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He’s taking their first date

to new heights….



“Do you want to fly her?” Finn asked.

She did, desperately. She hadn’t flown a plane since her last stint in an F-14. But that wasn’t the role she was playing. She shook her head. “I better not,” she said. “I wouldn’t know what to do.”

“Nothing to it. It’s dual control. Your control stick is attached to mine, and I won’t let you do anything that would scare me.”

“Well, with an offer like that, how could I say no?”

She started to take control, then remembered that she was supposed to be clueless. “Um, so what do I do?”

“Just take a hold of the stick,” he said. “I know you can handle that.”

She grinned. “Right you are.”

“You want her to respond to the lightest of touch. Don’t force it. Just take it gentle.”

“We’re still talking about flying, right?”

“For now,” he said. “But hold that thought.”







Praise for bestselling author

Julie Kenner

and

Nobody But You


“Ever since Dashiell Hammett’s The Thin Man (1934) introduced detective Nick Charles and his wife, Nora, readers have craved crime tales where the snappy romantic repartee sets off more sparks than the gunshots. Kenner’s festive, fast-talking mystery satisfies that craving…. The protagonists’ sexy sparring infuses the narrative with wit and energy, as do their brushes with danger…. Kenner’s flair for dialogue and eccentric characterizations could well make [her] wisecracking hunk and his deceptively ditsy client the Nick and Nora of the new millennium.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Oil and water have nothing on Jacey and Dave…. Kenner is on a roll!”

—Romantic Times

“Julie Kenner just might be the most enchanting author in today’s market.”

—Reader to Reader Reviews





More praise for

Julie Kenner!

“Julie Kenner does it again! Hilarious and amazing…Excellent reading!”

—Romantic Times

“Funny, witty, and unbelievably erotic.”

—Affaire de Coeur

“Julie Kenner’s books [are] an autobuy for me.”

—All About Romance

“Marvelous antics and sparkling dialogue.”

—Cindy Penn, WordWeaving

“Just plain wonderful, a non-stop roller-coaster ride full of humor, emotion, action, and endearing characters.”

—Lauren Michaels, Heart Rate Reviews

“Julie Kenner’s imagination is to be applauded.”

—Road to Romance

“Deserves a place on any keeper’s shelf.”

—WordWeaving




To some of the adventurous men I’ve known over the years: My dad, for actually letting me “fly” the plane at the ripe old age of ten; Rick Sullivan, who has had some amazing adventures lately; David Cohen, for sharing adventures in screenwriting (when are we going to sell that screenplay?); Steve Carver, for a lifetime of adventures; Sam Bernstein, for an assortment of memories and adventures in both New York and Los Angeles; and, of course, to Don, for all the adventures, including parenting—the biggest adventure of all.




Prologue



The tiny lightbulbs on the console winked, flickering like starlight in the dimly lit room. Drake allowed himself a tiny smile as the children’s tune danced through his mind—“When you wish upon a star…”

He’d wished all right. Wished and planned and plotted. Over two years of tracking down information, making alliances, paying off informants. All to ensure that his plan was absolutely foolproof. And soon it would all be over.

He paced in front of the console, his fingers folding the paper without conscious thought. Instead, all his attention was riveted to this one moment. A pivotal, almost sad moment. In fact, all that stood between him and a full-fledged bout of melancholy was the promise of revenge and several billion dollars wired to his Swiss bank account.

Oh, yes. Revenge was sweet. Even more so when it was profitable.

Diana moved closer, and he looked at his hands, realizing he’d crafted a swan. He gently placed it on the top of the console between the origami dragon and the nautilus shell, then he slid his arm around Diana’s waist and nuzzled her hair.

“Are we ready for a test run?” she asked, regarding him over the tortoiseshell glasses she wore when she worked. Right now, she was the consummate professional, her perfect body clad in a tailored suit he’d purchased for her during their last trip to Milan. The woman had a Ph.D. in nuclear physics and a libido to match his own. No wonder he loved her.

“We are,” he said, squeezing her hand. “What’s our target?”

She turned to face him, one eyebrow raised. “You don’t have something already picked out?”

He stroked her cheek. “Don’t be silly, my sweet. This moment is as much yours as mine.”

She kissed his fingertips, then turned back to the console, her face full of concentration.

He stayed silent, even though a dozen perfect test locations filled his head, any one of them satisfying in both impact and simplicity. No, he would wait and have the satisfaction of having picked the final demonstration target. That was a moment worth savoring. His very own big bang, all packaged up with a nice pretty bow and ready to cajole the highest bidder.

Dollar signs flashed in his eyes, and he pictured Diana in diamonds and silks, lounging on a yacht anchored off Bali. He wondered just how many billions he needed to keep them in style.

He smiled in anticipation. In a plot straight from the comic books of his youth, he intended to hijack one of the government’s top secret weapons. Oh, yes. Drake was going to fund his retirement with a great big laser beam from space.

“Something unobtrusive,” Diana was saying, apparently running through a mental catalog of test sites. “Like this.” She leaned forward and punched a few buttons on the console. The projection screen in front of them crackled to life, displaying a satellite photo of the western United States.

“I think taking out a state might be a bit more than we need for a test run,” Drake said.

She cast a sidelong look, but otherwise ignored him, punching buttons until the image zoomed in. She made a few minor adjustments, scanning the image while she focused and refocused until, finally, she honed in on a lone vehicle on an abandoned highway. “That,” she said. “It’s perfect.”

Indeed it was. Out of the way. Miles from any signs of life. And as an added bonus, it was an SUV. He hated the way the gas-guzzling vehicles wreaked havoc on the environment. He met her eyes. “You may fire when ready.”

“I bet you say that to all the girls.” She laughed, then started to punch a set of numbers into the keypad. “Okay. That gives us our targeting data. Now all we need to do is take control of the satellite.”

As she moved efficiently down the console to another keypad, Drake fisted his hand. Moment of truth time. He’d taken a risk bringing in a partner. Now he’d find out if the risk had paid off.

Her eyes met his. He drew in a breath, then nodded.

She licked her lips, her finger poised above a flashing red button. “Once I take control, they’ll know. Do you want to show our hand so early? The demonstration is almost two weeks away. If they find a way to lock us out once we’re in—”

“My darling,” he said, raising her fingers to his lips, “you have so little faith.” He glanced at the digital clock mounted on the far wall. Their timing was perfect. “I assure you, our little experiment will go quite unnoticed.” He tapped the end of her nose. “Trust me. They’ll never know.”

She kissed him. “You say the sweetest things.” Their eyes met, then hers darted down to the console. She took a deep breath and pushed the button.

He picked up the swan, cupping it in his palm as his gaze shifted to the projection screen. Any second now the surgically precise beam of deadly light would shoot from space and atomize the car.

Any time now…

But there was nothing. Zip. Nyet. Jamais. Nada.

No surgically precise laser, no giant pulsing beam of light, not even a pathetic little fizzle and spurt. Just…nothing.

“Shit.” Diana’s voice, barely a whisper, reached his ears. “They changed the code.”

In front of her, the readout flashed red, the liquid crystal display mocking him—Access Denied. Access Denied.

The veins in his neck tightened, and he felt the thrum of adrenaline rushing through his body. Double-cross!

Diana turned to him, fear in her eyes. “Are we compromised?”

He ran the pad of his thumb over the swan’s perfectly formed head. “I don’t know.”

Resolutely, he pushed the doubt away. He needed to have a little talk with his so-called partner. That much was certain. But in the end, Drake would prevail. This was a setback, true, but he’d overcome challenges before. This was merely an obstacle, not a barrier. And in the end, his ultimate victory would be that much sweeter.

“Drake?” she prompted, her voice tentative.

“Two weeks,” he said. “We have two weeks to get that code.” He closed his fist, crushing the swan in his hand. “And I swear I’ll lobotomize anyone—anyone—who gets in my way.”






        
            
                One

            

            
                Almost two weeks later…

                
                    With a practiced hand,
                                    agent Phineus Teague—code-named Python—adjusted the bow tie of
                                    his midnight blue Briani tuxedo, aiming the miniature camera
                                    toward the statuesque blonde seated at the baccarat table on the
                                    far side of the casino. Static hissed in his ear, then, “We got
                                    picture. You’re good to go.”

                    Finn tipped his head,
                                    letting his partner know he’d copied the message. But he didn’t
                                    move. Not yet. The timing needed to be perfect. This mission was
                                    just too damn important.

                    “Le Grande,” said the
                                    croupier. “Madam wins.”

                    The woman nodded, her
                                    face impassive. She slid a hundred Euro chip across the table, a
                                    tip for the dealer. Then she stood, her shimmering evening gown
                                    clinging to her extravagant curves. At least he knew she was
                                    unarmed; there was no place to hide a gun under that
                                    dress.

                    As she gathered her
                                    chips, her gaze met his. Her lips curved into a seductive smile,
                                    but it was her eyes that caught Finn’s attention—ice blue and
                                    treacherous. Tatiana Nicasse. A double agent, only she’d gone
                                    bad. Very bad.

                    There was no hint of
                                    recognition in her eyes, just a pure, sexual heat. Good. He
                                    needed information, and he was happy to extract it by whatever
                                    means necessary.

                    He stepped away from the
                                    wall, moving toward her, ignoring the appreciative glances from
                                    the other women in the room. A waiter passed, and Finn took two
                                    flutes of champagne, holding one out to Tatiana. She took it,
                                    then held the glass up in a silent toast before taking a sip,
                                    her lipstick leaving an imprint on the
                            glass.

                    “You know the way to a
                                    woman’s heart,” she said, her accent
                            alluring.

                    Her gaze drifted down,
                                    then back up again, and his body fired in response. She might be
                                    the enemy, but he wasn’t dead. Far from
                        it.

                    “What else do you know
                                    about women?” she asked, the invitation in her voice
                                    unmistakable.

                    “I think it’s fair to
                                    say I’m an expert.” He drifted closer, brushing his fingers over
                                    her bare shoulder and down her arm. The woman was pure danger,
                                    all wrapped up in a silky black dress.

                    “And modest, too.” She
                                    raised one delicately shaped eyebrow. “I like that in a man.
                                    Perhaps we can determine the extent of your expertise,
                                    no?”

                    She reached between her
                                    breasts, extracting a thin, gold-plated case. She clicked it
                                    open and pulled out a cigarette, clearly expecting him to light
                                    it. He didn’t disappoint, and her hand curved around his as he
                                    held the burning match. The tobacco glowed red, and she leaned
                                    back, exhaling toward the ceiling. “Merci,
                            Mr….?”

                    “Teague,” he said.
                                    “Phineus Teague.”

                

                Finn rubbed his palms vigorously over his face, pulling
                        himself out of his fantasy and trying instead to concentrate on the pile of
                        work stacked up on his kitchen table. It wasn’t easy. The work was deathly
                        dull, the blonde across the courtyard so much more intriguing.

                He didn’t know one damn thing about her, but in the single
                        week he’d been watching her, she’d sparked his imagination. She rarely
                        closed her curtains, and her patio door was right across from his kitchen
                        window. Fair game. Especially since he enjoyed watching her move a hell of a
                        lot more than he enjoyed answering interrogatories.

                The woman was spectacular. Tall, like a model, but not stick
                        thin and flat chested like so many of the magazines liked to hawk these
                        days. The kind of woman a man could get his hands around.

                He imagined she knew her appeal, too, and used it to her
                        advantage. Probably smuggling something into the country, using her feminine
                        wiles to bribe customs agents, kissing them with poisoned lipstick if other
                        means didn’t prevail.

                Not that he had any real reason to think that. From what he
                        could tell, her life never veered from the normal. She worked out every
                        night in a skintight black leotard, then popped a movie into the VCR. Every
                        once in a while, she’d practice some kicks—like she thought she was Buffy or
                        something. Once in a while she dressed up, and Finn could only assume she
                        had a date. If so, she met him somewhere, because lover boy never came to
                        her door.

                Overall, pretty standard stuff. Compared to him, though, her
                        life was a mile-a-minute thrill ride. His was a slow ride on a kiddie
                        train.

                Law school. What the
                        hell had he been thinking? He’d fantasized about pacing a courtroom, a
                        modern day Perry Mason, and winning the day for truth, justice, and all the
                        rest of it. Not hardly. Instead he was pulling seventeen-hour days trapped
                        in a tiny office researching bullshit procedural points, answering
                        discovery, and summarizing depositions.

                Damn it all, he should have just been a bartender.

                When he was younger, he’d have simply packed his bags, moved
                        to Florida, and worked a few weeks as a scuba instructor. Or headed up to
                        Silicon Valley and signed on with a couple of his buddies to design computer
                        games. Or set out cross-country in his car, stopping to flip burgers for
                        minimum wage whenever his cash ran short. But none of those options appealed
                        anymore. Or, more honestly, they appealed, but they just weren’t
                        practical.

                He was thirty-seven years old, and it was time to buckle down
                        and have a life. The trouble was, he still didn’t know what he wanted to be
                        when he grew up.

                He frowned. That wasn’t exactly true. He knew. But it was too
                        late to do anything about it now. He’d made a choice, and from what he could
                        tell, he’d made the wrong one. But he was stuck, trapped by three years
                        invested in a career he didn’t want, and thousands of dollars in student
                        loans he needed to pay down. Until his weekly attempts to play the lottery
                        paid off, he had no choice but to follow a paycheck. And that, frankly, was
                        his own damn fault.

                He snorted, disgusted with himself, and got up to inspect the
                        contents of his refrigerator. Nothing except a bottle of Gatorade, a
                        three-day-old burrito from Taco Bell, and a jar of dill pickles. Not exactly
                        appetizing.

                He grabbed his keys off the microwave, mentally debating
                        between a full-blown grocery run and another trip to Taco Bell. Then he
                        headed for the door, yanking it open with more force than he
                        intended.

                The woman on the walkway jumped, turning to press her back
                        against the shrubbery that lined the sidewalk. “Oh!” she said. “You startled
                        me.”

                “Sorry.” He stepped outside, squinting against the bright
                        light of day. “Amy, right?”

                “Amber,” she said. “Amber Robinson.” She was decked out in
                        sweatpants and a T-shirt topped with a hooded jacket. A backpack hung
                        casually from one shoulder. She wore no makeup, and her long brown hair was
                        pulled back from her face, a few tendrils, damp with sweat, curling around
                        her hairline.

                She’d lived next door to him for five days now, and he’d never
                        seen her in anything but baggy jeans or sweatpants, her hair always pulled
                        into a ponytail, her face usually shadowed by a baseball cap. She could
                        probably be pretty, but she didn’t seem like the type who cared.

                “Going out?” she asked. Her voice held a sensual undertone
                        that seemed out of place in such a laid-back woman. He wanted to say
                        something clever, something that would provoke a response, just so he could
                        hear those soft tones once again.

                “Grocery run,” he said instead. Neither clever nor provoking,
                        but it was the first thing he thought of. He considered asking her to join
                        him for a coffee, but ruled it out. He had no time for socializing. And, he
                        reminded himself, this woman wasn’t his type. Instead, he gestured toward
                        his front door. “I’m working at home,” he said, as if his lack of invitation
                        required an explanation.

                Her entire face lit up when she smiled. “You lawyers,” she
                        teased. “They grind you into the ground.”

                “No kidding,” he said, wondering when he’d told her his
                        profession. Maybe in the laundry room…?

                She aimed a thumb at her doorway, facing him as she walked
                        backward in that direction. “I should be getting inside. Good to see you.”
                        Her hand closed around her doorknob, and she turned just enough to insert
                        the key. She leaned in as the door opened, then disappeared from his
                        view.

                Something akin to disappointment settled in Finn’s chest, and
                        he frowned. Clearly, he was working too much, not getting enough quality
                        interaction with the opposite sex. Amber Robinson wasn’t on his radar. Not
                        even close.

                No, if he was stuck in a boring job, he wanted excitement in
                        the rest of his life, and particularly in his bed. An adventurous woman. One
                        who could keep him on his toes, both in and out of the bedroom.

                The woman in the window, maybe.

                Amber Robinson?

                Definitely not.

                 

                Amber clicked the door shut and locked it, the
                        precaution automatic. She reached behind her to the waistband of her sweats,
                        her fingers closing around the molded butt of her Walther PPK.

                She slipped the gun free as she walked into her living room,
                        tossing it onto the couch as a vivid curse slipped from her lips. She’d been
                        careless out there, stupidly adjusting the gun when Finn had opened his
                        door. Dumb and dangerous. She wasn’t usually so sloppy—hell, she’d developed
                        a reputation within Unit 7 as being dead-on perfect—and her lapse pissed her
                        off.

                “Temper, temper,” a voice chastised.

                She whipped around, muscles tight, the knife she’d sheathed
                        under her sleeve pulled out and ready.

                From her bathroom doorway, Brandon Kline held up his hands,
                        his eyes dancing with mirth. “Shit, Robinson, it’s just me.”

                “Dammit, Brandon.” She pitched the knife next to the gun.
                        “Haven’t I asked you nicely to please not break in? Someone might
                        see.”

                “Not to worry,” he said, moving to sit on one of her
                        barstools. “I’m good.”

                She frowned but didn’t argue. He was good. They’d been recruited
                        together—rescued by Providence from the hell of juvie hall—and had trained
                        hard to become top operatives in Unit 7, a shadowy government organization
                        that did everything from hostage rescue to out-and-out espionage. She’d
                        known him for sixteen years, and she’d trusted Brandon to watch her back on
                        more than one occasion. Significant stuff, especially considering there
                        weren’t many people in the world Amber would trust with her phone number,
                        much less her life.

                “So what’s got your panties in a wad?” he asked, striding into
                        the room.

                “I just did a stupid thing, and it’s irritating me.” She
                        kicked off her running shoes, careful not to damage the camera hidden in the
                        toe, then unzipped her warm-up jacket and threw it over the back of a chair.
                        The T-shirt followed, then the sweatpants—each layer revealing more of the
                        short, flirty red dress she’d worn to the U.N.–sponsored luncheon Brandon
                        had sent her to.

                Brandon raked an appreciative gaze over her. “You know, kid,
                        there are times when I think maybe we should just get it on,” he said, a
                        tease in his voice.

                “Not a chance,” she answered, deadpan. “What if we fell in
                        love? Neither one of us could live with the consequences.”

                “Bullshit, babe. We already know where your loyalty lies. Mine
                        too, for that matter. Hell, if we weren’t so loyal we’d be out there
                        freelancing.”

                Amber frowned, avoiding Brandon’s eyes as she reached under
                        her skirt to tug her panty hose down. Everything he said was true. They’d
                        joked about striking out on their own a number of times. Joining the ranks
                        of freelance mercenaries around the globe. But neither had seriously
                        considered it. For one thing, if she was on her own, she’d lose access to
                        the Unit’s seemingly endless resources. Amber wasn’t stupid. She knew a good
                        deal when she saw one. And the jets, disguises, and weaponry currently at
                        her fingertips cost a pretty penny.

                Not that there weren’t other well-funded organizations that
                        would be interested in acquiring her particular talents. But it wasn’t just
                        about the Unit’s resources. The Unit was her life, her family. She’d never
                        give it up. Not for anyone; not for anything.

                “Besides,” Brandon said, his tone light as he picked up the
                        conversation’s thread, “me? Fall in love with you? Never happen.”

                “Nonsense,” she said, shaking off the unwelcome bout of
                        melancholy. “I’m irresistible.”

                He laughed, and she stepped out of the damn constricting
                        garment and tossed the panty hose across the room.

                “I hate these things,” she muttered.

                “But they do such nice things to the curve of your
                        ass.”

                Her mouth twitched, and she fought hard to hold back a smile.
                        “See, this is why we can’t have a relationship. No respect.”

                “Who wants a relationship? I just want to get
                    laid.”

                At that, she laughed outright. She certainly couldn’t argue
                        with that. It had been months since she’d had sex. But she wasn’t about to
                        use Brandon to scratch that itch, and they both knew it.

                “So how’d it go?” he said, the tone of his voice letting her
                        know the teasing was over. Back to work.

                “Smooth as silk. Everything’s in place.” Translation, she’d
                        tagged their target with the homing device.

                “Good girl. Sorry for such a mundane assignment. And sorry you
                        had to work with Bedichek to do it. I know you prefer to work
                    alone.”

                “No problem,” she said, crossing to her back patio and opening
                        the door a crack. “I play well with others,” she said, “so long as I don’t
                        have to play with them for very long. And besides, the assignment brought
                        back memories.” She’d been fifteen when the Unit had trusted her with her
                        first solo mission. A diplomatic party in Prague, posing as a senator’s
                        daughter. She’d planted a bug on a foreign prime minister, never asking why.
                        It hadn’t mattered. Nothing had mattered back then. Nothing except doing the
                        job right so that they wouldn’t send her back to the center. Or, worse, back
                        home.

                “That’s what I mean,” Brandon said. “Kid’s play. I think
                        you’re a little overtrained for the job.” He shrugged. “But there was no one
                        else available.”

                “Don’t worry about it.” Blackie, the ancient stray cat she’d
                        pseudo-adopted, wandered in, whiskers twitching. Amber reached down and gave
                        it a good scratch behind the ears. “Your job was the highlight of my week.”
                            That was an understatement.
                        Eight days ago she’d been in Chechnya, deep undercover on one of James
                        Monahan’s pet projects. She frowned. “He’s going to raise hell when he
                        learns I’m back in the States.”

                Brandon grimaced. “Probably,” he said, clearly knowing exactly
                        who Amber meant. “But there’s no way he could have known that you’d met Eli
                        before. The moment he saw you, the deal would have collapsed.”

                “True enough,” Amber said. Her mission had been to go
                        undercover as a photojournalist and use her manufactured press credentials
                        to get close to a suspected gunrunner. Pretty standard stuff, until Amber
                        learned that Eli Janovich, ex-CIA, had stepped in as head of security for
                        her mark. Considering she and Eli went way back, she’d aborted the mission
                        and called Roderick Schnell, Unit 7’s head honcho. Technically, she reported
                        to James, the second-in-command. But he’d been unavailable, and she’d needed
                        reassignment.

                “I left James a message,” she said, tamping down on a niggle
                        of guilt. James had recruited both her and Brandon. No, that wasn’t quite
                        right. He’d recruited her, yes. But considering the course of her life back
                        then, he’d also saved her from sure hell. She’d been thirteen, a
                        smart-mouthed kid, scared out of her mind and facing a felony murder charge
                        and a district attorney determined to try her as an adult.

                James had pulled strings, gotten the charges dropped, and sent
                        her to the Unit’s training facility in Montana. More than that, though, he’d
                        given her a sense of self-worth, and in doing that, he’d given her the
                        world. Going over his head felt disloyal, even when her safety was at issue.
                        It was a crazy business, with loyalties lost and won over coffee or a beer.
                        And with James on the verge of retiring, she didn’t want him to think that
                        she’d already moved on.

                “He’ll understand,” Brandon said, reading her mind as
                        usual.

                “I hope so,” she said. “But he’s going to be pissed. Too bad,
                        too. If I’m going to incur James’s wrath, I wish I were at least making some
                        headway.” Schnell had ordered her to Los Angeles to keep an eye on Diana
                        Traynor, a known associate of Drake Mackenzie, a former Navy SEAL and Black
                        Ops commander. Mackenzie had even served with Schnell years ago. But while
                        Schnell still worked for God and country, Drake had left the military for
                        more profitable pursuits and had landed on the watch list of every
                        intelligence organization in the free world.

                Diana kept a Los Angeles apartment, but rarely used it. So
                        when she’d returned a week ago, the Unit took notice. And then, when she
                        started hanging out with a low-level programmer at Zermatt Aeronautical
                        Engineering Labs, Unit 7 had gone on alert.

                A defense contractor, ZAEL was currently working on a
                        prototype of Prometheus, a space-based weapon system that had been
                        commissioned by the Unit. All very hush hush; Amber doubted if the president
                        even knew about the satellite. For that matter, only a few highly placed
                        Unit members had knowledge, and then only on a need-to-know
                    basis.

                Amber was not one who needed to know—not everything, anyway.
                        But the whisper was that the satellite controlled a laser with unheard of
                        precision, so focused and accurate it could melt a dime on a sidewalk. That
                        was only a rumor, of course. Amber had no way of knowing what the thing
                        actually did, much less if it was finished. Still, she knew enough to do her
                        job, and that was all that was necessary.

                The information she did have was sketchy. According to the dossier
                        she’d reviewed before it had self-destructed, security had been compromised
                        and the access code leaked. The operator who’d revealed the code had shot
                        himself rather than undergo interrogation, and the Unit had no way of
                        knowing with whom he’d been working.

                ZAEL had changed the access code immediately, of course, but
                        one thing was clear—someone unauthorized knew about Prometheus…and wanted it
                        for himself.

                So when Diana had appeared in L.A. and started dating a data
                        processor at ZAEL, it had seemed prudent to put a tail on her. But so far,
                        nothing remotely incriminating had turned up. For seven days, the woman had
                        done aerobics, visited spas, and had an endless stream of
                    manicures.

                “I don’t know, Brandon,” Amber said. “Mackenzie might be
                        plotting the end of civilization as we know it, but his girlfriend just
                        wants to look good for the final party. I’ve been watching the woman do
                        nothing but primp and fluff and flirt for days.” She sighed. “I know I
                        shouldn’t complain, but this assignment is a dead end.” Like any business,
                        the prime assignments went to the best players. She could have shined in the
                        Chechnya mission. This one, though…Amber feared this one was going to spiral
                        into nothingness and she’d end up facing years of surveillance work before
                        she could wrangle another primo job. Not a pleasant possibility.

                “Maybe that’s why you got sloppy in the hallway,” Brandon
                        said, heading for the kitchen. “Too dull too keep you on your toes.” Blackie
                        followed, probably hoping Brandon would accidentally dump an entire can of
                        tuna on the floor.

                Amber frowned, considering the theory. The idea that she’d
                        been sloppy because she’d been bored didn’t sit well at all. She loved her
                        life—loved the rush of adrenaline she got just waking up in the morning. But
                        she knew as well as the next agent that the excitement was countered by days
                        of waiting and watching. That was the job, too. Part of both good and bad
                        assignments. And she kicked herself for letting her professionalism slip,
                        even if only for an instant.

                Even worse, she’d been sloppy in front of Phineus Teague. And
                        the mysterious Mr. Teague was a living, breathing question mark. Losing her
                        cool around him wasn’t smart.

                She’d first run across Finn when she’d been assigned to track
                        down Albert Alcott and the diamonds he’d stolen. Gemstone quality stones,
                        they were originally intended for use as bait in a smuggling sting
                        operation. When the diamonds had been stolen from Unit 7’s undercover
                        operative, that had been a serious setback. It had only gotten worse when
                        Alcott had spirited them out of the country.

                Amber had been assigned to locate Alcott, and in doing so she
                        realized she wasn’t the only one looking for him. A woman had hired a
                        private investigator to find the man, and Finn had apparently come along for
                        the ride.

                So while Finn didn’t know about Amber, she knew about him. And in her line of work, she didn’t tend
                        to run across the same civilian twice. The moment she realized he was also
                        watching Diana Traynor, she’d run a full background check. The man had held
                        every job imaginable and had ended up a lawyer in a firm that represented
                        ZAEL.

                A coincidence? Amber didn’t think so. Finn was watching
                        Traynor too closely. With most men, she’d simply assume that the interest
                        was borne of testosterone. With Finn, though…

                With Finn there were too many coincidences, and his persistent
                        proximity was unnerving. She didn’t know what he was up to, if anything. But
                        she damn sure intended to find out.

                Brandon headed back from the kitchen, a beer in each hand.
                        “Anything new on your neighbor?”

                “I was just thinking about him,” she admitted. “There’s more
                        to Phineus Teague than meets the eye.”

                “I’ll buy that,” Brandon said. He tossed her a beer, and she
                        caught it one-handed. “But who does he work for? Chances are, we’d know if
                        he was a Company man. N.S.C.?”

                Amber shrugged. “Maybe. Could be a freelancer. That would
                        explain the odd array of jobs.”

                “Odd is right,” Brandon said. “Everything from ski bum to
                        short-order cook to computer hacker.”

                “The hacking put him on the FBI’s watch list,” Amber said. But
                        that had been years ago. All the computer stuff Finn had done recently was
                        apparently legit—programming, game design, stuff like that. “Think he’s a
                        plant?” she asked. They’d run across that before—an operative with a
                        manufactured background planted so deep even Unit 7’s resources couldn’t
                        break the agent’s cover.

                “Could be,” Brandon said. “Or maybe he’s just a
                        computer-hacking, downhill-skiing civilian with a severe case of
                        lust.”

                Amber laughed. “In that case, he’s in over his
                    head.”

                “Hell,” Brandon said, “even if he is an operative, he’s in
                        over his head. The man’s green. It took you what, less than a day to make
                        him?”

                “About that.”

                “Chances are Diana’s made him, too.”

                “I know,” she said. “If he’s not careful, he’s going to end up
                        as fish food.” A shame, actually. The man was exceptionally good-looking.
                        She might have forsworn relationships, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t
                        appreciate a well-built man—and she certainly knew what to do with
                        one.

                “There are too many questions out there,” she continued,
                        thinking aloud. “Teague’s law firm represents ZAEL. Diana Traynor’s been
                        hanging around one of ZAEL’s data processors. Finn moved in across the
                        courtyard from Traynor. And when he’s home, he keeps a pretty close eye on
                        her.” She popped the top on her beer. “That must add up to
                        something.”

                The corner of Brandon’s mouth twitched. “Seems like you know
                        an awful lot about Mr. Teague’s habits.”

                “The man’s got his eye on my quarry. Damn straight I’m going
                        to watch him.” Was it her fault the view was nice? “As a matter of fact, I’m
                        planning on doing a bit more than watch.”

                Brandon’s eyebrows raised. “Oh?”

                “Teague’s an unknown quantity, and I don’t like unknowns. Too
                        messy. Is he friend or enemy? We need to know whom he works for. Hell, we
                        need to know if he works for anyone at all.”

                “And how do you propose to find that out?” Brandon asked,
                        amusement lacing his voice. “Hidden cameras? Listening devices? A hypodermic
                        filled with truth serum?”

                “Last resorts,” she said, meeting his smile. “First, I’m going
                        to simply get close to Mr. Phineus Teague.”

            

        

    
        
            
                Two

            

            
                Amber
                        paused outside the briefing room for Unit 7’s Los Angeles field office. The
                        steel door was closed tight, as usual, and she stepped automatically to the
                        left, taking off her sunglasses as she moved.

                “Identify.” A computer-modulated command.

                “Robinson, Amber,” she said, stepping closer for the retinal
                        scan.

                A burst of light, and then the voice again: “Accepted.” The
                        heavy door slid open with a gentle whoosh, and she stepped through, waiting
                        in the anteroom while Brandon completed the same process behind her. After a
                        few seconds, the door whooshed open again, and he entered. Amber fought a
                        grin. “They let anybody in this place these days.”

                “Riff-raff,” Brandon agreed. “A tragic commentary on our
                        times.” He cocked his head forward. “Come on. He’s waiting.”

                Another door—this one heavy oak, not steel—and then they were
                        in the main briefing room. Thirteen chairs surrounded an oblong mahogany
                        table, each empty except for one. Roderick Schnell sat at the head of the
                        table, a file folder open in front of him. A lean man with salt and pepper
                        hair, Schnell gave the appearance of a corporate executive about to head up
                        a board meeting. Only Schnell was no corporate schmo. The man had dissident
                        leaders killed before the Washington
                            Post even knew they existed, and he organized coups with
                        more style and flair than Martha Stewart ever dreamed of.

                Amber stood, Brandon beside her, while Schnell finished
                        reading. He looked up, and after he nodded toward the chairs, they
                        sat.

                “So there’s a fly in our ointment,” Schnell said, without
                        preamble.

                “Could be,” Amber said. “We’ve done a preliminary background
                        check and he seems to be civilian, but—”

                “But he’s watching Ms. Traynor.” Schnell’s hands rested on the
                        file folder, his fingers steepled. “That certainly raises
                    questions.”

                “I want authorization to move in closer,” she said. “Find out
                        what this guy’s up to.”

                “We can’t compromise the surveillance of Traynor.”

                “No, sir,” Amber agreed. “That’s why I’d like to request
                        reassignment for Brandon. Have him help me out.”

                Schnell had already turned to Brandon, clearly having
                        anticipated the request. “Kline?”

                “I have no problem with reassignment.” He flashed a smile that
                        was uniquely Brandon. “I even emailed Linus. A new assignment requires new
                        equipment.”

                Amber hid her own grin. Linus Klondike’s gadgets were famous
                        within the intelligence community, and Brandon never missed a chance to
                        check out the latest fruits of Klondike’s tinkerings.

                “Very well,” Schnell said, his tone even. He closed the file
                        folder as he looked from Amber to Brandon. “Authorization
                    granted.”

                Amber stood, then paused.

                Her hesitation wasn’t lost on Schnell. “Is there something
                        else?”

                She drew in a breath, considering. Final authority for all the
                        Unit’s missions came from Schnell, so it wasn’t as if she needed James’s
                        approval. But, even so…“I still haven’t been able to contact James. Has he
                        been informed of my reassignment?”

                “The message has been dispatched,” Schnell said, which wasn’t
                        really an answer, but Amber knew it was as much as she was going to get. Oh
                        well. If James was pissed that he’d been kept out of the loop, she’d deal
                        with that later. In the meantime, she trusted that Schnell knew what he was
                        doing.

                “Is there something else?” Schnell asked.

                “No, sir.”

                Schnell’s smile was dismissive. “Then I’ll let you two get
                        back to work.”

                “Yes, sir.”

                The Unit was located in one of Los Angeles’s many high rises,
                        purportedly doing business as a legitimate publishing company. Brandon went
                        out the back, but Amber exited toward the front, stepping out into the main
                        offices.

                The floor was lined with windowed offices, the interior filled
                        with cubicles housing men and women hunched over computers. They all
                        received paychecks from the publisher; they all worked for the Unit. She
                        waved at a few of the clerks she recognized, her eyes scanning the cubicles
                        for a particular person. She found him four cubicles down, centrally located
                        under the watchful eye of the Unit’s security cameras.

                “Hello, Al.”

                Albert Alcott looked up from the computer, his eyes blank at
                        first, then brightening as he recognized her. “Amber,” he said, climbing to
                        his feet. “Wow. It’s good to…I mean, why are you here?” He frowned, concern
                        flashing across his features. “I’m not going to be—”

                “Of course not,” Amber said. “As far as I know, the Unit’s
                        perfectly happy with you. Your job is safe.”

                Amber almost laughed at the wave of relief that swept across
                        Al’s face. Spending all day in front of a computer would bore her to tears,
                        but from Al’s perspective, she supposed it was a dream job. After she’d
                        tracked him down, she’d cut a deal with him. Instead of serving jail time
                        for grand larceny, now Alcott was working for the Unit.

                Not a bad deal for a guy like Alcott.

                And, she had to admit, not a bad deal for her, either. Alcott
                        had learned the ropes quickly. And on more than one occasion he’d been able
                        to ferret out information when she’d needed it.

                “I brought you something,” she said, digging into her day pack
                        for the dog-eared novel. She passed it to him. “You liked the Ludlum that I
                        lent you last month, so I thought you might like this one, too.”

                “Thanks,” Al said, riffling the book’s pages. “You’re on that
                        Traynor assignment, right?”

                She nodded. “Anything new for me?”

                “Nothing. I’ll keep my eyes open.”

                “Thanks.” She cocked her head toward the door. “I’m out of
                        here. See you around.”

                “Thank you,” Al said, lifting the book. “And,
                    Amber…”

                She turned, an eyebrow raised in question.

                “Watch your back.”

                 

                By the time he’d read the entire Sunday Los Angeles Times, showered, dressed,
                        downed two cups of coffee, and watched Meet the
                                Press, Finn knew he had no other options—it was time
                        to get back to work.

                He levered himself up and off the couch, then headed toward
                        the table, eyeing the little stacks he’d left last night like a big game
                        hunter might eye his prey. A yellow highlighter, a copy of the California Code of Civil Procedure, a
                        brand new bag of Cheetos, two yellow pads covered with notes, and the
                        dreaded pleadings and depositions that had been giving him grief all
                        weekend. Everything was in order; he had no excuses anymore. It was time to
                        rock ’n’ roll.

                He frowned, not thrilled by the prospect. Particularly when
                        his imagination was so much more enticing.

                With a sigh, Finn drummed his fingers on the tabletop. Too bad
                        he couldn’t really be his fantasy alter ego. After all, Agent Python
                        wouldn’t be cooped up reading depositions. No, if Python were locked up in
                        this apartment, it would be because the mission required it.

                Finn grinned, letting his imagination run wild. As a top
                        government agent, it was Agent Python’s job to bring down the key players in
                        Superior Criminals United for Mayhem, a notorious group of international bad
                        guys bent on world domination. But rather than engage in a risky helo drop
                        into the New Mexico desert that surrounded the S.C.U.M. headquarters, Python
                        was using this seemingly dull Los Angeles safe house to keep an eye on
                        S.C.U.M.’s exotic blonde agent, Tatiana.

                At the moment, Tatiana was holed up in her apartment, so
                        Python would use the time to poke around in S.C.U.M.’s files. If he couldn’t
                        go there in person, he’d go there virtually.

                In that regard, Python’s undercover identity as a
                        mild-mannered attorney actually helped quite a bit. The law firm represented
                        ZAEL, a defense contractor that Agent Python knew had been infiltrated by
                        S.C.U.M. agents. With a chuckle, Finn fired up his laptop. As Agent Python,
                        Finn hadn’t really spent week after boring week reviewing endless boxes of
                        documents as part of a pretrial review; instead, he’d been gleaning
                        information crucial to his super-secret mission.

                The truth was, during those dull weeks of document production,
                        Finn probably had gleaned enough to
                        hack past ZAEL’s security. Which meant that all he needed to do now was plug
                        in some basic company information and the decryption software he’d developed
                        two years ago would do the rest….

                His fingers flew over the keys. Then he pressed enter, and the
                        computer hummed and whirred, the software doing its thing. A few electronic
                        beeps and gurgles, and then voila…
                        he was past the first level of security.

                Was he the man, or
                            what?

                Now to poke around and figure out what S.C.U.M. had in mind
                        for ZAEL. Just hack a little further in, and then—

                No!

                With a frustrated groan, Finn killed the power to his computer
                        and pushed back from his desk. What kind of an idiot was he? ZAEL was a
                            client, for Christ’s sake.
                        There was no plot, no evil scheme. Just highly classified information he had
                        no business accessing. Hell, if anyone found out he’d hacked into the
                        system, his ass would be grass. And nobody would believe he’d done it on a
                        whim while he was engaged in a bit of fantasy. No, that would not only get
                        him fired, it would get him an appointment with the company
                    shrink.

                Irritated with himself for letting his imagination run so far
                        astray, he headed across the room and back to the kitchen table. He picked
                        up his highlighter, opened the first deposition, and started
                    reading.

                He was all the way to page three when a blast sounded from the
                        courtyard, so loud his patio door shook. The
                                twins! Finn was on his feet and through the door in
                        seconds, worrying that one of his young neighbors had managed to blow off a
                        body part.

                But no, both Elijah and Callie were perfectly whole, thank
                        goodness, smiling up at him like the little hellions they were. The exploded
                        remains of a bottle rocket lay on the charred grass between them, smoke
                        still rising from the debris.

                Finn grimaced. The kids had moved with their parents from
                        Idaho two months ago, and he’d met them, bored and lonely, in the laundry
                        room. The twins had looked like they needed entertaining, and so he’d wasted
                        half a Saturday building a bubbling volcano out of Play-Doh and household
                        chemicals. Apparently, he’d created a monster. Or two.

                “Are you kids insane? You could get yourselves
                    killed!”

                Callie looked at Elijah, who shrugged. “We were careful,” she
                        said.

                Finn raised an eyebrow, trying for a stern parental look and
                        probably not succeeding. “Then why the large explosion?”

                “An accident?” Callie said, turning what should have been a
                        statement into a question.

                “No kidding.”

                “It wasn’t that big
                        an explosion,” Elijah added, looking toward his sister for
                        confirmation.

                Finn ignored him. “Your mother’s going to have a cow if she
                        sees you two out here.” And considering Finn had piqued their interest in
                        things that go boom, he really didn’t want to incur Mrs. Jacoby’s wrath.
                        “Especially if—” He clamped his mouth shut. He’d noticed something in his
                        peripheral vision, and now he locked on target. Blasting caps? “Where the devil did you get
                        those?”

                “We found them,” Callie said. “Last month at our grandpa’s
                        farm. There were a whole bunch in an old trunk in the attic.”

                “These,” Finn said, “are dangerous.” He bent over and grabbed
                        up the one remaining cap.

                “Oh, please,” Callie said, “couldn’t you just show us a trick
                        with it? A rocket or something, like you did last week.”

                “And the green goo smoke bomb,” Elijah added, looking up at
                        Finn with puppy dog eyes. “That was really cool.”

                Finn felt his resolve weaken and he steeled himself. “No. I
                        don’t want you getting hurt.”

                “But, Finn,” Callie said, drawing his name out into a
                        full-fledged whine. “You’ll be here. It’ll be safe.”

                “I mean it,” he said, shoving the cap deep into the front
                        pocket of his jeans. “Enough explosions for the day. Go home. Watch
                        television. Read Harry Potter.
                        Clean your rooms.”

                “But—”

                “No buts.” He was getting the hang of this paternal thing.
                        “And give me those matches.”

                Elijah rolled his eyes but complied, placing the book of
                        matches into Finn’s outstretched hand.

                “Now go,” Finn said, pocketing the matches.

                And amazingly enough, the kids went. Finn watched them slump
                        their way up the stairs, duly impressed by his newly acquired preadolescent
                        negotiating skills.

                Of course, as soon as they disappeared from view, he realized
                        the implications of sending them away—now he had to go back to
                    work.

                Well, hell.

                With an appalling lack of enthusiasm, he parked himself at the
                        table again, and was finally about to settle down for a scintillating few
                        hours lost in legalese, when a movement across the courtyard caught his eye.
                        Tatiana’s curtains had been closed, but they were wide open now…and Finn
                        turned just in time to see her slip through her front door.

                She was going out.

                Interesting. Because
                        while Finn might need to work, Agent Python had a patriotic duty to follow
                        her.

                And, really, who was he to argue with patriotism?

                 

                “They’re on the move,” Brandon said. He pulled back
                        from the window and turned to face Amber. Dressed head to toe in black
                        leather, she looked like a cross between Lara Croft and Emma Peel. The only
                        thing marring the kick-ass persona was the paperback novel she held in her
                        lap and the scraggly black cat curled up beside her. And, frankly, neither
                        one marred the image much.

                Yesterday, he’d suggested sleeping together in jest, but he
                        had to admit the idea had a certain appeal. Amber would be anything but
                        boring in bed. He wasn’t, however, inclined to mess up a perfectly good
                        friendship by bringing sex into it.

                “Let’s roll,” she said, giving the cat one final pet as she
                        tossed the book on the floor. “I’ve got Finn covered. You take
                        Traynor.”

                “Absolutely,” he said. “Of course, I only intend to observe my
                        prey. But you…” He trailed off with a grin. “Do you think we need to devise
                        a code? If you tie a red handkerchief to your doorknob, I’ll know you’re
                            entertaining.”

                She aimed her eyes heavenward and gave a little shake of the
                        head. “Why?” she asked. “Why couldn’t I do this job with someone who isn’t
                        an asshole?”

                “The last woman I had to seduce for a job smelled like wet
                        leather and had the personality of a pit bull,” Brandon said. “Some people
                        have all the luck.”

                She flashed him a brilliant smile. “Clean living,” she said.
                        She tossed her hair, and he watched her head toward the door, the leather
                        pants managing to destroy any illusion of innocence.

                “Maybe I’ll try that someday,” he said, following. He
                        wouldn’t, of course. Clean living was boring. And right now, his life was
                        just too damn interesting.

                 

                What the hell was he
                                doing? The thought spun round and round in Finn’s
                        mind, so persistent that he almost pulled over to the side of the road.
                        After all, the question was a good one—what the hell was he doing?

                Not working, that was for sure. Already past noon on Sunday
                        and so far he’d eaten breakfast, screwed around, and prevented two kids from
                        blowing up the courtyard. All in all, not a bad way to pass a Sunday
                        morning…unless you had an eight A.M. meeting with the senior
                        partner to go over the stack of still-unfinished interrogatories on your
                        kitchen table. The very same partner who signed his paychecks.

                The same paychecks Finn needed to pay off his staggering
                        student loans.

                So you’d think he’d be a little more into the whole work
                        thing.

                He wasn’t.

                Instead, he was cruising down Santa Monica Boulevard in his
                        primer-paint-gray Mustang convertible tailing a blonde who probably wouldn’t
                        be caught dead with a guy who drove anything less exciting than a
                        Lamborghini.

                Of course, she didn’t know about all the hidden little extras
                        that had been installed in his classic car. The ’67 Mustang might look like
                        a heap, but it was loaded. Missile launch behind the headlights complete
                        with a state-of-the-art targeting system. A buoyancy control device and
                        rudder system in case a land chase veered onto the sea. Oh, yeah. He was
                        set. Sometimes looks could be very, very deceiving.

                The car was an integral part of his work. It allowed him to
                        get close. To move in unobserved. To fade into the background. Which made it
                        very useful for a mission like the one he was on today—trailing S.C.U.M.
                        ubër-agent Tatiana Nicasse.

                Of course, Tatiana’s tastes tended more toward elegance, and
                        he knew he wouldn’t impress her in his junk-heap-looking car. But that
                        wasn’t a problem. The agency provided everything he needed, including a
                        fabulous Type-E Jaguar—a two-seater, with a hood as long as Tatiana’s legs.
                        Once he was done observing, he’d dry-clean his tux, rev up the Jaguar, and
                        move in. Close. Very close…

                Finn ran his hand over the steering wheel, imagining the
                        smooth skin of her thigh under his touch, his gaze locked on the taillights
                        of her red Dodge Viper. She was half a block ahead of him and moving fast,
                        while he was stuck at a light behind a brand-new Lexus and a battered Honda
                        Accord.

                The light changed to green, and he laid on the horn, but the
                        noise didn’t inspire any forward motion in the two cars blocking his path.
                        After a seemingly interminable pause, they finally pulled forward, and he
                        took advantage of the gap to whip around them into the left-hand lane. He
                        ran through the gears, shifting like a maniac, until he was cruising along
                        at a nice clip, his eyes scanning the road for any hint of the
                    Viper.

                There. About three
                        blocks ahead, zipping dangerously between a couple of fast-moving SUV’s.
                        Traffic was piling up fast, but that wasn’t any obstacle to the Python. He
                        whipped around a station wagon, waving an apology when the old man raised a
                        fist in what was probably a colorful curse.
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