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The City of Lights is never so romantic as it is on New Year’s Eve—and for Carrie Mae agent Nikki Lanier, it’s never been so deadly.


Still reeling from her break up with CIA agent Z’ev Coralles, Nikki is tracking a Basque anarchist who may be planning to kill fellow Carrie Mae operative Camille Masters. Nikki’s search leads her to Camille’s son, bad-boy pop star Kit Masters, who is traveling to Paris on tour. When Nikki receives a picture of Z’ev with another woman, Kit is happy to help mend her broken heart—but first, they’ll have to fend off masked gunmen so Kit can arrive safely at his New Year’s Eve concert.


When dissension in the ranks of Carrie Mae gets Nikki fired from the mission, she defies orders and recruits her friends to help solve the case. But staying alive long enough to protect Camille—while untangling her increasingly messy love life—will be the hardest thing Nikki’s ever done.
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COLOMBIA I



Rocking Around the Christmas Tree


December 24


Nikki Lanier popped open the hood of her small red Fiat and stepped out onto the sun-washed, dusty Colombian road that tumbled away in a series of jogs and bends in either direction. The far side of the road was a mass of greenery from which issued an occasional lonesome birdcall and the repetitive chirp of insects. The near side was a wall of clay bricks broken only by a set of tall iron gates and a smaller wooden door a few yards away. A scrawny calico cat sunned itself on top of the wall, ignoring Nikki, who was pretending to examine the inner workings of the engine. The blast of hot air from under the hood added to the sheen of sweat covering her skin. The monotonous tick of the cicadas should have made her feel alone; instead it simply seemed to underscore her feeling of being watched. She held still and listened for a sound behind the insects.


Her cell phone buzzed against her hip bone, vibrating in her pocket. Fireworks of adrenaline burst in her chest, shooting sparkles of fire down her arms. They were supposed to be in the communication blackout phase. Had something gone wrong with the team? Nikki checked the phone’s face. Her boyfriend’s picture blinked next to “incoming message.”


Against her better judgment, she pressed the accept button.


“Call me. We need to talk,” was all the message said.


Nikki froze. In the entire history of man, nothing good had ever come from the phrase “we need to talk.” A grating noise pulled her back into the moment.


Turning, she saw the small door in the wall slowly opening. Nikki whipped back around and looked at the engine again, stuffing the phone into her purse. She put Z’ev firmly out of her mind. It was time to concentrate on the mission. The team depended on her.


She heard the crunch of footsteps as two men emerged from the doorway. They were wearing jeans and T-shirts, with guns slung across their shoulders. Nikki knew at a glance that the black, snub-nosed machine guns were TEC-9s. Nikki waved happily at the two men, who remained expressionless.


“Boy, am I glad to see you guys!” she chirruped, trying to look as harmless as possible.


“¡Usted no puede parquear aquí! ¡Usted no puede estar aquí!”


“Sorry, fellas,” said Nikki, jutting out one hip and sounding as American as possible. “No habla español. I don’t suppose y’all habla car?” She made little steering motions with her hands and then broke the imaginary wheel. The men exchanged looks.


“Americana estúpida.”


“Sí, pero está buena.”


“Justos, ayudémosla a arreglar su coche así se va más rápido.”


The second man shrugged. They both slung their guns behind them and approached Nikki’s rental car. Nikki beamed.


“You can see it’s just busted all to fooey,” she said, holding the smile and resting a hand on the upraised hood.


Both men ducked under the hood and peered at the engine workings. Nikki maintained her smile, put both hands on the hood, and then slammed it down on their heads. There was a satisfying whonk sound, and when she raised up the hood both men fell, unconscious, onto the roadway.


“No todos los americanos son estúpidos, mus amigos,” Nikki said in perfectly clear Spanish, looking down at the bodies. “But it’s nice to know you think I’m hot.” She collected the guns and pulled the guards to the side of the road, pushing them into the underbrush.


Moving quickly, Nikki went through the door in the wall and walked briskly down the path as if she had followed it a hundred times before. The path led to a small, round building that overlooked the gate and the main house. She slithered through the doorway, letting the TEC-9s lead the way. The caution proved needless since the hut was empty except for blinking TV screens that showed various black-and-white viewpoints of the grounds, including a middle-gray version of Nikki’s Fiat and a small delivery van arriving at the back gate.


“Right on schedule,” she said, checking her watch. Her rescue plan was moving smoothly through phase one and into phase two—extraction.


Nikki flipped the switch that opened the back gate, and the van pulled through without even stopping. Reaching under the console, Nikki ripped out a series of wires, and one by one the TV screens went blank. Then, taking a tool kit out of her purse, she climbed on the console and inserted a bug into the junction of wires where they emerged into the room. When a repair crew came in, all they would see was the mess of ripped-out wires under the console; meanwhile, Nikki’s team would be able to see everything going on in the Alvarez compound. Climbing down from the console and dusting off her hands, Nikki frowned.


“We need to talk,” she muttered to herself. “There’s nothing to talk about!”


Nikki jogged toward the main house, still carrying the TEC-9s. But her mind was racing faster than her feet, considering the things Z’ev might want to talk about. Two days from now they were supposed to meet in Mexico for two weeks of Christmas fun, sun, and making out on the beach. And probably lots of those little drinks with the umbrellas in them.


Nikki liked this plan; it was a good plan; had lots of good points to recommend it. Avoiding one more depressing, obsessive holiday with her mother, for one thing. And it was convenient since she was already in South America on “business,” anyway. Not that Z’ev needed to know that. And had she mentioned umbrella drinks and making out? Nikki approached the house with a worried expression that had nothing to do with the looming oak doors. Z’ev had canceled this vacation before. Twice before, in fact.


Nikki kicked open the front door and quickly scanned the room. In one corner was an enormous fake Christmas tree that had been decorated with a Martha Stewart–like pathology. The rest of the room boasted a mix of traditional Colombian and totally drugged-out Miami Vice decor. It was Colombian eighties. Nikki paused her scan at the fireplace; there was a large fertility god on the mantel, large in a way that required the kind of hand gestures fishermen usually reserved for the best fish stories. No, really, it was this big. While Nikki was taking a moment to consider why men felt the need to decorate with their penises, a maid ambled into the room accompanied by the slow sluff, sluff sound of her house slippers on the tile floor.


“Buenos días,” said the maid, shutting the door and ignoring the fact that Nikki was carrying not one but two submachine guns. Nikki smiled uncertainly.


“¿Puedo tomar su bolso?” the maid asked, gesturing to Nikki’s purse. For lack of anything better to do Nikki handed over her purse, shrugging it awkwardly over one of the guns.


“Where is Mrs. Alvarez?” asked Nikki, momentarily forgetting her Spanish.


“La señora no está aquí,” said the maid placidly, and Nikki stared in dismay.


“¿No está aquí?” repeated Nikki, feeling a cold fear creep into the pit of her stomach. What did the woman mean, “not here”? Nina had to be there. Isolated from her family and married to the abusive head of a drug cartel, Nina Alvarez needed help. The mission was to extract Nina and install monitoring devices in the house to help them bring down her husband, who was funding revolutionaries throughout the region. That was the plan. But in order for the plan to work, Nina had to be there.


“Los hombres están allí,” said the maid, pointing through a large archway.


Nikki looked through the archway and felt a gust of wind that chilled the sweat on her skin. Hearing the loud pop, pop of gunfire coming from the same direction, she took a big gulp of air and ran toward the noise. She paused at a corner and risked a glance before sharply pulling her head back. Her team had three guys pinned down, but the men were behind a big cement planter. Nikki swore under her breath.


The team had deviated from her plan. Nikki remembered the briefing; she was pretty sure she’d been extremely specific about the east entrance. The guards patrolled east to west. Entering on the west put them directly in front of the guards; entering from the east put them behind the guards and in perfect position for an ambush. Entering from the west meant that they were more likely to be spotted and get into a time-consuming and dangerous shoot-out … like they were doing now. This was exactly the sort of thing Nikki had been trying to avoid. She ground her teeth in irritation and calculated her next move.


Between the hard pops of gunfire she heard the sluff, sluff sound of the maid approaching. Nikki glanced over her shoulder and saw the maid shuffling quickly toward her, apparently talking on Nikki’s cell phone. Nikki gaped in disbelief.


“Get back,” she hissed urgently at the woman, making desperate “go away” hand gestures.


“Sí, señor, Lucy Ricardo. Esa pelirroja loca. Aquí está.” She handed Nikki the phone with a smile. “Es el señor.” Nikki took the phone, wondering what else could go bizarrely wrong today.


“Nikki, finally! Where are you? That sounds like gunfire.” Z’ev sounded irritated.


“I’m at Mrs. M’s,” lied Nikki. The number of times she was mysteriously hanging out at her boss’s house was growing improbable. She was going to have to come up with a new place to be. “Some kids are lighting off fireworks.”


“Wow, they’re loud.”


“I know,” said Nikki. “Can you hold on a sec?” She didn’t wait for his reply but held the phone to her chest, muffling the speaker, and leaned around the corner, firing a spray of bullets at the men behind the planter. There was a yelp from one of the men, and Nikki heard Camille yell at them to put their guns down. She picked up the phone again.


“I think the gardeners are yelling at them now,” she said, hoping that would cover any yelling he might hear in the background.


“Oh, good. Look, Nikki, about our vacation plans…”


Nikki felt her neck muscles tense. “No, Z’ev! No. You’ve canceled twice already.”


“It’s not my fault, it’s work.”


Nikki bit back a reply that involved swearing and glanced around the corner in time to watch Jenny take a running dive over the planter and take out one of the guards. She pulled her head back and leaned against the cool adobe wall.


“Well, you can tell them to go take a flying leap off a cliff!” she said fiercely. It was the best she could do without a diatribe of cuss words that she couldn’t quite bring herself to say with the maid watching. “I haven’t seen you for more than two days in a row in two months.”


“I know, I know, but these things just happen.”


“They don’t just happen, Z’ev. You let them happen! I rearrange my work schedule for you.” She pushed herself away from the wall and walked out into the courtyard. Jenny had a grip on one of the guards; the other was wrestling with Ellen.


“Well, forgive me, but I think my work is just a little more important than yours.” Nikki thought of Nina Alvarez’s bruises and got mad. Ellen lost her grip, and the man slithered out of her grasp and ran toward Nikki, still looking at Ellen.


“My work is just as important!” she yelled into the phone. Forgetting about the TEC-9 dangling from her shoulder, she punched the guard in the face. He went down like a sack of potatoes.


“…you work for the Carrie Mae charity foundation,” Z’ev was saying with irritating calm as she put the phone back to her ear. “And outside of that one time in Thailand, world peace doesn’t exactly depend on you.”


Nikki clenched her fist around the phone. She couldn’t decide which infuriated her more: his attitude about her job or the fact that she couldn’t tell him what her job really was. The Carrie Mae Foundation, charity subsidiary of the at-home-cosmetic-sales giant, was a widely acknowledged force for women’s rights; that they also happened to use force was less well-known. Very few people outside the foundation knew about the all-woman spy network. What worried her was the creeping suspicion that even if Z’ev knew she was an operative for a secret agency focused on women’s rights, he’d have the exact same attitude.


“Well, I may not work for the CI—”


“Nikki!” Z’ev interrupted sharply. Talking about his job on the phone was forbidden.


Briefly, Nikki took stock of the year that they had been dating. Weekends mostly, and occasional weeklong visits in between missions, his and hers respectively. She’d always tried to get time off or schedule things around his visits. He’d never even invited her to his apartment in Chicago. He had never made her a priority.


“I may not work for your ‘company,’” Nikki said, “but if you read the news these days, it’s a pretty good guess that in the world peace department, you guys suck!”


There was an angry silence on the other end of the phone, and Nikki made a quick status check; the team looked fine. No one was bleeding. Jenny was hog-tying the guards.


Nikki walked toward Nina’s room; she had a mission to complete, but her legs felt rubbery. She couldn’t believe he was doing this to her. Ellen was a few steps behind her.


“Nikki, I’m sorry, but this is the way it has to be,” he said at last. There was an angry finality about his tone that she hadn’t heard before.


Nikki opened the door and looked around the room. He had a drawer in her apartment and a job in the CIA and Nikki suddenly realized that was how it was always going to be. The room contained a lot of things, but none of them was Nina Alvarez. She blinked back tears. This was a disaster.


“Well, in that case, Z’ev Coralles,” said Nikki, reverting to her mother’s habit of using full names when truly pissed, “next time you want to call up and cancel plans with me, don’t bother, because we don’t have any.” And she hung up the phone.





COLOMBIA II



Well, I’ve Never Been to Spain


“Did you just break up with Z’ev?” asked Ellen, taking off her ski mask and mopping her face with it. Nikki felt sick. Ellen’s comfortably middle-aged face held an expression of concern, and she patted Nikki’s back in soothing little circles.


“He’ll call back,” Nikki said, breathing hard.


They both looked at the phone in her hand, which was noticeably not ringing.


Camille stalked into the room, snatched the phone out of Nikki’s hand, and threw it against the wall. Nikki watched as her phone splintered into a thousand tiny pieces and fell to the floor with a clattering plastic noise.


“Hey,” protested Ellen. Nikki’s voice was stuck in her throat along with her heart.


“Oh, I’m sorry,” said Camille, grinding the phone into dust with her heel. “I didn’t mean to interfere with Nikki’s personal life. Perhaps when you’ve dealt with your boyfriend issues, you’d like to join the rest of us in doing our job!” Camille’s sarcasm stung, and Nikki flinched. The petite brunette didn’t wait for a reply but swept out of the room. Nikki gathered up the pieces of her phone, hoping that the memory card was intact.


“She isn’t here,” yelled Camille, her crisp British accent echoing off the walls of the courtyard, her personality sweeping everyone along in a tidal wave of anger. “Everyone back in the van. You too, Lanier.”


“That is not the plan,” said Nikki, but Camille cut her off.


“Well, the plan was that she would be here, and she isn’t. Ellen can drive back to the rendezvous. Give her the keys.”


Nikki thought about arguing; she was the leader of this mission. But Camille was her superior. She looked at Ellen, who shrugged and grimaced apologetically. Nikki looked around the room, feeling a little lost, and spotted the maid peering through the bedroom doorway, still carrying Nikki’s purse. Nikki sighed in resignation and took her purse back, handing the keys over to Ellen.


“It’s out front,” said Nikki. “Look out for the two guys in the underbrush.” Ellen nodded and jogged away with the keys. Nikki smiled wanly at Ellen’s easy burst of activity. When they had first met in training over a year ago, Ellen had been struggling to run a mile.


The drive back to the rendezvous was accomplished in silence—a humid and slightly embarrassed silence from the team; icy fury from Camille. Meanwhile, Nikki’s mind alternated between the failure of the mission and her failure as a girlfriend. Nikki rubbed her temples, dislodging sweaty red curls from her ponytail.


Besides the ludicrous amount of chemistry between them and the ridiculous fascination that Z’ev held for her, they actually worked well together. During her first mission in Thailand they had operated as a team, albeit a strange team, where she knew he was CIA and he knew nothing about Carrie Mae. But in the year since then it seemed that he’d managed to convince himself that her behavior had been a fluke—as if Nikki’s occasional brushes with death and willingness to tote heavy artillery were simply character flaws. He had reverted to treating her like just a girl.


An hour and a half later the van jerked to a halt and the team slowly exited, hauling their gear behind them.


“Operations room, twenty minutes,” barked Camille, pushing through the double doors of the office building that was Carrie Mae’s Colombian headquarters.


“Nikki, y’all are so getting screwed over this,” said Jenny, watching Camille walk away. Jenny and Ellen were two-thirds of the team that Nikki had brought down to Colombia to help with this mission. Presumably Jane, the third, was inside being briefed on Nikki’s shortcomings.


“Thanks, Jen, that’s really helpful,” said Nikki sarcastically. Jenny had a talent for stating what everyone else would prefer to leave unsaid.


“It wasn’t your fault,” said one of the Colombian girls with a shrug.


“Camille’s just like that,” said another.


“She’s a good boss if you can just keep her from interfering in the day-to-day stuff,” said the first girl.


“I think she misses the action,” said the second thoughtfully. “But she’s too busy to go to the briefings and then she won’t listen to anyone who has. Not your fault.”


“It wasn’t your fault,” agreed Jenny, “but that woman is going to try to kick your ass six ways from Sunday.” Jenny, a true born Southerner, was constantly forcing her gracious, Georgia-peach accent to wrap itself around the hard-nosed aspects of her personality. Hearing her speak was like being mugged by someone really nice. “You know how else you’re going to get screwed? Your mom is going to be absolutely gonzo if she can’t reach you on the phone.”


“I told her last night I was going to be missing Christmas and she yelled at me and then hung up. And usually after the yelling she gives me the silent treatment for a week. That’s why I didn’t call her till last night,” said Nikki, feeling the familiar twinge of guilt.


“You mean you mentally manipulated your own mother!” exclaimed Jenny. “I don’t know whether to be horrified or impressed.”


“What? I wanted some vacation time with Z’ev to myself without her calling. I just figured that timing was everything, as Mrs. Merrivel says.”


Jenny shook her head, looking both amused and disgusted.


“Let’s just get this over with,” said Nikki with a sigh, and started toward the building.


“Did you really break up with Z’ev?” asked Jenny as they walked.


“He canceled vacation plans, again,” said Nikki.


“That’s not good,” said Jenny. “You don’t think it had anything to do with …” Nikki shot her a warning look as they entered the building and Jenny changed the topic. “Well, can’t you just keep him around for sex?”


Startled, Nikki tripped over the carpet in the entryway and careened into a passing office worker. The woman gave her a nasty look, and Nikki smiled apologetically.


“Jen!” protested Nikki when the woman was out of earshot.


“What?” demanded Jenny. “I’ve seen that boy; he’s hot. I mean, steam actually rises off of him.”


“Don’t be silly.”


“I’m not being silly; there was steam.”


“It was just that one time,” said Nikki with irritation. “We were running and it was cold out. Our sweat was warmer than the air, therefore you get steam. Natural phenomenon.”


“It ain’t natural to be that fine, but I guess you can delude yourself if you want,” Jenny said, seeming cheerfully unconcerned.


“Thanks, I think I will,” said Nikki as they arrived at the Operations Room. “Because he may be fine, but that doesn’t stop him from being an ass.”


“Fatal flaw of all men,” said Jenny with a grin as she opened the door.


The room was walled with whiteboards that were pasted over with blueprints, diagrams, and intel sheets. In the center of the room was a long conference table that had been laid with manila folders set perpendicular to the table edges, so that each seat was the picture of businesslike precision. At the head of the table sat Nikki’s boss, Miranda Merrivel, a dark-haired woman of nearly seventy with a serene, professional appearance. Nikki sharply sucked in a breath of freon-cooled air, and Jenny flinched a little. They had been expecting a ranting Camille, but finding Mrs. Merrivel waiting for them meant that they were in for a whole new level of getting chewed out.


Jane entered the Operations Room from the opposite door. Nikki looked for some sign from Jane as to Mrs. M’s mood, but Jane avoided eye contact and handed a folder to Mrs. Merrivel. Jane preferred the chic-punk-rock look and today was working a safety-pinned black T-shirt that bore the words WHITE WRITING ON A BLACK SHIRT. She had paired it with Donna Karan slacks and black jelly bracelets. Mrs. M, as usual, appeared oblivious to Jane’s costume and simply accepted the folder with a nod.


“Come in, girls,” she commanded. “Camille’s been telling me about the mission.” Nikki and Jenny exchanged looks. Mrs. M could go either way; there was no telling if she was pissed or not. As they entered the room fully, they noticed for the first time that Camille was leaning against the wall, fuming.


“Mission?!” snapped Camille. “Maybe you should explain the concept of a mission to Nikki and her boyfriend. We’re working our tails off and she’s chatting on the phone like she’s getting her nails done. She completely blew it.”


“The maid answered my phone,” protested Nikki.


“You could have hung up!” Camille pushed herself away from the wall and began to pace. “Why she’s a team coordinator I’ll never know—the girl’s incompetent!”


“Really, Camille,” said Mrs. M, “your temper hasn’t improved any with age. You’re still as quick to judge as ever.” Jane gave a small cough and handed Mrs. M another sheet of paper. Mrs. Merrivel examined it briefly. “According to the initial reports you violated the mission parameters, which resulted in a time-consuming and dangerous firefight. Perhaps you should have followed Nikki’s plan, hmm?”


Camille turned a brilliant shade of red, but Mrs. M continued ignoring Camille’s impending explosion.


“It also states that Nikki fulfilled all her mission parameters while breaking up with her boyfriend. Not ideal, perhaps”—she gave Nikki a piercing stare, and Nikki squirmed—“but hardly the fault of the team coordinator. Now, won’t you all please sit down?”


Camille continued to glare, but Mrs. M held the woman’s angry gaze calmly. Camille didn’t move, but Nikki knew Mrs. Merrivel well enough to know who would win the staring contest. Ignoring the battle as if it were already over, she went to a seat at the table.


“I had to make a judgment in the field!” said Camille defiantly.


“I’m sure you did. These things happen. Please sit down; we need to discuss a matter that will concern you particularly.”


Camille sat down gracelessly, arms folded across her chest in a pout. Nikki eyed the fiftyish British woman in dislike.


Ellen entered a moment later, talking quietly to Rosalia, Camille’s second-in-command. Rosalia was a competent woman who, in Nikki’s estimation, was picking up a lot of Camille’s slack. Mrs. M gestured for them to sit down.


“We have decided to suspend this mission,” said Mrs. M, and Nikki sat upright in surprise.


“But we don’t have a location on Nina Alvarez,” said Nikki. “She could be in trouble. We can’t just leave her.”


“Shortly after your team entered the compound we received information that indicates that Mrs. Alvarez may be in CIA custody,” said Rosalia. “Unfortunately, we weren’t able to confirm this until after your team had committed.”


Nikki looked to Jane, who nodded miserably. Nikki avoided looking at Jenny and Ellen. They would discuss this later.


“Why would the CIA be involved?” asked one of the girls.


“Why don’t we ask Nikki’s boyfriend?” Camille said, sniping at Nikki.


“They’re working with the DEA agents, who we know have been keeping tabs on Alvarez,” said Rosalia. “Apparently his foray into funding revolutionaries has been enough to raise his threat level.”


“Well, that complicates matters,” said Nikki, “but I don’t trust the CIA.” Mrs. M shot her a keen look that Nikki couldn’t interpret. “They’re not going to be interested in protecting Nina. They’re only interested in her husband. We shouldn’t abandon the mission.”


“I concur,” said Mrs. Merrivel, “which is why the mission is merely being suspended. We will use long-range surveillance to monitor the situation without engaging. We won’t abandon Mrs. Alvarez.”


Nikki frowned. It was a compromise and she didn’t like it. She’d promised Nina that Carrie Mae would look after her. She didn’t like breaking her promise.


“The other reason we’ve pulled the team in is that we have received news that just over thirty-six hours ago the Spanish prison of Puerto 1 experienced a prison break.”


Camille’s arms dropped to the arms of her chair, where her fingers curled over the sides in a white-knuckled grip.


“This has been reported by various sources, and we have independent confirmation from an agent on the ground. I also expect that the European news community will be reporting it shortly.”


Camille made an abortive gesture, as if she wished to hurry Mrs. Merrivel along but reconsidered the wisdom of that maneuver.


“The files in front of you contain details of the escape, but in short, two men in a helicopter landed in the prison yard and used a grenade launcher to blow out a wall of the isolation units. Four men emerged from the cells. Three were shot by guards; one managed to make it to the helicopter and was transported from the scene. This touched off a riot inside the prison that the guards and Spanish army are still trying to put down.”


“Who?” Camille was leaning forward, eyes wide. “The man who escaped, who was he?”


“Initial reports indicate that the escaped prisoner is Antonio Mergado Cano, the Basque separatist.”


Camille went white, the color dropping from her face like a sheet from a work of art.


“I have to go,” she said, standing up, two spots of red blossoming high on her cheeks.


“Sit down, Camille,” said Mrs. M firmly.


“I have to go. My son is touring in Europe!”


“Kit is in no immediate danger. Sit down.”


Camille sat down as if her knees had given out.


“For those of you unfamiliar with Mr. Cano, we have tangled with him before. He first crossed our path in 1977 as part of the Basque separatist movement, and he was also selling guns to the IRA. Mr. Cano used Carrie Mae cosmetics packaging to smuggle guns. Naturally we were a little upset about this, and thanks to Camille, he was put behind bars for the first time. I say for the first time since, over the last thirty years, Mr. Cano has proved to be something of an escape artist. This is his third escape from a European prison.”


“Well, no offense to anyone, but why do we care?” asked Jenny. “I mean, he’s obviously a bad man,” she said hastily, as Camille looked ready to explode, “but it sounds like the proper authorities are handling it, so what’s our interest?”


“He’s a murderer!” snapped Camille.


“Mr. Cano has knowledge of Camille and the Carrie Mae Foundation,” said Mrs. Merrivel calmly, ignoring Camille’s outburst. “When Camille effected his last arrest, he made certain threats against Camille, her family, and the foundation. We are anxious that he not follow through on any of them. We also have a strong interest in making sure he doesn’t share knowledge of our organization or members with any news sources.”


“He’s not going to get the chance,” said Camille. “I’ve gotten him before.” She looked around the table defiantly. “I can do it again. He is not going to hurt my son.”


“No, he is not,” said Mrs. Merrivel. “But you are needed here. Nikki will be handling this.” There was a stark silence in the room. It was the kind of silence that usually followed the sound of something expensive breaking.


“No,” stated Camille at last. “Cano is too dangerous.”


“Camille, I sympathize. But Nikki will eliminate Cano before he even gets near Kit. Your family will be in no danger.” Nikki tried to hide her surprise; Mrs. M was making a lot of promises in her name. She hoped she could live up to it, and she wondered who this Kit was.


“What about the Nina Alvarez matter?” asked Rosalia, breaking in. “Our unit is fine with one-on-one extractions, relocations, and so forth, but an extended campaign against the head of a drug cartel is a little out of our league. I thought Nikki’s team was going to help with that.”


“Jenny and Ellen will be staying to coordinate and train with your team,” said Mrs. M, pivoting slightly in her chair to focus on Rosalia. “Nikki will be heading to Europe, and Jane is scheduled for a required vacation.”


“I don’t need a vacation!” Jane said in protest.


“You haven’t had more than two days off in a row for over a year, Jane,” said Mrs. M. “It’s company policy. Without needed time off, even the best of us can slip up.”


“This really isn’t a good time.”


“In my experience it’s never a good time.” Mrs. M continued before Jane could object further. “Since the Alvarez matter is now in a reassessment phase, it’s as good a time as any. Nikki will be proceeding to Europe.”


“I should go with her,” said Camille forcefully.


“Camille, you don’t seem to realize that you are no longer a field agent,” said Mrs. M. “Branch managers are not supposed to insert themselves into field operations, and in light of your recent decision-making skills in the field, I think we can all see why.”


Camille went red again.


“Nikki isn’t familiar with Cano,” said Camille through gritted teeth, showing more self-control than Nikki had thought she was capable of. “I am.”


“True. Which is why she will be reviewing your old reports. But I’m afraid that you are too emotionally involved to be objective and clearheaded. The matter is decided, Camille; I’m sorry. Nikki will be going to Spain.”





COLOMBIA III



Clockwise Witness


Nikki fidgeted in the limo seat. It was now well into evening and she had the twitchy feeling of too much caffeine and not enough sleep. It had been a hard few weeks putting together the Nina Alvarez strike, and instead of having a well-deserved rest, she was on her way to the airport. On Christmas Eve, no less.


“I don’t have a phone or any of my gear,” Nikki said, pouting.


“Rachel will send you a care package. Until then you’ll have to make do,” said Mrs. Merrivel.


“I don’t have the right clothes. I’m not packed for Spain in winter.”


“You can buy whatever you need when you get there.”


Nikki pictured the number of forms that purchasing an impromptu winter wardrobe on the company dime would require.


“Don’t worry, I’ll get everything approved,” said Mrs. M, reading Nikki’s expression.


“I don’t like leaving Nina Alvarez alone with just the CIA,” she said, knowing that she was repeating herself.


“Yes … about that,” said Mrs. M, cocking her head slightly, “you didn’t happen to mention Nina Alvarez to Z’ev, did you?”


This was a moment of choice—like a Choose Your Own Adventure book. Left or right. Tell the truth. Get Jane in trouble. Get them all in trouble. Lie. One little lie. Mrs. Merrivel was smiling. That was not a good sign.


“No,” said Nikki. “Why would I do that?”


“We’ve been in place for two weeks with no hint of CIA involvement and then they suddenly drop out of the sky. Call me suspicious, but your abrupt breakup seemed interestingly timed to their arrival.”


“He canceled vacation plans again,” said Nikki. “What’s the point of being with a guy who doesn’t want to be with me?”


“Relationships and careers are hard to balance,” said Mrs. Merrivel, nodding sadly. “Meanwhile, you’ll at least have this new mission to take your mind off things.”


Nikki was silent; she didn’t want a new mission. She wanted to stay here. She searched her mind, trying to find other objections that would carry more weight than “I don’t wanna.”


“You know tomorrow’s Christmas, right?”


“John has reminded me of that fact several times,” said Mrs. M without looking up. Nikki felt a guilty pang. Mrs. Merrivel had been married for far longer than Nikki had been alive. Being separated on Christmas couldn’t be easy for them. Mrs. Merrivel opened her briefcase and pulled out a thumb drive.


“Here are the old files on Camille and Cano. They include a dossier on her son, Kit, who I believe is gaining some notoriety as a singer.”


“Do you think Cano is actually a threat to him?” asked Nikki.


“Cano has made very strong threats against Camille, and if he’s aware of Kit then he would be a good means of hurting Camille. I suggest reviewing the files on the plane; you’ll understand more about Cano.”


“She really seemed to hate him,” said Nikki.


“I believe the feeling is mutual; he blames her for his abandonment by the Basques and IRA. He may have a point, I suppose. After he killed her husband, I believe she went out of her way to make sure he was persona non grata among the European separatist groups.”


“Killed her husband? No wonder she wanted to come along.”


“Yes, well, it’s exactly why I didn’t want her along. Camille has her good points, but she can be extremely emotional, particularly about her husband and Cano, and especially around this time of year.”


“Anniversary of his death?” asked Nikki, and Mrs. Merrivel nodded.


“Some wounds never quite heal, and she loved Declan more than anything, even if he was IRA.”


“Her husband was IRA?” asked Nikki, scandalized.


“You don’t have a lot of room to talk, young lady,” said Mrs. M tartly. “Between your CIA agent boyfriend and your unnatural insistence on keeping Val’s name on the Consultants of Note plaque…”


“That’s different! Val…” Nikki remembered Val falling toward the water, her face pale and her sleek, black hair puffing out as the wind caught it. Nikki trailed off, trying to capture the enigmatic, acerbic, capricious, and ultimately treacherous person that had been Valerie Robinson, her first and only partner at Carrie Mae. Val had been a hero to a lot of agents, and her betrayal of Carrie Mae for a man—a gun-smuggling slave trader no less—had left them all reeling. But somehow her death hadn’t been satisfying to Nikki—she couldn’t work up the righteous wrath. Val had helped her become a stronger person. “Val was different.” Nikki finished lamely.


“Valerie was extremely different, on many different levels,” Mrs. M said in agreement. “But my point is that pots should not call kettles black. It’s best to reserve judgment until you know the whole situation.”


“Mmm,” said Nikki, deciding not to comment, since she had nothing nice to say. “What about Cano?” asked Nikki, changing the subject. “What’s our goal? Kill or no kill?”


“Kill if you think it’s necessary,” said Mrs. Merrivel. “I would prefer to have him returned to the proper authorities. It would keep things so much tidier for us, but if the situation does not permit…” She shrugged to finish her sentence, and Nikki nodded. She was becoming used to these conversations. She had been issued case-dependent kill authorization not long ago, and it worried her. So far she hadn’t had to use her authorization powers, but somehow that just made the tension of wondering which case and when it would be even worse. Being the decision maker on who lived or died was unpleasant. Her only safety net was Mrs. M, who made the decision on which cases she would be granted kill permission. She wondered if it bothered Mrs. Merrivel the same way or if it was something she had gotten used to.


“Aside from Camille,” said Mrs. M, “I thought the team operated quite well.”


“We’re really starting to click,” agreed Nikki enthusiastically. “And some of the Colombian agents were figuring it out, too. If we could just start training branch teams before an emergency mission comes up, things might go a little more smoothly.”


“I know.” Mrs. M nodded. “But the council has to be persuaded in increments. Assault teams were not in Carrie Mae Robart’s vision for the foundation.”


“With all due respect to the founder, she probably just couldn’t envision a world full of terrorist cells and ridiculously powerful small arms.”


“You’re preaching to the choir,” said Mrs. M drily. “We’ll get there; you just have to keep the faith. In the meantime, I think this mission will be good for you.”


“Every time you say that it never means what I think it means,” said Nikki bitterly.


“I try to send all my girls where I think they can do their best,” she said, smiling her Buddha smile, but Nikki frowned. “Everyone needs to get out of her routine periodically.”


“Well, why can’t I take Jenny and Ellen with me?”


“Besides their being needed here to keep an eye on Nina Alvarez and our CIA friends, I think it would be good to split up the team for a bit. Doesn’t do to get too complacent.”


Nikki eyed Mrs. M suspiciously. She trusted Mrs. M—she really did—but the longer they worked together, the more Nikki started to think of her as a clock: a clear, easy-to-read face, but inside, so many little gears and cogs whirring away in a much more complicated process.


“Oh,” said Mrs. M as Nikki exited the car. “Be sure and call your mother before too long, hmm? We don’t want another incident like in the Congo, do we?”


Nikki blushed. Besides being known as the agent who had brought down Val Robinson, she was also known as the agent whose mother called the cops if she went undercover for too long.


“Yes, Mrs. M,” she muttered, and hurried into the airport, wondering if Mrs. M knew. She couldn’t know. It wasn’t as if they’d done it on purpose.





COLOMBIA IV



How It All Went Down


It had started innocently enough. Six months into dating Z’ev she’d started to feel the ping of guilt each time she lied to him about work. With no clear thoughts on the matter, she’d turned to her sounding board.


“I’m thinking about telling Z’ev,” she’d said as they sat on their bags, waiting for a bus.


“You can’t,” said Jenny, fanning herself with the useless Bolivian bus schedule. “It’s totally against the rules. If Mrs. M got wind, your ass would be in the crapper in no time.”


“I know,” said Nikki, “but I hate lying to him all the time.”


“Do you think you can trust him?” asked Ellen, dabbing her cleavage with a damp handkerchief.


“No, she can’t trust him!” exclaimed Jane.


“You sound like my mother,” said Nikki disparagingly.


“Do you think this bus is ever going to show?” asked Jenny.


“Relax—the mission’s over,” said Nikki. “We’re not in a hurry.”


“Yeah, I thought you Southerners didn’t mind a slower pace of life,” said Ellen, her eyes twinkling at Jenny over the top of her sunglasses.


“If there was a patch of shade and a mint julep, the bus could be as slow as it liked,” Jenny shot back. “Meanwhile, I think you could fry an egg on this road.”


“You’re not the one wearing all black,” said Jane. “I think my eyeliner’s melting, and this heat cannot be good for my computer.” Jane was wearing a recently purchased fedora-like hat resembling those worn by the traditional Uros women. She looked like a Goth Frank Sinatra.


“I told you not to wear pencil liner in this heat,” said Jenny. “And Nikki didn’t answer the question. Do you think you can trust him?”


Her three friends stared, waiting for her reply. Nikki bit her lip.


“I want to trust him,” she said at last.


“Not good enough,” said Jane, shaking her head. “You can’t trust boys.”


“That is ridiculous,” objected Nikki. “That’s just like saying women can’t do math or any other misogynistic nonsense. We have to start judging people as individuals.”


“I hate to agree with our resident feminazi,” said Ellen, “but Jane’s right. It’s not good enough to want to trust him. If you were going to break the rules…”


“Which I do not advise,” said Jenny, interjecting.


“You have to be absolutely certain,” finished Ellen.


“Well, isn’t it an act of faith at some point?” objected Nikki. “I mean, how am I supposed to be absolutely certain?”


But she’d wanted to be certain, and a few months later, back in California, she had felt a surge of confidence when Z’ev finally made vacation plans for the two of them.


“We’re going on vacation!” said Nikki. “To Mexico, over Christmas.”


Jenny stopped rummaging in Nikki’s fridge and looked over the door.


“What? Again?”


“Can’t be again,” said Ellen. “They haven’t actually been yet.”


“Didn’t you lose your deposit last time he canceled?” asked Jane. “I would have been soooo pissed.” Kickboxing class had evolved into nacho night at Nikki’s place.


“He paid me back,” snapped Nikki, irritation coloring her voice. “And this time, he’s the one who asked me. He wouldn’t cancel his own plans, right?”


“You want to listen to yourself on that statement, hon?” asked Jenny from inside the fridge. “Is this ground turkey still good?”


“Should be. I just bought it a couple of days ago,” said Nikki, leaning over the door to see what Jenny was digging into.


“Yeah, why should his plans be more important than plans you’ve made?” asked Jane, rinsing lettuce in the sink.


“I’ve been thinking about the ‘tell him’ issue,” said Ellen, taking out a pan.


“We’re calling it the Big Reveal,” said Jane. “Like a makeover show.” Ellen snorted.


“Okay, the Big Reveal. What you need is a test.”


“A test?” repeated Nikki skeptically.


“You need to tell—sorry, reveal—some secret, and if he tells his company then you’ll know.”


“That dog might hunt,” said Jenny, looking thoughtful.


“I don’t know,” said Nikki uneasily. “I don’t have any secret—other than my job.”


“I’m sure we could come up with something that the CIA would be interested in,” said Jane. “I think you should do it.”


“What happened to ‘I hate men’?” asked Nikki, laughing.


“I don’t hate them,” protested Jane. “I just happen to think that, as a group, they’re unreliable. But you’ve been upset about this for a while, and I can see how having a relationship where one of you is being honest and the other isn’t could impair things a bit. There’s got to be a solution. So, if you think you can trust him, maybe you ought to put him through some sort of beta testing. It’s only logical.”


“Thanks, Mr. Spock, but the fatal flaw with the theory is, what would be a secret that I, the charity foundation employee, could plausibly know?”


The girls looked thoughtful as the smell of sizzling meat filled the air.


“Well, I’m not coming up with anything, I’ll admit,” said Jane, opening drawers randomly. “But I still think it’s worth considering. Where’s your cheese grater?”


Two months later in Colombia, and only two days away from her promised vacation, Nikki was having doubts. She hadn’t shared them with the girls, but privately she had decided against the test. Ellen and Jenny quietly let the subject drop, but Jane had apparently not forgotten the idea.


“I’ve got it,” said Jane, her voice tinny in Nikki’s earpiece.


“Got what?” murmured Nikki, looking through binoculars into the Alvarez compound.


“How to beta-test Z’ev,” answered Jane.


“Oh, for crying out loud,” said Nikki. “I’m not going to test Z’ev! It doesn’t make sense! I promise I won’t tell him about Carrie Mae, but we’re just going to have a nice vacation, OK?”


“But I’ve got the perfect idea!”


Nikki sighed, knowing that Jane would just keep bringing it up till she listened.


“What’s the idea, Jane?”


“Tell him about Nina Alvarez. No, this could work,” she continued, overriding Nikki’s squawk of outrage. “Tell him she’s a foundation contributor who wants to leave her husband, but her husband is a drug kingpin who finances revolutionaries. Then tell him not to tell.”


“That won’t work. Alvarez is totally a DEA case; we’ve been ducking them for weeks,” said Nikki.


“Just tell him about the fact that he’s funding revolutionaries that could potentially destabilize the entire region,” said Jane blithely, clearly having thought of everything.


“No,” said Nikki, annoyed at herself for leaving Jane room to argue. “Besides, if the CIA got involved it would put Nina at risk.”


“You’re extracting her on Thursday,” said Jane. “The CIA can’t move that fast, particularly if they have to do a smash-up with the DEA. So if he gives you up, then they’ll be there after we’re gone, and if he doesn’t then you have a perfectly nice vacation.”


“It’s an ongoing Carrie Mae investigation,” said Nikki firmly. “It’s too risky. There’s no way I’m going to tell him about that.”


Later that night, Nikki had nearly forgotten about Jane’s idea when Z’ev called.


“Hey, Z’ev!” said Nikki, picking up Z’ev’s call. Jane was in the shower, and Jenny and Ellen had gone for ice. It had been two weeks of nearly constant drills, but the Colombian team was finally ready, and with extraction set for forty-eight hours and counting Nikki had decided everyone could use an early night.


“Hey, babe,” said Z’ev, a smile clear in his voice. “You all packed for Mexico?”


“Sure,” said Nikki. “I packed today. I bought a swimsuit.”


He chuckled. “You’re going to pack like you usually do, aren’t you?” he asked. “Throw everything in a bag the morning of your flight.”


“Gee, Mom, maybe I should pack like you?” Nikki asked sarcastically as Jane exited the shower, humming.


“No, that would take all the entertainment value out of it for me,” said Z’ev. Jenny and Ellen returned to the room, laughing at some joke.


“Tell Jenny your theory again,” Ellen called out to Jane. “I’m not sure I got that right.”


“Is that the girls?” asked Z’ev.


“Yeah, we’re all going to aerobics in a minute,” said Nikki, moving past Jane and heading for the patio, where it would be quieter. Z’ev thought she was still in California and she saw no reason to disabuse him of the notion.


“Oh!” exclaimed Jane as Nikki opened the sliding door. “I think Nikki should tell Z’ev about Nina Alvarez!”


Nikki froze and pivoted back to Jane, her eyes wide, praying that Z’ev hadn’t heard Jane’s comment. Jenny and Ellen froze, seeing Nikki’s expression.


“Who’s Nina Alvarez?” asked Z’ev, his voice echoing from the phone into the silent room. Jane went white and clapped both hands over her mouth.


“Oh!” said Nikki, and laughed. It almost sounded real. “Jane just has an overactive imagination. One of our foundation contributors is South American. Jane is convinced she’s married to a drug kingpin.”


“Probably,” said Z’ev callously. “Why does Jane want me to know about him?”


“We think she wants to leave her husband. Jane, of course, made up some wild fantasy about his being an antigovernment revolutionary and thinks you should arrange to save her. It’s all irrelevant anyway. Her donations are supposed to be confidential; I really shouldn’t be discussing this with you at all.”


“Nikki, you haven’t been discussing my … business, have you?”


“No!” said Nikki, as if that was the farthest thing from the truth and she was shocked that he would say such a thing. “I told them what I told my mom—you work for the state department doing human rights stuff.”


“Nikki…”


“No, seriously, I haven’t said a thing. It’s not my fault Jane thinks you’re Superman.”


“Well, OK,” said Z’ev.


Twenty minutes later, Nikki finally eased her way out of the conversation. Jane was sitting on the bed in tears.


“I thought you were talking to your mom!” she wailed. “I came out of the bathroom and you said, ‘Gee, Mom.’”


“Even if I was talking to my mom, how does that make it OK to bring up a mission?” said Nikki, trying to calmly express her anger, without yelling. She wanted to explode.


“It doesn’t,” sobbed Jane. “I just … I wasn’t thinking.” Jenny hugged their friend and grimaced at Nikki over Jane’s head.


“Do you think he’s going to investigate?” asked Jenny.


“I don’t think so,” said Nikki cautiously. “He was more worried that I’d been discussing his job with all of you. With any luck he’ll forget all about it. But let’s just keep this between the four of us, huh?”


“No worries there,” said Ellen. “I don’t really feel like getting fired.”





COLOMBIA V



Devil May Care


On the plane, Nikki saw that the usual menagerie of grumpy airline passengers had been replaced with a surprisingly numerous and cheerful crowd of vacationers and last-minute homeward-bound commuters. Even the stewardesses were smiling more genuinely and wearing jaunty Santa caps. With every happy face, Nikki found her own mood worsening. The prospect of a thirteen-hour flight made the looming post-breakup blues seem even worse. She didn’t want to be here, and she resented everyone who did. She wished Mrs. M had let Camille take the mission; then she could have at least crawled home to her mother.


She rejected the complimentary eggnog and yanked down the shade as they rose above the clouds and into bright sunshine. Ignoring Mrs. M’s directive to review the files, she wrestled the provided blanket into place, punched the pillow, and tried to sleep, eventually nodding off. She shook her head as she awoke, trying to clear it, and tossed off the now too-warm airline blanket. The boisterous holiday spirit had cooled somewhat—a natural reaction to being cooped in a flying metal sausage with limited leg room. Nikki felt her own spirits take a perverse lift as she looked around at her companions’ now dismal expressions.


Giving a self-satisfied yawn and stretch, Nikki reached for the remote control connected to her armrest and turned on the TV embedded in the back of the seat in front of her. Flipping through the channels, she found an American blockbuster that she hadn’t wanted to see the first time around, a Euro art-house flick, a string of Christmas specials from various sitcoms, and a rotating schedule of entertainment news, interviews, and music videos.


None of the channels holding her interest, Nikki left the TV on the music video channel and pulled her laptop from under her seat and flipped it on, plugging in the thumb drive Mrs. M had given her. She stared out the window as it booted, dimly aware of the music videos still playing on the TV.


Nikki restlessly flipped through the files on the drive, feeling vaguely like a voyeur. Pictures of a much younger Camille smiling with her arm wrapped around a beefy Irishman went past. She didn’t want to know about Camille’s past. She didn’t really even want to know about Camille in the present. With a sigh, she dug into a section that had Cano’s name in it.


“In an attempt to form alliances with other terrorist groups, the Basque separatist Antonio Cano has approached the IRA through Declan O’Deirdan and his brother, Matthew. The consultant Camille Masters believes Cano to be the leader of the group using Carrie Mae packaging to smuggle weapons. The consultant continues her mission with the IRA but believes that we should develop an independent profile of Cano. Consultant Masters believes that O’Deirdan is becoming disenchanted with the IRA. Next meeting is scheduled for…”


The dry tone of the intel officer’s report left a lot of information between the lines. Why was Declan becoming disenchanted? In retrospect, with the knowledge that he and Camille would be married, the answer was obvious. But the report writer hadn’t seemed to know or care. Jane would never have posted a report like that.


Nikki flipped back to Camille’s service record. The marriage was included. There was the record of Declan’s death. A yearlong hiatus for Camille followed it.


“Declan O’Deirdan, former IRA, and Consultant Masters pursued Cano to his home country of Spain. Receiving a tip-off, Consultant Masters attempted to corner Cano at an abandoned farmhouse on the road to Aramaio.”


“‘On the road to’…,” muttered Nikki in disgust. Where was the address? The GPS coordinates?


“Mr. O’Deirdan was already at the farmhouse when the consultant arrived. Initial reports suggest that Mr. O’Deirdan may have arranged the meeting. Consultant Masters currently rejects this conclusion.”


Nikki rolled her eyes.


“Cano refused to surrender, and when Consultant Masters attempted to effect arrest, Cano blew up the farmhouse, killing three of his own men, as well as Declan O’Deirdan, and severely injuring Consultant Masters. Consultant Masters was removed to a nearby hospital for medical care. Mr. O’Deirdan’s body was returned home to Ireland.”


The report was unsatisfying. She could understand Camille’s grudge against Cano, but it didn’t really explain how Cano had knowledge of Camille or her family. At the thought of family, Nikki frowned. Reopening Camille’s service record, she scanned down the page until she found the section she was looking for—the section on Declan. There was a picture of Camille and Declan in their IRA days, all woolen sweaters and AK-47s.


Next of Kin: Christopher (Kit) Masters—son


Tessa E. O’Deirdan—mother


Matthew D. O’Deirdan—brother, location unknown


The picture for Christopher showed him in an overly posed publicity shot of a boy band. Nikki shook her head and chewed her lip, pondering the vagaries of Camille’s file. She wondered if Camille had made her son’s surname Masters to protect Kit from Cano or to protect him from his family’s past.


Beyond her computer screen music videos were still playing. She focused on the TV, her attention snared by the flashing colors. She’d never heard the song before, but the video had all the hallmarks of a big pop hit. The singer was wearing a wicked red suit and walking down a flight of stairs—a hip-hop version of “New York, New York.” Dancing girls slinked after him dressed in skimpy red leather outfits and wearing horns.


The scene cut away to a backstage area, the camera zooming across roadies and a door that had a star with the words KIT MASTERS
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