, which was leaving her cheating scumbag of a husband. Like Bianca, today she was dressed for the fancy dinner of appreciation that Guardian Consulting was throwing for their best customers after work, because Christmas was less than two weeks away and showing appreciation at the holidays was what successful businesses did.


Evie looked like one of Santa’s more upscale elves in a loose emerald velvet sheath that skimmed her beach-ball-sized belly. It had long sleeves, an emerald satin Peter Pan collar, and was worn with a matching headband and flats that Evie had reluctantly chosen over the heels she normally preferred because her feet had a distressing tendency to swell.


Evie was almost six months pregnant.


She couldn’t have looked more wholesome if she’d tried.


“Cookies?” Colin responded with interest. He was, Bianca was aghast to discover, now right beside her. A big guy for all his appearance of leanness, he loomed more than half a head taller, and his shoulders were twice as wide as hers. It was all she could do not to jump as she discovered him not an arm’s length away. He’d moved as silently as a shadow, and she was reminded once again of the deadly skills he possessed. As an operative, he was nearly—nearly being the key word here—her equal. At such close quarters, she could feel his energy, feel his strength, feel the voltage he gave off. She was sensitized to it, she supposed, because her every nerve ending was rubbed raw by his presence.


“Let me help,” he said to her as Evie nodded affirmatively in reply to his cookies query. His caramel-brown eyes glinted with malicious enjoyment as they collided with Bianca’s. He obviously knew how much his presence was rattling her and was getting a kick out of it. Without waiting for an answer, he started lifting the uppermost layer of packages from her arms and stacking them on her desk.


Bianca was torn between equally strong impulses to back away from him and drop him to the floor with a side kick to the kneecap.


All too conscious of Evie watching them, she did neither.


“Thank you.” Her tone was almost normal now. Credit that to a lifetime’s worth of training kicking in. Succeeding in freeing the entwined bags at last, she slid them over her hand and deposited them on her desk. Colin solicitously moved a few gaily wrapped boxes to make room. It was all she could do not to jerk away as his fingers brushed hers. Instead she absorbed the static-electricity-style jolt without outwardly reacting, then sidled a strategic few steps to one side.


“What kind of cookies?” he asked Evie, seemingly unaware of any defensive repositioning on Bianca’s part. Bianca wasn’t fooled: he knew exactly, precisely, to the inch how much distance she’d put between them.


And he was enjoying the game. Cat, meet mouse.


“Snickerdoodles, thumbprints, gingersnaps, sugar cookies and iced Santa Clauses and Christmas trees.” Evie ticked the types of available cookies off on her fingers as she spoke. “I could bring in the tray and let you choose.”


“That would be fantastic. A Christmas cookie with coffee is exactly what I wanted.” His eyes met Bianca’s again as he lifted more packages from her arms. “It’s almost like you were expecting me.”


The thing was, the faint undertone of mockery notwithstanding, Colin sounded perfectly normal, too. He looked perfectly normal, just one more (okay, maybe exceptionally hot) businessman with a possible need for Guardian Consulting’s services. Nothing about him, his words, his body language, his expression, came across as the least bit scary. Nobody who didn’t know could have guessed what he was. What his presence meant. It was all Bianca could do not to shudder as the ramifications revolved through her mind in a heart-stopping slideshow. Bottom line, she was caught, exposed, possibly arrested, maybe even dead.


“If only.” She said it before she thought, and watched Colin’s eyes flicker as he registered the not-all-that-well-hidden meaning: if she’d known he was coming, she would have prepared a reception that he’d never forget.


No stranger to the tartness of her tone, and clearly recognizing it for the harbinger of worse things to come that it usually was, Evie frowned at her.


For Evie’s sake, Bianca tried to cover up, adding lightly, “For one thing, I’d have gotten in some tea cakes and scones.”


Evie brightened. “Oh, are you British?” she asked Colin.


“Partly. Like most people, I’m a bit of a mixed bag.” He smiled at Evie, then glanced at Bianca. There was something in his face—a slight contraction of his brows, a quirk at the corner of his mouth—that caused her pulse to quicken with alarm. Once more she was made to wonder, Does he know? “A little of this, a little of that.”


Was that aimed at her? Did he mean, a little of this, a little of that, like her own, like Nomad 44’s, doctored biology?


Flustered wasn’t something she did, but her reaction closely resembled it. Knocked off balance by the idea that he might be seeing her as something other than human, she busied herself yanking one more crammed-to-overflowing shopping bag down her arm while she fought to get her suddenly pathetically thin-skinned act together.


“Looks like somebody’s going to have a big Christmas.” Colin relieved her of the heavy bag as she lifted it free.


“Tomorrow we do Dare-To-Care,” Evie said when Bianca didn’t reply. At Colin’s inquiring look Evie explained: “It’s a party we throw with other local businesses to provide gifts for children who otherwise wouldn’t get very much for Christmas.”


Oh, God, the party. The dinner tonight. Her plans for the weekend. Her plans for her life. At the thought that it was now all blown to smithereens, Bianca felt her insides twist.


“That’s great,” he replied. “It’s nice to know that Guardian Consulting is so dedicated to the community. That’s the kind of company we like to do business with.”


Evie smiled, but Bianca had to physically bite her tongue to keep from snapping Bullshit.


Okay, pencil in a nervous breakdown for later. For now, take control of the situation. First order of business: protect the innocent.


“Evie,” she began, meaning to send her friend away so that she could go ahead and confront Colin already and find out exactly what she was facing, then broke off as another terrible thought hit her.


Is he alone?


The possibility that he might not be made her blood run cold.


A swift glance out at the overcast sky beyond the wall of windows reminded her that one very important reason she had selected this particular riverside penthouse office suite to be her new company’s headquarters was because none of the windows afforded a sight line for a sniper shot.


So she didn’t have to worry about having her head blown off at any second. Didn’t mean there weren’t all kinds of other unpleasant surprises out there waiting for her.


One thing she knew for sure: she had to deal with Colin before the whole house of cards that was her life came crashing down.


Whatever it took.


“Yes?” Evie looked at her with some surprise. Breaking off in the middle of a sentence to gaze blankly out a window wasn’t something Bianca did.


Until now. Damn Colin anyway.


“Do I have any more appointments this afternoon?” Ordinarily she would have known. She did know. She just couldn’t think.


“Triad Services at four thirty.” Evie shot her a questioning look—Bianca never forgot appointments—before refocusing on Colin. “About that coffee. Cream and sugar or …?”


“Black, please,” Colin replied.


“Reschedule that appointment,” Bianca said. “I’m done for the day.”


“Okay.” Evie wasn’t quite able to keep the bemusement out of her voice: Bianca never rescheduled client appointments—and she was almost never abrupt, which that request had been. “You want coffee, Bee?” No need for Evie to ask how she took her coffee, because she knew: black. One more thing, Bianca reflected grimly, that she apparently had in common with Colin.


She didn’t like acknowledging a single one of them.


“Yes, thanks.”


She placed the last of the packages—a small red gift bag containing the latest handheld game system for Quincy Pack, a young neighbor—on her desk. Immediately she felt better. With her hands free and her arms unencumbered, she was more than Colin’s match. If it came down to hand-to-hand combat, she would back herself against him anytime.


But she was conscious of a terrible certainty that this wasn’t going to be resolved with something as uncomplicated as hand-to-hand combat.


Colin and Evie were talking—something about the merits of Dark Roast Arabica Coffee from Koffee Kult (which Evie swore by and bought for the office) versus plain old Folgers—and he seemingly paid no attention as she set her purse down beside the gift bag.


Once again, she wasn’t fooled. He was aware of her every move.


“I look forward to trying it,” Colin said to Evie. His deep voice with its slight trace of an accent—not British but Irish, as Bianca had discovered while reviewing his background, presuming that what the research had turned up was accurate—was utterly charming. The smile he gave Evie was far different from the wolfish one with which he’d greeted her. She hoped it meant that he’d realized that Evie was harmless. And clueless. An innocent noncombatant in their war.


On the other hand, innocent noncombatants made excellent shields—and weapons.


Would Colin really stoop so low as to use Evie to gain an advantage over her?


Bianca didn’t even have to think about it: yes, he would.


I need to get her out of here. The idea of Evie as collateral damage zapped the last of Bianca’s shock. She could feel herself morphing into warrior mode, feel the familiar cold calm descending as her head cleared and her body readied itself for action.


“Be right back.” Evie beamed at him and headed for the door. Bianca followed her, meaning to close it behind her while welcoming the excuse to put a strategic amount of distance between herself and Colin.


It was always better to launch the kind of attack she was considering from at least a couple of yards away.


First, though, she needed a private word with him.


Before she made the call on whether or not she had to kill him.
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“Uh, boss, you need help with anything?” Doc—Miles Davis Zeigler, Guardian Consulting’s pudgy, baby-faced computer expert—loomed in the doorway, blocking Evie’s exit, causing both her and Bianca, who was some four paces behind her, to stop where they were. A close cap of frizzy black curls sprouted from his recently buzzed scalp. His maroon dress shirt was rumpled, his candy-cane striped tie was askew, his black polyester pants drooped. He was paler even than usual, with beads of sweat visible around his hairline. He darted a speaking glance past her at Colin, who was blocked from getting a good look at him because of the position of the door. His dark eyes were alive with alarm.


Unlike Evie, Doc knew exactly who and what Colin was.


Last time the two had encountered each other, Doc had slammed Colin over the head with a heavy bronze statue and knocked him cold. And Colin knew it.


Given their history, today’s reunion couldn’t have been a happy one. Doc’s horror at Colin’s presence had to be nearly as great as her own.


With her head full of Christmas shopping and that night’s party and a hundred other things, she’d been oblivious to what, in hindsight, had been his desperate attempts to clue her in to the disaster that had befallen them.


Colin hadn’t hurt Doc or done anything else to him (like having him cuffed and carted off), which she had to take as meaning that, for the moment at least, he had a different agenda.


Potentially valuable information. She just didn’t see, yet, how she could use it to her advantage.


“I’m fine.” She remembered the text she’d ignored while exiting the elevator because her hands were too full to allow her to access her phone. Dollars to doughnuts it had come from Doc. His frantic expression as she’d headed toward her office, his hand slashing across his throat in an age-old gesture of dire warning, should have told her something.


What was it they said about hindsight?


“What are you doing with that? It’s for Hay.” Folding her arms over her chest, Evie glommed in on something Doc clearly was trying to hide behind his back.


Bianca saw that it was—she had to look closer at the place where Doc’s fingers curled around the object’s wooden neck to be sure—a baseball bat. The effort he was putting into concealing the thing told her that he was hoping to keep Colin from spotting it, probably with the goal of reprising the sneak-up-and-brain-him tactic that had worked so well before. She didn’t need Evie’s accusing tone to recognize the bat as the one Evie had had signed by Georgia Tech’s entire Ramblin’ Wreck team for überfan Hay’s Christmas gift, then hidden in the cabinet behind her desk until she could wrap and give it to him. Hay being Haywood Long, former cop and Bianca’s second in command at Guardian Consulting. In the thank-God-for-small-favors department, Hay was currently out overseeing a job. In that same department Bianca now placed the fact that she had banned guns from the office. If Doc had had ready access to one, she had no doubt at all that he’d be holding it right now instead of a bat.


That way lay disaster. Like milk and lemon juice, Doc and guns was one of those combinations that just wasn’t meant to be.


“I—uh—opened the cabinet and it fell out. Probably you should think about hiding it somewhere else.” Doc blinked nervously at Evie.


Bianca couldn’t see Colin’s expression, or Evie’s, but her own mouth twisted with derision. As lies went, that one stank.


He’d snatched the baseball bat up in case he needed to come to her defense. She knew it. She had little doubt that Colin knew it. A nice thought on Doc’s part, although in practice it would be laughably ineffective against someone as highly trained as Colin—unless he was fatally distracted by, say, her half-naked body sprawled on the floor, trapped beneath an unconscious mountain of human flesh, as had been the case when Doc had gotten the drop on him before.


She was pretty sure Doc wasn’t going to get that lucky twice.


To Doc, Colin said, “Keeping things hidden is hard.”


Bianca couldn’t help it: at the (spurious) sympathy in his voice she glanced around at him. He’d moved, perching on the corner of her desk with one well-shod foot swinging. His expression as he looked at Doc, whom he could now see perfectly well, was bland. Doc, on the other hand, was looking right back at him with the desperate resolve of a trapped animal. After everything they’d been through together she was family to Doc now, just like he was family to her. She was absolutely certain that he couldn’t take Colin out, but she was just as certain that for her sake he was prepared to try.


The knowledge would have been heartwarming if it hadn’t been so terrifying.


Doc needed to be gotten out of the way along with Evie. God only knew how this was going to play out, but the last thing she wanted was for anyone she cared about to be at ground zero if (when) the situation went south.


“Give that to me.” Evie marched toward Doc, who backed out of the doorway and her way. Snatching the bat from him as she passed, Evie headed toward the small kitchen with a reproving look for Doc and a brisk “I’ll just be a minute with that coffee” thrown over her shoulder at Bianca and Colin.


Bianca narrowed her eyes warningly at Doc, who stood a few feet away in the reception area while she was still inside her office. Empty-handed now, he looked back at her with transparent horror. Everything from his twitching fingers to his too-rapid blinking betrayed his consternation.
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