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			A deadly identity swap...
The first exciting Twins Separated at Birth novel

			Audrey Clark never knew she was a twin—until she stumbled onto a covert operation. Now with her FBI agent sister shot and in critical condition, going undercover with Agent Lee Benson is the only way to protect her newfound twin. And as her pretend husband, Lee must keep Audrey safe...or pay twice the deadly price.

		
	
		
			“You want me to be a spy, don’t you? What exactly does taking her place involve?” Audrey asked in hushed tones.

			“We have a very well-developed cover in place,” Lee replied. “Essentially we turn dirty money into clean—”

			“Laundering money.” She blew out a long breath. “You’re asking me to pretend to be a criminal?”

			“We go in and shake some hands, get on the network and get out with the evidence.”

			“A fact-finding mission.” She placed a hand on her stomach and shook her head. “This is going to be a stretch for me. But I’ve also lived my life feeling like there was a giant puzzle piece missing, and finding I have a sister...” She clasped her hands together and shook her head. “I’ll do it. But I have conditions.”

			If Audrey took Kendra’s place, she’d definitely be in danger, but at least Lee could be in control of keeping her safe. If she didn’t go through with the mission, the threat would never go away.

			This was their only chance.
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			I will praise thee; for I am fearfully and wonderfully made: marvellous are thy works; and that my soul knoweth right well.

			—Psalms 139:14

		
	
		
			To my parents—thank you for letting me stay up to watch those ’80s spy and mystery shows with you and introducing me to the romantic suspense genre.
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			ONE

			Audrey Clark adjusted her cross-body bag as she stepped out, under the cover of stars. The atmosphere matched her mood, dark and uncomfortable.

			“You sure you want to be dropped off here, sweetie?”

			A valid question as the university campus was empty in June, before the beginning of summer school. Audrey looked back at the gray sedan still parked at the curb and nodded at the grandmotherly driver. “I’ve been here once before, thank you.” The driver’s response was a heavy foot to the gas pedal.

			Audrey had missed registration for the Postdoctoral Symposium, thanks to a delayed flight, even though the Stanford organizer she spoke with on the phone insisted Audrey had already picked up her credentials and itinerary. As if Audrey only imagined being stuck on a plane. Ridiculous.

			But she was here now, and if she hurried, she’d catch the end of the reception, grab her registration packet and take the group shuttle to the hotel. Her missing luggage should arrive by morning.

			The path lights lining the sidewalk bolstered her courage. She’d forget the miserable day and proclaim a do-over. Starting now. The reception should be in the building ahead, but the moonlight made everything appear different than she remembered. To her left, the roofs resembled interlocking building bricks. She followed the student path and spotted a sign listing five departments and their corresponding numbers, confirming she was headed in the right direction.

			The mirrored windows of the Learning and Knowledge Center came into view, past a dozen empty benches underneath a grove of trees and the long shadows they created. Audrey fisted the tactical flashlight inside her open bag and strode forward. A campus security officer once told her it was the most effective thing to carry at night without a concealed weapon permit, as a flashlight beam could both blind an attacker and draw attention to a struggle. Plus, the metal handle could pack a wallop. Not that she’d ever needed to use it.

			A man rounded the corner and approached. Middle-aged and wearing a jacket despite the unseasonable heat, his gaze swung from side to side. Was he looking for someone or was he scared? She stepped to the right side of the sidewalk and averted eye contact.

			“Here? I thought we were meeting at Beckman Center.” His voice was soft with a touch of Southern dialect. Maybe he was on the phone, using an earpiece she couldn’t see. He looked over his shoulder once more before making eye contact, clearly waiting for Audrey to answer.

			She pulled out the flashlight, her finger hovering over the button that would turn the light from dim to blinding. “You must be mistaken. I’m not—”

			“Take it. We don’t have much time.” His left hand fisted at his waist. “I’ve been trying to lose someone all day.”

			He shoved his hand into the front pocket of her purse.

			“Hey!” She struck his shoulder with the flashlight, the beam of light sweeping across the sidewalk and landing on his face—

			Gunshots peppered the ground around her. A scream escaped, and she hunched over, covering her head. The man fell against her, and they toppled to the ground, the flashlight bouncing and rolling away.

			The impact rattled her spine, and the side of the bench’s leg dug into the top of her head. Her ribs ached from the man’s weight, making only shallow breaths possible. She twisted her shoulders inward, providing just enough space to fully gasp as her legs and feet fought for momentum to shove the man off her, but it was pointless. He weighed at least two hundred pounds, and he made no effort to try to move. Maybe he’d fainted. She strained against him. “Please...get off.”

			He budged slightly, but only his head moved as he lifted his chin and flopped against her shoulder. “Your covers.” The man’s voice shook. “Not first one. Several.” His rasp grew louder between sentences. “You need—” He groaned, seemingly unable to speak further.

			Moisture, warm and sticky, seeped through Audrey’s blouse. Blood. She started to shake, her muscles vibrating involuntarily. “I think... I think you’ve been shot.” Her heart pounded so fast she fought against nausea.

			A few more gunshots resounded, loud enough they must still be close, followed by tinkling glass in the distance. So a gunman was still out there, but it almost sounded as if someone was shooting back. Please let it be the police. She strained to slide her hand into her purse. She could feel her phone’s corner digging into her hip. A few more inches and she could grab it, but Audrey couldn’t get her fingers past the man’s draped leg. “If you could just move a little—roll over—I could get my phone out of my purse. For help.” Except, if he rolled away, she might be exposed to the bullets.

			“Don’t trust...”

			Hot air hit her neck with his words. He grew heavier, though she hadn’t thought that possible. His breathing stopped, and his chest no longer rose and fell. “No, no, no. Keep talking. It doesn’t even have to make sense. Just stay with me. If you could just move, we can put pressure on the wound.” Despite her encouragement, his forehead turned cold and clammy against her collarbone. “Sir!”

			He was dead.

			She closed her eyes against the hot tears forming. Strong hands reached underneath her arms and pulled her out from under the man’s body. Knees tapped along her back as someone dragged her backward, her heels sliding over the gravel and then grass. A final heave and she was propped upright, her hands reaching for a tree for balance. Fingers tugged on her arm, turning her around.

			“You’re covered in blood. Were you shot, too?” Her rescuer’s hands moved to her shoulders and gave a small shake. “Were you?”

			The dark silhouette drilled her with questions, but words wouldn’t form in Audrey’s mouth. She couldn’t focus on questions or answers. A man had died on her a mere second ago. An inch in either direction, Audrey would’ve been the lifeless one.

			The lights over the pathway no longer shined. Had they been blasted out? Another bullet sounded as landscape rock flew up and stung her ankles.

			The man dropped to a knee, pulled a gun from his side and took a shot around the tree. He ducked back, grabbed Audrey’s wrist and led her into a run in the opposite direction, between bushes and weaving through trees. Her legs barely cooperated. Maybe he was with the police or maybe not. She didn’t care anymore as long as he was leading her far away from the bullets.

			They ran past an alley where the lights still worked. She stumbled over a curb and the stranger’s arms caught her and a beam illuminated the most structured jawline she’d ever seen, surrounded by light stubble that wouldn’t quite qualify as a beard. Wavy brown hair with touches of golden highlights framed his tan, heart-shaped face. Kind blue eyes narrowed as he pulled her upright again. “Are you sure you weren’t shot? Sometimes the adrenaline can hide it for a bit.”

			Audrey looked down at her navy blouse, now covered with a plate-size wet spot over her abdomen. Her stomach flipped at the thought of wearing a dead man’s blood.

			“That’s it,” he said. “You’re done.”

			Something pressed behind her knees, and her legs flew out from under her. She screamed as a strong arm caught her head. It took her a second to realize the stranger had picked her up.

			He took off on a run again.

			She slapped his chest. Okay, now she did need to know who this guy thought he was. “Who—”

			“We can’t stand around! What happened?” His fingers clutched her shoulder and knees as if emphasizing his demand. “Why would you abandon the plan and meet out in the open? What possible—You know what? You can tell me later. I parked around the corner. Let’s get to the van and get you checked out at the hospital.”

			A van? She blinked rapidly, willing her brain to start firing on all cylinders again. “No. Let me down. Call the police.”

			He slowed his pace and, though she was still in his arms, he looked into her eyes this time. His eyebrows rose.

			“Lee! What happ—Who is she?” A female voice that seemed oddly familiar spoke from the darkness.

			The man, who Audrey assumed was Lee, spun toward the woman’s voice. His jaw dropped, and for a heartbeat Audrey feared he would drop her. “Kendra?”

			Audrey fought to twist her head, cradled against Lee’s arm. As soon as she met the woman’s eyes she fought to stand. Lee dropped her legs first so she could face her mirror image. Though their hairstyles didn’t match, the woman facing her had exactly the same features.

			They were identical.

			Even in the dim light, Audrey marveled at the same square-shaped face, light green eyes, rounded eyebrows and wide mouth. The only thing different was that this version of her sported straight hair and a sleek black wardrobe straight out of a fashion magazine.

			“I guess I don’t need to ask why the meet went off plan.” Lee kept a hand on Audrey’s back as if scared she was about to faint. “We’re going to have a lot of questions for you.”

			She turned to face him. “Me? You have questions for me? You can’t be serious. I’m here for a conference and instead—” The conference name tag on her clone demanded attention. “You’re wearing my badge. Audrey Clark is my name. You’re wearing my face.” The photo on the badge was Audrey’s photo, the one she’d sent in for registration. Her heart pumped so hard she started to shiver. No wonder the organizers thought she’d already registered. She took a small step back. “You’ve stolen my identity.”

			“I didn’t steal anything.” The woman almost shouted it.

			That was exactly what she’d want everyone to think. And Audrey had let this man—this Lee—lead her toward a van in the alley. To take her to who knew where to do who knows what... She would not end up like the other man, cold and lifeless, without a fight.

			Audrey took several more steps backward, eyes trained on the two of them, as she slipped her hand into her purse. Oh, yeah. The tactical flashlight was no longer there. Her phone would have to do. Her thumb tried to find the home button by feel.

			Lee held his hands up as if in surrender. “We’re not stealing anyone’s identity. We’re federal agents. You walked in and ruined our operation tonight.”

			If that was the case, why was one of the supposed agents wearing her name with her photo on it? “Are you trying to tell me this is all a coincidence?” The statistical probability that would happen would be astronomical.

			“I don’t believe in coincidences.” Kendra pointed to Audrey’s stomach. “Were you hit?” When Audrey didn’t answer fast enough, she turned to Lee. “Was she hit? I took out the shooter.”

			Audrey put her hand over her chest. “Why do both of you even have to ask? I think I would know if I’d been shot.” Maybe it was a stalling tactic while they regrouped to attack her.

			Kendra’s high heels clicked as she ran to peek around the corner of the brick alley. “The adrenaline can mask it for a little—”

			“Yeah, I told her.” Lee kept his hand on the handle of the gun on his holster. “Look, we see blood. It’s a natural question.” He turned toward the other woman. “I think the blood is Adam’s. He was gone by the time I reached them.”

			Kendra returned, but she kept her hand on her gun and her eyes trained on Audrey. She groaned and dropped her shoulders. “He was a good man, not to mention our best chance. I think the shooter came alone, but we shouldn’t wait around. A team is on the way to sweep the grounds before the conference attendees are released.” She put a hand over her chest and sucked in a sharp breath.

			Audrey had made the same gesture, the same sound even, a second earlier. Chills rushed up her spine.

			“Let’s get to the most immediate question.” Lee’s head swiveled back and forth between them before resting on Kendra. “Is it possible you two are related? Weren’t you adopted?”

			“Yeah, but—”

			Audrey found herself nodding. “Born October—”

			“Seventh,” Kendra finished.

			Wait. They’d both been adopted? So it was theoretically possible she had a twin. A real life, flesh-and-blood relative? She studied Kendra again, this time with new eyes. She had a sister?

			It was like discovering that all of Audrey’s wildest dreams could’ve already been true if she’d just exercised more, shopped better or taken the right vitamins. The evidence stood right in front of her. Audrey could have obtained great skin, shiny hair, gleaming teeth, a smaller waist and, not only been able to run in high-heeled boots, but also look self-assured while taking down bad guys and making the world a better place.

			That federal agent could’ve been her.

			Audrey bit her lip and focused on the sensation so she could stay in the present moment. “You really think we could be—”

			“—twins.”

			They both said the word at the same time. Their voices reverberated in the same pitch, the same inflection, as if slamming the truth into her brain through both ears.

			Lee shook his head. “Whoa.”

			Kendra’s eyes rolled back, her eyelids flickering, and crumpled to the ground. Her head hit the edge where grass met pavement. Audrey and Lee both vaulted to her side.

			“Did she faint?” Audrey grabbed her wrist to feel for a pulse. A drop of blood rolled across her fingers.

			Lee exhaled. “She’s been shot.”

			No. Her throat burned. She couldn’t find out she had a twin sister only to lose her a second later.

			 

			One for the books. The thought kept running through Lee’s brain as he maneuvered full-speed to the closest hospital with Kendra and her possible twin behind him in the back of the gutted van. There was no entry in the field manual for finding out your partner had a twin, something the Bureau should’ve already known.

			Meanwhile, Audrey chattered a mile a minute. She rattled off questions faster than his brain could compute, but he ignored them for the moment out of necessity. There would be time to figure things out after they got Kendra into the hands of medical professionals. “Just keep pressure on the wound.”

			“Which one?”

			It hadn’t taken them long to find a bullet had impaled the back of Kendra’s shoulder and remained in there somewhere. The back of her black shirt had been drenched in blood, but the impact her head took when hitting the sidewalk’s edge couldn’t be dismissed. He imagined Kendra knew she’d been shot before demanding to know if Audrey had taken a bullet. It figured Kendra wouldn’t admit she needed help. She always acted as if she didn’t even have a partner, determined to be a one-woman, superundercover FBI agent.

			Lee pulled off his jacket with one hand while on a straight stretch of street and threw it behind him. “Put pressure on both, if you can. Use this for the head wound. I think that’s probably more important.”

			Lee pulled up to the Emergency entrance and glanced in the rearview mirror. Audrey’s reflection startled him. Identical features, yes, but the expression in her eyes, flashing emotion, proved she was different than Kendra. “Audrey, I need you to run in and tell them your sister has been shot. No more, no less. I need to find her identification.”

			Mercifully, Audrey didn’t ask any questions as she pulled the door handle open and darted out the side door. He turned off the van and removed the keys. He found the hidden latch underneath the console and opened it to reveal a lock. In the space of ten seconds, he removed and chose the most unused credentials for Kendra. Until he knew what they were dealing with, remaining in deep cover seemed the safest course of action, for all parties involved.

			He climbed into the back of the van and stored her gun in the storage compartment underneath the passenger seat. “Sorry, Kendra. If you can hear me, I’m just getting your phone. Help is on the way.” He slipped her phone from her pocket as the automatic sliding doors to the hospital slid open once more.

			Two women and one man, all in gray medical scrubs, darted past Audrey’s pointing finger to the van. Two others pushed a gurney behind them. At the last second, Lee removed the conference badge—the one with Audrey’s name displayed—from Kendra’s neck, stuffed it into his pocket and stepped out of the van.

			Lee rattled off the two wound locations before the staff could ask. The attendants nodded as they counted and moved her in unison onto the bed. And then Lee looked at Kendra, really looked, for the first time since she’d initially hit the ground. He’d never seen his partner look so peaceful, yet so broken.

			They wheeled her away and he was left underneath the harsh glare of the fluorescent lights mounted on the overhang, staring at Kendra’s twin, the air still, with only the sound of beeping trucks and traffic speeding nearby.

			“Are...are you okay?” Audrey said as her face lost its color.

			Lee tilted his head and studied her. Kendra only paled when she was deathly afraid. “I think I should be asking you that question.”

			She blinked rapidly, turning slightly away from him. “When I woke up this morning I was ready for the beginning of an amazing life change. I said goodbye to my alma mater and headed to a conference at Stanford as a post-doctorate from Duke. Next week I’m supposed to enjoy my very first vacation in seven years, and then lead my very own lab at Caltech in the fall. Do you have any idea how many Nobel laureates are on staff? It’s beyond what I ever imagined.” She sniffed and shook her head. “And then I meet her, and none of that seems very important anymore.”

			If Kendra had ever spouted such disjointed information, he’d have physically carried her into a counselor’s office. He had no way of knowing if it was normal discourse for Audrey, though. Since he had no idea how to respond, he remained silent.

			She gestured toward the closed door and let out a shaky sigh. “I’ve got a sister, and I might never even get to know her.”

			“Hey.” Lee put an arm around her shoulder to give an encouraging squeeze, but Audrey spun into his chest, her hands against her eyes. Lee wasn’t sure what to do. He put a hand on her back, tense enough to be obvious she was trying to pull herself together. Kendra would’ve never let herself be so vulnerable. In all the years they’d worked together, she’d never shared so much as a feeling about the weather. “On second thought, are you sure you’re twins?” He forced a small laugh.

			“Sorry. I’m not usually like this. You have no idea how exhausted I am, and then a man died—” She reared back, a touch of mascara underneath both eyes. “She probably never cries. Am I right? Great. I’m the weaker twin. I’ve heard that’s what can happen when—”

			“That’s not what I meant.”

			The doors opened again and an attendant stood on the indoor motion sensor pad, waving them forward. Audrey pulled her shoulders back, nodded and followed the woman with the laptop on a pushcart until they reached a small sitting room. If they hadn’t been interrupted, Lee would’ve told Audrey that vulnerability was a unique strength, but perhaps it was best to shift back into work mode. Lee answered the hospital registration questions as fast as he could, using the cover for Kendra he’d selected.

			The attendant tapped her diamond-encrusted pink nails over the keyboard. “And you are the patient’s sister and...” She lifted her head and looked at Lee.

			“Husband.”

			Audrey’s eyes widened, and her mouth fell open. She looked down at his hand and zeroed in on the silver silicone wedding ring on his left hand. “You’re married?” She all but shouted the words.

			Two men waiting in the chairs outside the open room looked up, curious. Lee offered a tense smile and soft laugh. If she blew their covers over such a small detail, keeping Audrey Clark safe wasn’t going to be an easy task.

		
	
		
			TWO

			“It’s...it’s new. Eloped. We were waiting to tell you after dinner.” Lee looked between her and the attendant, who didn’t seem surprised.

			Of course they would be married. Audrey didn’t know why it bothered her so much. The tingling in the back of her neck called her bluff. She was jealous, even though she had no right to be. Her new sister not only was her better in every way but had also married a superhero. They probably saved the world by night and enjoyed intellectual pursuits during the day. For fun.

			She blew out a breath and focused on the geometric pattern of the gray carpet to silence her internal rant. She needed to get her hands on research journals about twins. Many studies had been done or were in progress. Could this surge of ridiculous feelings be catch-up on thirty-three years of sibling rivalry? Maybe it was to be expected.

			Lee touched the back of her arm and she realized she’d missed the rest of the registration process. He pointed toward a hallway. “She said we should head down to the surgery waiting room.”

			Her knees wobbled as she straightened. “Sur-surgery?” She thought she’d get a chance to see Kendra again—conscious—before anything drastic.

			“They need to remove the bullet.” Lee gently cradled her arm and led her down the hallway. “Let’s take a little detour,” he whispered. He looked over his shoulder and pulled her into a dimly lit room with chairs set in rows.

			The cross at the far end caught her attention. “This isn’t the waiting room.” Maybe he wanted them to pray for Kendra together. Audrey wasn’t averse to it, but she’d admit to being a little out of practice.

			He gestured for them to sit in the back row. “I know, but it’s empty and private.” He exhaled and slumped forward. “Listen, you can’t do stuff like that.”

			“What?”

			“Have a huge reaction when I’m referencing our covers.”

			“Our?” She pointed at herself.

			“No. Yes. I mean, your sister and I work as a married couple. We’re not actually married. The cover makes it convenient to work as partners in certain undercover missions.”

			“So you’re not my brother-in-law?”

			The left side of his lips curled up. “No. Sorry.”

			The knots in her stomach unfurled and while she felt genuine relief, it was followed by a slam-dunk of guilt. Sure, she found Lee attractive. Who wouldn’t with those kind eyes, thick hair and a strong physique capable of carrying her away from danger? Not to mention the way he listened and comforted her.

			The emotional roller coaster made no logical sense. Kendra should have someone in her life, even though Audrey didn’t. She didn’t consider herself to be an envious person so the feelings caught her off guard. Maybe she just wasn’t mentally ready to gain a brother, as well as a sister. Her shoulders dropped. She was going to fail at being a good sister. She could already tell.

			Lee turned his body perpendicular to hers to face her. “I know this is a lot for you to take in, but I need to get answers before I can determine the current threat. I need to know if that man said anything to you before shots were fired.”

			“The man you said was Adam?” The man who had bled to death on her. The thought worked like a magnet, pulling her gaze back down to her bloodied blouse.

			“Yes.”

			“It...” Her mouth went dry as if she’d just chewed on cotton balls. “It happened so fast. I thought for sure he had the wrong person, which it turned out he did.”

			“I know it’s hard to remember but please try. Any detail might help.”

			She faced forward and studied the light fixtures, willing her mind to return her to that dark sidewalk. “He said not to trust anyone.” Her eyes widened. He’d shoved his fist into the front of her bag and had told her to take it. Was there something in her bag? “He said something about not the first one.”

			“Not the first one?” He frowned and looked up to the ceiling as if trying to decipher the meaning.

			She tried to slip her hand into the front of her bag without Lee noticing. Her fingers reached a smooth metal object the size of a tube of lipstick. A thumb drive perhaps?

			“Was there anything else?”

			Audrey hesitated. How was she to know whether she should trust Lee? Granted, he had saved her life and wasn’t the one who shot at her. “Why was Kendra using my name at the conference?”

			His forehead wrinkled in thought, but his lips formed a tight line.

			Audrey knew it. If she didn’t play hardball, Lee wouldn’t answer any of her questions. She narrowed her eyes. “My memory is coming into focus, but I’m sure it would be a lot clearer if I had some answers.”

			He reared back and raised an eyebrow. A second later a smile crossed his lips. “Every time I start to doubt you could really be her twin, you surprise me.” He crossed his arms in front of his chest and faced forward. “Fine. You already know that Kendra and I are undercover federal agents.”

			“That’s so vague.” She still hadn’t seen so much as a badge. He had identification for both of them—obviously fake—that he provided for hospital registration, but he didn’t have any insurance cards for the attendant. Instead, Lee had rattled off Kendra’s insurance member number and said it was a Federal Blue Cross account.

			“We’re FBI special agents. But before I say more, I need to know why the Bureau didn’t know you existed.”

			“I didn’t know Kendra existed, either.”

			“But we do a comprehensive background search on agents.”

			“Obviously, the fact we had a twin wasn’t disclosed at our adoption. I’m positive my papers said I was an only child.” Her voice rose as she processed her statement. Perhaps they weren’t twins after all, but that didn’t explain their shared birthdays.

			He narrowed his eyes. “Where do your adopted parents live?”

			“Michigan.” She leaned into his gaze. “Do you know where Kendra’s are?”

			“Montana.”

			The fact they both started with M struck her as funny. Why would their birth parents adopt them separately? A wave of sorrow took her breath away. She could’ve had a sister growing up.

			“But why didn’t the Bureau find you?” He pulled his phone out of his pocket. “What social media are you on?”

			“None. My parents have always thought those sites were untrustworthy. They were passionate about parental controls until I graduated high school. By then, I knew I was going into academia, and didn’t have any interest in risking my career over a tagged photo or rumor being spread about me.” Though it did seem odd how passionate her parents were about avoiding social media. Was it possible they knew something? “Okay, I answered your question so back to mine. Why was my sister using my name?”

			He shrugged. “The best I can figure is it was a mistake.”

			“That seems highly unlikely. I’m going to need more.”

			He blew out a forceful breath. “I can’t give you an easy answer. What you want to know is classified.” He studied her for a moment. “We’re allowed a bit of wiggle room to gain informants or assets. In fact, we often recruit from college campuses, and since you are in academia...” He shook his head as if belittling himself for what he was about to do. “If, in the future, the FBI should need your expertise or services in any way, Dr. Clark, do I have your word that you will help us to the best of your abilities?”

			She didn’t even have to think twice. There was no way the FBI would ever need her help, and if saying she would was what it would take to learn more about her sister, so be it. “You have my word.”

			He placed an elbow on the back of his chair and leaned sideways. “Well then, as my asset, I can tell you the man that approached you is—was an FBI agent. While undercover within a drug trafficking enterprise—the less you know, the better—he was able to move up the ranks to a lieutenant. At that time he gained access to something much bigger. Have you ever heard of The Masked Network?”

			She shook her head.

			“It’s essentially a cellular network for criminals. They use smartphones that are wiped of all normal capability and equipped with encrypted software. Members within their organized crime sect can only talk to each other.”

			“So it’s like a private cell phone group?”

			He shrugged. “For lack of a better explanation. It’s impervious to any attempts at tracking, hacking or eavesdropping. Criminal enterprises use the service to plan murders, drug and human trafficking, weapons deals... You name it, the network helps facilitate the crime. Only, no one can join the network without personally meeting the so-called CEO, and he only agrees to meet through a referral of a high-ranking current subscriber.”

			She leaned back, processing. “You said Adam moved up the ranks in an organization. Was he one of those high-ranking subscribers willing to give you guys a referral?”

			He regarded her with surprise and admiration. “You catch on fast. What was your doctorate in?”

			“Electrical engineering.”

			He nodded but seemed disappointed. Her stomach suddenly felt hollow, a weird sensation she couldn’t shake. There was no reason to care what he thought. She loved her field, excelled in it.

			“We certainly hoped that’s what Adam wanted to meet about. Kendra and I have been undercover for years working toward that very goal. Adam arranged a meet with Kendra. He chose the location. It was last-minute because there was a raid scheduled to take down his organization today. Today was the earliest we could meet.”

			The flash drive grew hot in her hand. If she’d known that its contents had the potential to hit most of the criminal organizations in the country at its knees she would’ve handed it over the moment she’d remembered. But she still didn’t know why Kendra had used her name, so she nodded for him to continue.

			“Like other federal agencies, the FBI has arrangements with many colleges. They’re usually perfect public places to meet. Our university liaison—who isn’t an FBI agent—assigned Kendra your name as a cover. If I were to make an educated guess, I imagine the liaison thought Kendra already had a cover because her photo was already in the system—except it was really you—so all she had to do was add me as her husband.”

			A lightbulb went off. “Yes, my photo was already on file with conference attendees. They required one when I signed up for the conference, along with my bio.”

			He shrugged. “If we want more answers on how the mix-up happened, we’ll have to wait until Kendra is awake.” He smiled as his eyes searched hers. The extra scrutiny increased her pulse. “For your safety, Kendra is registered with the last name Catmull at the hospital. No one should be able to connect the dots between you two.”

			The speakers crackled and invaded the silent room. “Lee Catmull, please report to the surgery waiting room.”

			Lee’s face turned white. If Audrey hadn’t known better, she would’ve believed that Kendra was his wife in that moment. Maybe their covers had become so ingrained that he loved her like one. She tried to imagine him as a future brother-in-law, but her brain refused. Too much to wrap her head around in one day, especially since her newfound sister might not live through the night. She reached over and grabbed Lee’s hand, squeezing to keep her fingers from shaking. She bowed her head before either of them could object. “Lord, please help.”

			It was probably the lamest prayer in the history of prayers, but it was all she could vocalize. An unbidden thought surfaced. If her sister died, would a target suddenly be on her back instead?

			 

			Lee didn’t let go of Audrey’s hand, but instead helped her to standing and walked back out of the chapel. He’d just made her an FBI asset—he didn’t even want to think about the paperwork that awaited him in the future—but after what he’d just told her, he needed to make sure she wasn’t a flight risk. They still had so much to talk about.

			They strode together to the open doorway of the surgery waiting area. He continued to hold her hand because it seemed to help her remain calm. Besides, she was the one who’d reached for his hand in the chapel, and if it kept her from breaking down like she did at the hospital entrance, it would be rude to let go before she was ready. Rows of chairs faced monitors displaying lines of patient numbers and surgery status updates.

			“Look at your bracelet.” Audrey pulled her hand from his and reached for his wrist.

			He’d forgotten the registration attendant had placed the plastic-coated identification on him. He looked down at the number and found its match on the screen. “Surgery in progress.”

			A man in scrubs approached, holding a blue bag. “Can I see your wrist?”

			Lee held it up and the man handed him the bag. “Thanks for answering the page. Here are her things. The doctor will be out shortly, after surgery, to update you.”

			Lee opened the bag enough to see Kendra’s clothes, folded, and the white gold wedding band she wore. He took the nearest chair, far enough away from listening ears.

			“I think it’s time you have this.” Audrey pressed a flash drive into his hand.

			Lee looked between the silver object and Audrey. His blood burned hot. “Is this from—”

			“Yes. Don’t be mad. I had no idea if I should trust you or not. I’m still not sure exactly what mess I’ve landed in. And to be fair, I didn’t realize Adam had put something in my purse until a few minutes ago. I thought he was trying to steal from me.”

			Lee took a deep breath in through the nose. His partner was in surgery and her lookalike had no inkling of what was at stake on the mission. Anger wouldn’t benefit anyone.

			He rolled the drive in between his fingers. Two caps bookended either end of the drive. He flipped off one side to find the standard USB adapter but the other cap was designed for iPhones. He inserted the adapter into the charging port. The screen flashed an encryption notice.

			“I’m going to need you to look away.”

			She rolled her eyes and twisted her torso in the opposite direction. Lee keyed in his credentials and opened the FBI software to read the contents. An image of Lee and Kendra popped up on the screen with the covers they’d started developing three years ago. Lately, he’d started to wonder if he would ever get to be himself again.

			The notice listed an address Lee recognized and tomorrow’s date. Adam had made the referral happen.

			From what Lee and Kendra had gathered before the meet, a referral meant the CEO of the Masked Network was planning to meet them and had their photos to boot. Their covers would’ve been investigated and held up to scrutiny.

			Except, Lee and Kendra’s covers were a package deal. Kendra would in no way be recovered in time, but if she didn’t go, the network would want to confirm where she was and why she didn’t show.

			Any unnecessary attention could lead them to discover Audrey and, worse, the discovery of Adam’s death, which would prompt the network to go farther underground than ever. If Lee lost the chance to take the network down, more senseless assassination orders like the murder of Diego, the teenage boy he’d mentored in Seattle, would continue to happen without law enforcement being able to find evidence. If clients of the Masked Network were ever arrested, they only had to say three little words and their phones would automatically erase all data. Lee had seen it happen with his own eyes.

			A man in scrubs, complete with cap and a surgical mask hanging from his neck, exited the double doors at the end of the room. He approached the nursing station, and an attendant pointed at Audrey. Lee unplugged the drive from the phone and pocketed it. He placed a hand on Audrey’s back as they were led to a consultation room the size of an office cubicle.

			The doctor’s dark brown eyes and kind smile focused on Audrey. “We think your sister is going to make it.” He finally looked at Lee. “We removed the bullet from your wife. It missed the brachial artery by a fraction of a centimeter. We’ll need to keep a careful eye on—”

			“What about her head? She hit the ground hard.”

			Lee inhaled deeply at Audrey’s interruption. He wanted to hear everything the doctor had to say.

			“There was a small fracture of the skull.”

			It was as if cold liquid ran through Lee’s bones. Audrey placed her hand over her mouth.

			The doctor shook his head. “Believe it or not, it’s actually a good thing in this situation. The skull works as a helmet of sorts, and the crack will hopefully work to prevent swelling. We don’t see any signs of brain damage at this point, but we will need to watch for any symptoms of nerve injuries or bleeding.” He leaned back, seemingly pleased. “Everything went well today. She’s just going to need a lot of rest to heal up.”

			The doctor leaned forward and asked if they had any other questions. Lee remained silent and let Audrey question him on other possible things that could go wrong. Lee preferred to worry when there was actually a problem to address. And right now the biggest problem was the upcoming mission.

			If Audrey went for his idea, she would be in danger, but if she refused, she’d likely be in even more danger. He owed it to Kendra to make the right decision.

			“My understanding is the police are on the way, and they’ll want to talk to you. And my nurse will be in shortly to ask you some more routine questions.”

			Audrey fell silent and the doctor finally exited, leaving them alone on the padded bench. Her light green eyes met his again. He had the oddest sensation that each time she did that she could figure out his thoughts, something he never worried about with his partner.

			She tilted her head. “Is this sort of thing old hat for you? Getting shot at and waiting to see if a colleague survives?” She threw a thumb over her shoulder before he could answer. “And did you notice? The doctor didn’t even ask why someone was shooting at her.”

			“They have their training. Someone is required to report a gunshot to the police—we should be gone before the questions start—but you’re right. These guys are focused on saving lives. There’s no time or place to stop and judge.”

			“It’s pretty amazing when you think about it. Their job, your job, so many people trained to do the right thing automatically without question.” She blushed, a rosy spread across her cheeks.

			His job was nothing worth envying, at least most of the time, but he didn’t want to discourage her impression. If she admired the career then it would make what he was about to propose easier, though.

			She slumped against the back of the bench. “In my career we have to second-guess everything we do. We have to prove ourselves, that our pursuit is worthwhile and has the potential to make a difference every step of the way.” She sighed. “I don’t know why I told you that. I like my job. I do. It’s just... I want to make sense of what happened—is happening—today, and I don’t have even an inkling of how to do that.”

			He wasn’t going to help matters. “Remember when I said agreeing to be an asset would mean you might be called upon sometime?”

			“It was ten minutes ago.” She blinked hard once.

			“I’m not insulting your memory. This drive had more information than I expected.”

			Her eyebrows rose but she remained silent.

			“Adam was successful in referring us to the Masked Network.”

			“That’s great, isn’t it?”

			“Kendra’s photograph was sent to the head of the Masked Network.” He paused, and as he hoped, her eyes widened with understanding. “If she doesn’t come that likely warrants—”

			“Attention.” She gasped. “And Kendra was wearing my name when the shooter took down Adam. Do you even know for sure that Adam was the target?”

			“By all accounts, it seems that was the case. The raid of the drug trafficking group Adam took down accounted for all members. The only one missing was a man scheduled for initiation tonight. Low risk as he’s not on the network yet, but he might’ve seen what went down and pegged Adam as the traitor. My guess is he’ll be the shooter Kendra took down.”

			“You said referrals to the Masked Network could only happen by high-ranking members of criminal enterprises on the network, right? So when you arrested the drug group, what about the phones?”

			Lee grinned. Audrey caught on so fast, he was certain this would be easy. “The FBI used a sonic device so no one could utter those words to erase the phones. They were all confiscated. The arrests aren’t public knowledge, but that’s part of the time crunch. We can’t keep it a secret forever, but if we get evidence and a facial identification of the CEO, those phones can be used as leverage to get them to talk and take the whole network down.”

			“You want me to be a spy, don’t you?” Her words were loud, clipped and, despite being in the consultation room, two heads from opposite directions leaned from their chairs to look at Lee and Audrey.

			Audrey cleared her throat. “Because playing I Spy feels childish, even if it does pass the time.” She stood and paced before she whispered. “Think they bought it?”

			Lee hung his head. “Probably.” She was a quick thinker, albeit a little unbelievable in her delivery. “Though we are actually special agents. Not spies.”

			She shrugged. “Semantics. Look up the synonyms for spy, and I’m sure undercover special agent is somewhere on the list.” She sat down next to him, so close he could smell the vanilla and rose-scented fabric softener from her clothes. “What exactly does taking her place involve?” she asked, this time in hushed tones.

			“We have a very well-developed cover in place. Essentially we turn dirty money into clean—”

			“Laundering money.” She blew out a long breath. “You’re asking me to pretend to be a criminal?”

			“Kendra’s cover is known to be very good at what she does. It’s not as if you would have to do anything. If anyone asks, you want to offer services to some criminal enterprises higher up on the food chain, but staying under the radar requires a little help from Masked. I’m the right-hand man and an excellent lawyer and visionary so I should be able to do all the talking. We go in and shake some hands, get on the network and get out with the evidence. I’ll ensure your safety before the team goes in and takes down the CEO.”

			“A fact-finding mission.” She crossed her legs and leaned back. “So I would play the part of a smart, ambitious criminal with an equally immoral husband?” She placed a finger on her chin and shook her head. “I’m not sure. I once had a nightmare that I made a mistake on my tax deductions. I woke up in a panic and ended up in the hospital.”

			He reared back. “Why? A heart attack?”

			“No. Ulcer.” She sighed. “Well, I thought I had an ulcer. Turned out my bedtime snack of jalapeño poppers coupled with Google searches at three in the morning weren’t a good idea. What I’m saying is that this is going to be a stretch for me. But I’ve also lived my life feeling like there was a giant puzzle piece missing, and finding Kendra...” She clasped her hands together and shook her head. “I’m desperate for the day when we can get to know each other without danger over either of our heads so I’ll do it. But I have conditions.”

			Well, of course she did because nothing was going to be easy today. “Come on. We’ll get a quick blood draw and DNA swab for the Bureau on our way out.”

			“For the Bureau?”

			“They’ll want definitive proof whether you’re twins or not. In my view, it’s extraneous. But that way you and Kendra will have no doubts.”

			If Audrey took Kendra’s place, she’d definitely be in danger, but at least he could be in control of keeping her safe. If she didn’t go through with the mission, he couldn’t foresee the threat ever going away. This was their only chance.

		
	
		
			THREE

			Audrey had a twin sister, a spy, who was pretend-married to a gorgeous, intelligent and compassionate man. She replayed the thought in her mind, hoping it would help her accept the reality faster. She twisted the tassels hanging from her purse zipper as tight as they could go as she rode the hotel elevator with Lee.

			On a normal day it would be a lot to handle, but the news she needed to take Kendra’s place in an undercover mission rattled her. A few terse sentences, without knowing Kendra was shot, probably didn’t give the most accurate impression of a person. How was Audrey supposed to impersonate a sister she didn’t know, while pretending to be a white-collar criminal?

			The elevators opened and she stiffened. Lee expected her to try on Kendra’s clothes—she hoped they fit—and practice mastering the persona of the cover, but all Audrey wanted to do was to go to bed. At one in the morning, her eyes struggled to stay open. Yet, one of the conditions she’d given Lee involved going over every detail of the operation several times before she made her final decision.

			She’d read spies were trained in the art of manipulation, so she wondered if Lee could see right through her attempts to act confident and bold. The truth was she’d already decided she’d do whatever it took to keep her sister safe, but she wanted leverage to make sure she got enough details to feel properly equipped for the mission. Success came from the details in her line of work.

			Lee pointed to the room at the far end of the hall. He pulled out a key card and opened the door. “I don’t know about you, but I’m exhausted.”

			She’d been up since seven in the morning, Eastern Time, which was 4:00 a.m. Pacific Time. That meant she’d been awake—ugh. Math after being awake over twenty-one hours didn’t come naturally. “You have your own room, right? Not just like separate beds?”

			Lee nodded.

			She exhaled, relieved. It was odd to think if they hadn’t met on campus, they would’ve met at the hotel since Kendra had already checked in under Audrey’s name and upgraded her reservation. All she wanted was her favorite yoga pants, T-shirt and a pair of fuzzy socks. Kendra probably only packed pajamas made with fashion in mind. The only thing Audrey had was the purse wrapped across her torso. Her luggage was who knew where as the airline still hadn’t called to let her know it had been found, and the rest of her apartment belongings would take their sweet time in a moving truck scheduled to arrive in Pasadena after three weeks.

			Lee turned to walk back down the hallway when he stopped at the very next door. He slipped a card into the lock while sporting a broad grin. She flashed a sheepish smile and waved as she closed the door behind her.

			She kicked her shoes off at the closet. Her feet stung after being in flats without arch support all day long, but the plush carpet underneath her toes relaxed her. She took two steps before a man’s silhouette appeared. She gasped and jumped back as Lee’s face came into view.

			“Don’t worry. I’m just closing the connecting doors.” Lee shrugged. “It doesn’t seem like you are up for hearing how we usually do things, so how about I explain everything tomorrow?”

			“Yeah.” Exhaustion made it hard to utter more than a word. She closed the additional door on her side behind him and flipped the dead bolt. A suitcase rested on a luggage rack.

			Audrey took a deep breath. It felt like snooping without permission, but desperate times... She lifted the top to reveal two very different wardrobes. On the right, sophisticated outfits, many in black, were neatly folded. On the left, a jumble of unfolded activewear, hoodies and T-shirts beckoned. She’d never been so thankful for someone else’s wardrobe.

			The pajamas slipped on, neither too tight nor loose. The knot behind her shoulder blade relaxed as she stretched and found socks in the zippered compartment along with a leather-bound wallet. She gingerly opened it.

			The top half read “Federal Bureau of Investigation” with a photograph of Kendra Parker. She said the name aloud. Her sister’s real last name was Parker. Were the Parkers all law enforcement agents?

			Audrey let her fingers glide over the protective cover. What would it have been like if she’d grown up with her? Would they have switched places so many times for various reasons it would’ve been old hat by now? Would Audrey have taken all Kendra’s science and math tests while Kendra made sure they both won the Presidential Fitness Award? Her fingers slid down to the gold badge and felt the engraved words “Department of Justice.” Audrey’s heart ached for her sister, clinging to life in the hospital.

			The sheets on the queen bed closest to the window looked untouched whereas the other bed’s comforter was rolled up on one side. Audrey noted her sister hated for the sheets to be tucked in at the bottom corners, just like she did. She pulled out the sheets of her bed and closed her eyes the moment her head hit the pillow.

			The sound of a hammer, a relentless pounding, dragged her eyes right back open. A piercing, beeping sound flooded the lit room. She’d forgotten to turn the lights off, especially disconcerting since she had no idea how much time had passed.

			“Audrey! It’s Lee. Open up!”

			She sat up and tried to focus on her surroundings. She could see but couldn’t process through the brain fog. Oh, yeah, she was in a hotel room.

			“Coming.” Her voice croaked. She took a sip from the water bottle on her nightstand. The beeping continued. “Coming!” She tried to shout louder. Did she smell smoke? The air looked hazy, but it was hard to tell since her vision was so blurry from sleep. Her muscles objected as she shuffled, acting as if they’d been dispatched to swim through quicksand. She flipped the lock and opened the connecting door.

			Lee’s concerned face looked her up and down. Audrey glanced down, making sure she was still appropriate. Yep. She’d picked silver yoga pants and a long shirt that read, Do Not Disturb: In Training For Sleep Marathon.

			Lee held a gun in his right hand, which he slid into the band of his jeans and covered with a royal blue polo. “I can’t get confirmation if there’s a real fire or not. No one’s answering the front desk. I need you to stay with me just in case. Slip your shoes on, please.”

			Alertness rushed up her spine. She shoved her feet inside her flats, the same ones she’d worn all day yesterday. “Just how long have you been trying to wake me up?”

			He reached for her hand, and she let him take it. “Maybe thirty seconds. Come on.” They rushed through the door into the hallway. It sounded as if the phones in their rooms started ringing. Maybe to tell everyone the fire was real? Her throat tightened at what they might be about to face.

			Despite the overhead lights still on, strobes flashed at incremental spots. She kept her gaze down to avoid a migraine, since her head already felt as if it’d been left in a vise.

			“I tell you what, though,” Lee said as he opened the door to the stairs and released her hand. “If I’m going to keep you safe there will be no more locking doors inside a suite we share. I need to be able to get to you.”

			Her cheeks heated. She could understand his frustration, but in her defense, she had no real reason to trust him besides the small favor of getting her out from under a dead man and away from gunfire. And while she’d seen Kendra’s official badge, she’d yet to see his. “As soon as we lay down some ground rules, I might agree.”

			He grunted but didn’t reply. Her feet barely kept up with him down the stairs. After two flights her breathing grew heavy, but Lee didn’t so much as pant. He glanced at her loafers and raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t Kendra’s sneakers fit you?”

			“I didn’t take the time to look through all of her stuff.”

			Lee jumped to the landing and shoved the crash bar to open the door. “Stay here.” He peeked around the corner. “Clear.”

			“Where is everyone?” The fire alarms continued their cry.

			“I imagine they’re still in their rooms trying to decide whether to come down or not. Unfortunately, false alarms are common in hotels. I didn’t want to take the risk.” She stayed behind him as he slowed his pace in the hallway. “I feel a lot better being on the ground floor and seeing no signs of smoke.”

			A police officer rushed toward them, his hand on his gun. The alarm cut off midcry. He held up a hand. “Sorry, folks, I need to escort you back to your room.” Behind the officer, he saw other officers approaching, and three more at the opposite end of the hall, accompanying a group of older ladies in quilted robes and slippers.

			Lee pulled out a wallet-size badge like the one Kendra had stashed in her suitcase. Audrey resisted the impulse to grab it and compare. He flashed it open to the officer so fast she couldn’t read anything. “Off-duty FBI. Can you tell me what’s going on? Why can’t we exit?”

			The officer didn’t so much as blink at the badge. “We’ve issued a shelter-in-place. According to the hotel manager, a gunman in a ski mask was seen on the security footage pulling the fire alarm. No one saw him exit, but we haven’t been able to locate him yet, either. The hotel was supposed to have called all the rooms to inform everyone to stay put until we could get the alarm off, but a few of you were too quick.”

			Lee asked another question, but Audrey didn’t hear him. She was still stuck on the word gunman. Had the danger Lee forecasted already found them?

			 

			What the officer described sounded like a plan to ambush innocents as they left the hotel. Despite the officer doing a good job guarding them up the stairs, Lee still kept a hand on his own weapon. He handed Audrey the room key so that both directions of the hallway could be covered as she opened it. The officer insisted on sweeping the room while they waited near the bathroom, but Lee could hear the man’s radio go off.

			“Both rooms are clear, so I’ll mark you off.”

			“Any news?” Lee asked, pointing to the radio attached to the officer’s shoulder.

			The officer shrugged. “Possibly a disgruntled ex stalking his girlfriend, but until it’s confirmed, we’ll be checking all rooms until we’re sure there is no threat,” the officer said. “Make sure you lock up behind me and—”

			Lee had to bite his lip from interrupting when the officer reminded them to use the peephole and not open the door for any strangers. FBI agents didn’t need lessons on security. Instead, Lee thanked the man and locked up behind him.

			“Are you worried?” Audrey crossed her arms over her chest.

			“They’re checking every nook and cranny of this hotel. I trust they know how to do their jobs. You can go back to sleep with confidence.”

			“Do you think the gunman was trying to lure us into the open, or does the story about the stalker ring true?”

			That was exactly what he was wondering, but he didn’t want to worry her. “As far as the Masked Network knows, we are due to arrive at the resort tomorrow afternoon. I see no sign that our covers have been broken.” Despite saying it aloud, he couldn’t shake the uneasiness. The timing bothered him, but he didn’t want to worry Audrey. “Crime and danger happen, Audrey. It’s Palo Alto and—”

			“The chance of being assaulted is one in forty-four people.” Audrey finished with a nod, even though that wasn’t at all what he was going to say.

			“How do you know that?”

			“I always look up crime statistics before I visit a new place. Doesn’t everyone?”

			He tried not to laugh but feared a smirk was evident. “I don’t believe so, no.”

			She yawned and looked adorable as she covered her mouth up a second too late. He blinked hard. Maybe it was being woken in the middle of the night, but he’d never once thought of Kendra as adorable so why was he thinking of Audrey that way? Audrey eyed him as her cheeks flushed, clearly wondering why he was studying her so intensely. “I’m finding that you’re very unique,” he said.

			“As someone trying to get used to the idea of having an identical twin, I don’t feel unique right now.” Her shoulders sagged. “I hope I can go back to sleep.”

			He stepped through the connecting threshold into his room and turned to face her.

			“I have a wake-up call set for 7:00 a.m. I’ll make a few calls regarding the investigation at the campus and, after ensuring we’re still a go, we’ll leave.”

			“Fine.” Another yawn escaped as she moved to close the connecting door on him.

			He placed his foot to stop it. Her eyes widened and he regretted the aggressiveness of the move. “Sorry. Please don’t let it latch. I need to be able to get to you fast if there’s a threat.”

			She blinked slowly and nodded. He removed his foot and she resumed closing the door, stopping right at the door frame. Lee flipped his light off, slipped his gun underneath the pillow next to him and stretched out on the bed. He wondered if Kendra had woken yet. The hospital said they would notify him, but he’d given them the number of their bureau handler instead. A call from the hospital once the mission began would jeopardize their cover.

			He closed his eyes, but the image of Audrey’s trusting eyes filled his mind. They affected him in a way that alarmed him but pinpointing why would take a lot more brain cells than he had in the middle of the night. He moved to the chair in the room. He wouldn’t sleep now that there was a potential threat in the hotel.

			A few hours later the phone rang and he sat up straight, his hand automatically reaching for his gun before he picked up the handset. The automated voice declared the time. The moment he hung up, it rang again, only this time he heard the ring echoing in Audrey’s room, as well. He answered and listened as a prerecorded voice proclaimed the shelter-in-place to be lifted.

			A knock sounded at the connecting door.

			He rushed to open it. Dressed in a light blue chiffon blouse, white linen pants and tan high-heels, Audrey stood ready for the day with a closed suitcase behind her. When Kendra had worn the same outfit, she’d seemed ready to walk into a boardroom to lay down the law, but Audrey looked ready to go on a luxury vacation. Lee couldn’t understand how they could look exactly the same in every other way except—“Your hair,” he said.

			She fingered the sleek, straight brown hair self-consciously. “Did I do it right? I don’t usually straighten it, but I noticed Kendra did.”

			He nodded despite an irrational disappointment that the waves no longer framed her face. “Yes. I’m not too worried about your hair being the same as Kendra’s photo. It’s my experience women can change their hair at a moment’s notice.”

			Audrey’s eyes sparkled. “Jealous?”

			He laughed despite himself. “I admit it would be useful in my line of work.”

			“Did you hear? The message said the threat has been lifted.”

			That was not how he interpreted the message. “They also said that officers would remain on site for the remainder of the day to ensure the safety of guests.” In his mind, that meant the gunman had escaped, but he didn’t want to worry Audrey. “But yes, we will go ahead as planned.” He tapped his wrist as if wearing an invisible watch. He still had a few calls to make. “Give me fifteen minutes.”

			“I think I should know our cover names before we leave. The more time I can get used to it, the better.”

			A sensible request. “We are Lee and Andrea Kimmet. It shouldn’t be too big of a stretch for you to remember since your real name also starts with A.”

			“They sound completely different, so I wouldn’t make assumptions if I were you. You’re still going as Lee? Isn’t that your real name?”

			“Keeps it simple. It’s my prerogative. Kendra prefers different names.” He shrugged. “Either way.”

			“And your real last name?”

			He stiffened. “It’s best you only think of me as Lee Kimmet.”

			“I know Kendra’s real last name.”

			“I actually think it’s safer for both of us if you don’t know mine.” She was already in danger no matter what choice he made, and he didn’t want anything else to put a target on her back. Since Kendra hadn’t given her real name on campus, there was only one way Audrey knew. “I’m going to need her badge from you before we leave.”

			“Okay, but I’m not going anywhere without seeing your badge. What if something happens to you? I need to be able to tell the authorities your real name.”

			Lee didn’t have the patience to point out that the FBI already knew who she was so it wouldn’t be an issue. He supposed in her position he wouldn’t budge without seeing an ID, either. He bent over and slipped it out of the compartment of his gun case and handed it to her.

			She flipped it open and her gaze bounced between the photo and him, a smile creasing her lips. The back of his neck heated. “What? What’s so funny?” He reached out to take his badge back.

			“Nothing, Lee Benson. It’s just you are so clean-shaven and young in your badge photo. How long ago was that taken?”

			“I’m pretty sure we’re the same age.” He grabbed the badge back but couldn’t help but mirror her smile. He rubbed his jaw. “I like to grow a beard before meetings like we’re about to do. Making me seem older can be a good thing.” He hadn’t crossed thirty-five yet, but he couldn’t deny he felt his aging accelerate over the past few years of high stress.

			A knock at the door prompted Audrey’s wide eyes. Lee rushed forward into her room and peeked through the hole to see a bellhop with rolling luggage. He exhaled. “I think your missing luggage is here.”

			He stepped aside for Audrey to retrieve it. She closed the door and beamed. “Oh, I’m so glad. I worried it’d arrive after we left.”

			“You won’t be able to take it with us. I’ll have to leave it in a bus station locker along with the FBI badges and anything identifying you as Audrey Clark. You don’t have any medication or anything, do you?”

			She blushed. “No, nothing like that. It’s just I would prefer my own clothes for some of the time.”

			“Of course. Just nothing with your name on it.” He tried not to laugh as he turned back to his own room to get ready. To be fair, he wouldn’t want to wear his brother’s clothes all the time, either.

			Fourteen minutes and thirty seconds later he grabbed his gear. Today was the day he’d fulfill the reason he became an FBI agent in the first place. Energy coursed through his veins at the thought of taking down the Network. He strode with Audrey through the hallway.

			“What if the gunman from last night was wanting to lure us out? Watching and waiting for us to get into the van?”

			Thankfully, he’d already taken precautions before the gunman entered the picture. They stepped into the elevator as he pressed the button for the lobby. “Then we’ll be one step ahead of him. While you were getting your blood drawn at the hospital, I arranged for a rental car to be delivered at the hotel this morning. We should have a silver Lexus waiting underneath the portico. Mr. and Mrs. Kimmet would never be caught dead arriving in a van.”

			“See? That’s exactly why I said I wouldn’t do this unless you shared all the details.”

			Lee tried to keep his frustration from showing. “I wasn’t trying to keep anything from you. When have we had any time to discuss anything?” He wasn’t used to sharing details, even with Kendra. They may have been partners, but in many ways they did their own thing, like two coworkers with their own priorities on a project.

			“I understand that, but I’d like to be let in on the plan from here on out so I don’t feel like I’m playing the part of a poor, helpless spy.”

			“Again, special agent, not spy.” Lee doubted anyone would categorize Audrey as helpless. He caught his reflection in the elevator doors and immediately remedied his grin.

			“Will your operation involve any secret collecting, any gathering of information covertly?”

			In other words, she wanted to know if there would be any spying. She had him there, but he wasn’t about to admit it. “I’ll tell you everything, as promised, in the car. I’m afraid we have a long journey ahead so breakfast will be drive-through.”

			“Any word on Kendra?” She asked so softly he almost didn’t hear her.

			His back tensed. “I’m afraid not.” Her head dipped and he reached out to give her arm a squeeze. “She’s a fighter. She’s going to come through.”

			Audrey squared her shoulders and looked forward. “Of course.”

			It was the first time he questioned whether she meant what she’d said. “They did identify the shooter Kendra took out. As suspected, it was the missing man due for initiation. We’re still waiting on your DNA test, but your blood type is the same. So we’re headed for the meet as planned.”

			Audrey bit her lip and nodded, her eyes taking on a glossy sheen. “Wow. Okay.”

			The car sat waiting just as he’d expected. The officer stationed at the front entrance took a step forward, keeping watch, as Lee hustled Audrey to the passenger side of the vehicle.

			A man in a navy ski mask rounded the corner, pointing a gun straight at Audrey.

		
	
		
			FOUR

			Audrey jumped, arms flailing upward as a scream escaped. In her peripheral, the cop dropped to a modified lunge, weapon pointed. A shot sounded. She tensed as Lee yanked open the passenger door with his right hand and gently pushed her so she dropped below the line of the window. He yelled, but Audrey wasn’t sure what he’d said.

			The smell of leather conditioning and car wax assaulted her senses as she came nose to nose with the electronic seat lever. She clenched her jaw, trying to control the involuntary quaking of her limbs. Shouts and shuffling feet approached, but Audrey didn’t dare look up. She closed her eyes, praying for the second time in twenty-four hours.

			A professor once told her she was too verbose and yet the only word that could come to mind was help. And finally, Keep Lee safe...and heal Kendra. She exhaled and breathed deeply, counting to five. Her knees pressed into the concrete, guaranteeing that the white linen pants wouldn’t pass muster at a resort later.

			“Audrey.” Lee said her name so softly she almost didn’t hear him. “Audrey,” he said again.

			She looked up, not allowing herself the luxury of enjoying the way he said her name, drawing out the last syllable just a split second longer than most. Lee reached his hand out and helped her to a standing position.

			He glanced at her hand before a quick once-over from head to toe. “Let’s get you inside for a minute. Are you okay? No injuries?”

			“I’m fine.” Although, not really. Her heart pounded so fast and furiously that she still had to think through her breaths. Inhale for two seconds now, breathe out for two seconds. Hopefully, it would come naturally again, soon. “Did they catch him? Did the bullet hit someone?”

			Lee led her inside the lobby. “The police took over. I’m sure they’ll catch him.”

			An officer approached. Lee led Audrey to a nearby chair next to the complimentary coffee carafe. “Can you wait here a second while I talk to them?”

			“Of course.”

			Lee and the officer stepped just far enough away that Audrey couldn’t hear them. The deep breaths began to irritate her throat.

			“Do you want a water?” A woman in her late twenties, with long dark hair, approached. She held out the bottle, glistening with condensation.

			Audrey nodded and accepted, eagerly taking off the cap and gulping a few swallows. The cold soothed her throat. Lee returned, the cop at his elbow.

			“Let’s try this again. Shall we?” Lee reached for her hand, and Audrey let him lead her outside, this time with the cop directly on her left as Lee took the right. Once inside the car, with the door closed and the seat belt on, she breathed a sigh of relief. Although, she didn’t know why. Last night shots were fired near her. Today shots were fired at her. Who was to say tomorrow wouldn’t bring the same thing on the fact-finding mission they were about to do? What made her think she could ever take her sister’s place?

			Lee sat in the driver’s seat and shook his head. “What a morning.” He glanced at her. “Sure you’re okay?”

			“No.”

			He blinked and hesitated.

			She exhaled, her heart rate finally slowing slightly. “Was that man trying to kill me? Is he related to those shooters last night?”

			Lee’s eyes softened. “I have confirmation there was only one shooter last night on the campus, and Kendra really did take him out, despite having been shot herself. As far as today’s shooter, I don’t have all the facts. What I do know is the guy was nervous in a way I wouldn’t expect for a hitman.”

			“Why?”

			The Lexus purred with the slightest touch of a button, and Lee glided the car toward the highway. “He didn’t look like he knew how to use a gun. His hand shook, and he didn’t come close to hitting you before he took off running.”

			“Probably because he saw he was outnumbered.”

			“Maybe, but either way, the police are on it. We have our orders to continue the operation as planned.” Lee tilted his head side to side as he slowed to a stop at a light. “I think this would be a good time to ask if you have any enemies.”

			She pulled her chin back until she hit the headrest. “Me?”

			“Doing my due diligence before we walk into an operation. Your preliminary background check was clear.”

			She felt her mouth gape open. “You already ran a check on me?”

			“Of course. Any colleagues indicate they’re jealous of your work? Do you have any potential for blackmail?”

			It’d probably seem childish if she rolled her eyes, but if there were a contest for most boring, goody-goody, she’d be a finalist. “No, nothing like that. My parents are both in academia. It seemed like a natural progression for me, as well. I’ve been focused on my future career since high school. I didn’t want anything to jeopardize it.” She stared out the window. “This is the craziest thing I’ve ever done.”

			“There’s nothing crazy about this. It’s brave and you’re serving your country.” He hesitated. “Maybe it goes without saying, but you can’t tell anyone about any of this.”

			She figured as much. The silence would be worth it, though, if it gave her the chance to get to know her sister without looking over their shoulders for an assassin. She’d always had a sense that she didn’t really know who she was. Maybe the feeling was common for adopted children, but she’d never been able to shake it.

			He nodded forward. “We’re about to make a quick stop at the bus station.”

			She gripped her purse. After this, there’d be no changing her mind, no turning back. Her identity would be Mrs. Kimmet, lawyer and white-collar criminal. “Just so you know, I’m keeping my phone.”

			He shook his head. “Not a good idea.”

			She’d spent thirty minutes preparing her phone this morning, making the necessary changes so she could have access to the outside world, safely. “I’ve changed my name to Andrea Kimmet in the settings, and I’ve blocked all my personal contacts so no one will be able to reach me. In fact, I sent out a mass email this morning—”

			“You did what?” His face flushed as he glanced between her and the road, his eyes wide.

			Honestly, it was as if he hadn’t heard her when she explained she had a doctorate...and was about to work at Caltech. She may not be spy material, but she could be trusted not to do anything foolish. “There’s no need to get upset. The email explained that my conference at Stanford is turning out to be more of an intensive—in the academic world that means it’s going to be very vigorous—so they won’t be surprised if I don’t check my phone for a week. Plus, I’ve removed my email accounts from the phone. No way to blow our covers.”

			He pursed his lips and raised an eyebrow. “So if you aren’t calling anyone, why do you want it with you?”

			“The browser. I’m trying to make sure I know everything there is to know about money laundering. You’re not the only one worried I might blow my cover. If someone asks me something I don’t know, maybe I can excuse myself to the restroom and look it up quickly.” Besides, while Lee was getting ready for the day, she’d read a fascinating article that one in eighty births were twins, so separated-at-birth adoptions weren’t so uncommon. There were so many studies on twins she still wanted to read.

			Besides, she needed to keep her mind occupied. Every time she let her thoughts drift, even for a split second, her brain replayed the sensation of the dead man’s blood drenching her shirt and the shock of seeing her mirror image shot.

			Lee sighed deeply, shaking her out of her mental spiral. “It’s my job to keep you safe, and I can’t do that if you take your own phone. I do, however, have a few burner phones. As long as you don’t call anyone, you can use the browser within certain parameters.”

			“Thank you. You should also know I’m not willing to give up my identification at the bus stop until I’m satisfied with the details of the plan.”

			His eyes widened as he gave her a side glance. “You’ll be with me the whole time. Just follow my lead. What exactly do you need to know?”

			“First of all, where are we going?”

			“The Aislado Club.” The Spanish accent rolled off his tongue.

			“Aislado means...isolated, doesn’t it?” Her forehead wrinkled.

			“Or excluded.” He leaned back in his seat and placed one hand on the top of the steering wheel. “But yes, that’s a pretty literal translation of the name. Do you speak Spanish?”

			“Un petit.” She nodded, sporting a smile that disappeared as he barked a laugh, an expression that made his eyes sparkle. She replayed her answer in her head. “Oh, that’s French, isn’t it? So, I guess no.” She shrugged. The romantic languages, much like a romantic life, didn’t come easily to her. “I tried to study both and understand a fair amount, but I always get them mixed up when I try to speak them. Where is The Aislado Club? Somewhere remote, I imagine.”

			“Exactly. A very exclusive resort in Big Sur, California.”

			A resort meant employees, locks on doors, lots of people and pillows that encouraged you to sleep in. Maybe it would be a lot safer than she feared. “That doesn’t sound too bad at all.”

			“Rumors lead us to believe the property actually holds ties to the mafia and serves as a hot spot for the world’s wealthiest suspected criminals to meet and make clandestine, illegal deals.”

			She felt the blood drain from her face as she looked ahead. So much for relaxing. “We’re about to enter the lion’s den.”

			“I couldn’t have said it better myself.” He slowed at the sign for the bus station and flipped on his turn signal. “Let’s hope they’ve been well fed and are sleeping.”

			 

			Lee adjusted his grip around the wheel in preparation for tactical driving. He couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching them at the bus station, and after the hotel incident, he needed to be alert. There had been a white sedan behind them on the highway, but it was normal for the same car to follow on long stretches of interstate. Now, back on the road, he no longer spotted the same model of vehicle, so his fears must have been unwarranted.

			He felt off his game.

			Whenever they were on a mission, only one thing mattered: success. He never thought about needing Kendra to do her part, and she certainly never acted as if she needed him. Yet, he knew they had each other’s backs.

			They began passing the first foothills of the rugged Santa Lucia Mountains. The Aislado Club would be nestled in between the foothills and the cliffs 1200 feet above the Pacific Ocean. Lee had studied the satellite photos, but no one in the Bureau had been close enough to get more detailed intel.

			He kept glancing at Audrey. He couldn’t help it. She looked the same as Kendra, yet everything about her seemed softer, more vulnerable. He didn’t like how much he needed her to play the part and stay safe, to let him keep her protected, but they were so close to taking down the Network he could almost taste the victory.

			Her green eyes suddenly darted to him. “So if this resort is supposed to be known for criminal deals, why hasn’t the FBI taken it down before now?”

			“Resort might’ve been a strong word. It’s called a club for a reason. Invitation only. Private. You won’t find anything about it on the internet.”

			She reared back, her face aghast. “Invitation only? How do they stay in business?”

			He laughed and pulled his phone from his pocket while holding his thumb on the home button to unlock it. “You’d be surprised how many people are looking for an ultra-exclusive experience. The waiting list usually takes a year before a spot opens, depending on your connections. Membership costs hundreds of thousands. There are a handful of places just like it all around the world. Though, to be fair, they don’t have the same sketchy reputation.” Another reminder of how much the FBI had invested in their deep cover the past few years.

			“Who? Who goes to these places?” She raised an eyebrow. “Have you gone to any of these types of resorts?”

			He handed her the phone. “Once you’ve had a personal, twenty-four-hour butler, there’s no going back to regular hotels.”

			She smirked. “You’re kidding.”

			He smiled. “When we first started the cover, Kendra almost blew it when she spotted a certain well-known talk show host.”

			Audrey’s mouth dropped. “Who?”

			He didn’t know why he even said it. He’d never felt the urge to impress before, although he never had the liberty to discuss his missions with anyone. “Sorry. Classified.” He handed her his phone.

			Audrey released an exasperated sigh and dropped back in her seat. “What am I supposed to be looking at?”

			“Pull up the photos album. I downloaded all pictures of Kendra and me during our time developing our cover. Take a close look at Kendra and any group photos you see. There’s a slim chance we might run into one of the people there so let’s go through it.”

			Audrey bent forward and used her fingers to zoom. “You guys really do look like a married couple.”

			Her voice sounded strained. Maybe the thought of having to pretend she was married to him scared her. Lee tried not to let his pride hurt.

			“I’m really not that hard to be married to,” Lee said. “I won’t try to hold your hand or kiss you, but I will probably need to put my arm around your shoulders a couple of times. Are you comfortable with that?”

			Her cheeks flushed slightly and while Lee would like to think it was a positive response, he knew Kendra’s cheeks flushed like that when she was either happy or annoyed. Lee had no idea if Audrey had the same tendencies or which emotion it meant.

			She tapped the screen. “What about the lady with the red hair? She looks genuinely friendly with Kendra and is in several photos.”

			Lee nodded. “Yes. Sylvia Dexter. Art antiquities dealer.”

			Audrey raised an eyebrow. “A legal one?”

			He laughed. “When we first started developing our cover, Sylvia and Kendra hit it off at one of the resorts. She’s the big reason we’ve been able to climb up the ladder in the right circles.”

			“Is there a criminal society page I need to read to catch up?”

			It was clear by her tone she wasn’t impressed. “Let’s just say we’re not looking very closely into Sylvia’s career until after we take down the big fish.” Lee figured that was enough for Audrey to get the idea. She didn’t need to know that Sylvia had the reputation for being ruthless, rumored to have assassins on speed dial.

			“She offers legitimacy. I get it. If I see her, what would she and Kendra talk about?”

			Lee had no idea. He had his own marks to focus on when they were on missions together. “I’m sure the normal things. Chitchat.”

			He felt Audrey’s incredulity before her mouth opened. Lee held up a hand. “We can cross Sylvia off the list. We know for sure she won’t be at the Aislado this week. Last time we saw her, she said she was going to Europe for the rest of the year. We’re here because of Adam’s connections alone, but as you said, Sylvia offered us legitimacy. If someone mentions her name—because she does travel in the same circles—you need to acknowledge you know her.” He slowed on the last curve. “We’re almost there.”

			He turned into the private driveway lined with redwoods. Without any signs, those driving by would think it was a billionaire’s estate on the hilltops. After two speed bumps, they rounded the corner and stopped at a guard booth. A man in a tailored suit and with a demeanor that indicated some type of prior military experience stepped forward. “What can I do for you?”

			“Oh. Maybe we made a wrong turn,” Audrey said softly.

			Lee could understand the nervous reaction. There was nothing about the guard, the booth or the gate that indicated it was anything other than a residence, but it wasn’t a good sign she was already questioning him. “Mr. and Mrs. Kimmet. We should have a reservation.”

			The man disappeared for half a second and returned with a laminated pass. “Follow the road to the underground garage. The security team will check and stow any weapons you may have before you begin your itinerary. Enjoy your stay.”

			Whatever Lee had been expecting, it wasn’t that. The gates swung open and he rolled up the window as they drove forward.

			“Did you know they were going to do that? Are you going to give them your gun?” Audrey whispered as if the guard, now a hundred feet behind them, could hear.

			“Of course.” It was too late to turn back now, and the last thing he needed was for her to be more visibly nervous. If everything went to plan, hopefully she could be heading back to her engineering lab or that vacation she mentioned by the end of the day. “I’m sure that...uh...it’s probably to level the playing field.”

			“Oh. Is that why so many clandestine deals happen here? It’s like organized crime’s version of Switzerland? A place to make peace talks?”

			Lee grinned. “I probably wouldn’t have put it that way, but yes.”

			As the hill dipped, he spotted the garage the guard had mentioned. There weren’t any other side roads to be seen. From what he could tell, it was the only road in or out of the resort. Two guards, even bigger than the one at the gate, flanked their vehicle on either side with hands up. Lee pulled to a stop and rolled down the window. One man held a telescoping pole with a mirror underneath it and swiped it under the vehicle. The other man peeked in their back windows and asked to check the trunk.

			All the while, Audrey looked white as a sheet. “Should I pretend this is normal?” she whispered.

			The man with the pole leaned forward. “Proceed.”

			Lee rolled up his window. “I’ll admit I’ve never been somewhere that does that.” He pressed lightly on the gas and entered a well-lit underground garage. They slipped into an extra wide parking spot in between a Lamborghini and an Aston Martin.

			“I’m used to feeling out of place, but I’m thinking you should’ve asked for a car upgrade.” Audrey laughed. “Okay, so presumably we have a suite here? I could use a moment to change outfits. I think I just sweated through my clothes.” She stepped out of the car and grabbed Kendra’s suitcase. She’d taken a few of her own items from her bag before they’d left it at the bus station. Lee picked up his own rolling case, which purposefully looked like a matched set to Kendra’s.

			Yellow arrows pointed to a marbled walkway in the middle of the cement beams. Audrey pointed. “Shall I?”

			“Lead the way.” Having her ahead of him gave Lee the chance to casually take stock of the security cameras at every angle of the garage. Audrey’s unusual gait fought for his attention. She strode forward, her back and shoulders rigid as she whipped her head from side to side. Oh, dear. They didn’t have the “don’t act like what you imagine a spy would act like” talk. He hadn’t thought it would be necessary given her profession.

			She wobbled and tipped sideways, but her hand landed on a cement beam and she quickly righted herself.

			He took an extra-long stride to slide up next to her. He spoke quietly. “Please walk normally.”

			Her pace slowed as she glared at him. “You don’t know me well enough to know that I’m not.”

			“That you’re not normal?”

			She blinked rapidly. “Well, that, either. You don’t know how I normally act, but I’ll admit I never wear high heels.”

			“Fair enough, Andrea.” Lee said her cover name slowly, for emphasis, in hopes she’d start acting like her cover. “We can take it slower. It’s better not to draw attention.” He stepped closer and placed a hand on her back and offered her a smile, trying not to notice how warmth shot up his arm. It was an underground garage in California, though, so naturally, it would be warm. “Remember we’re here to enjoy ourselves. We’ll have a little business meeting, of course, in which I will handle everything to get what we need. So no stress. The Kimmets are in their element here.”

			She nodded rapidly. “Right.” They stepped up to the glass doors, which slid open to reveal a body scanner and an x-ray machine, run by more men in tailored charcoal suits who could substitute as linebackers for any team in the country, except he noticed the outline of a holster underneath their jackets. So security, likely hired or part of the mafia, were the only ones with guns on the property. Interesting.

			“Mr. Kimmet, if you have any weapons we need to register and store them for you at this time.” The guard gestured to an empty gun case.

			He hesitated, trying to think of a creative solution that would enable him to keep his weapon.

			“Sir? Your weapon?”

			Just past security, the sound of piano playing and laughing could be heard echoing off the marble flooring. He turned to address the guard to his right when he heard a voice shout. “Andrea? Andrea Kimmet!”

			Lee would recognize the bright red hair anywhere. Sylvia Dexter waved frantically as she leaned against the mahogany reservations desk. For once, could a criminal keep their word and be where they’d say they would be?

			The mission hadn’t even started and if Audrey said one wrong thing, they’d both end up dead, and Lee wouldn’t even have his gun for self-defense.

		
	
		
			FIVE

			Audrey flinched as Lee gently tapped her elbow.

			“Someone’s calling your name, Andrea.” He enunciated every syllable of her cover name again. That was going to get annoying really fast. Then she heard it in the distance. “Andrea!”

			Audrey looked up, plastering a smile on her face. Her roaming gaze found a woman with hair that changed from dark shades of red to orange depending on how the light reflected. She wondered if the hair color had fire in the name. It was that Sylvia woman from the photos, the art antiquities dealer.

			She held up a hand as way of greeting, unsure whether Kendra would’ve acted bubbly or reserved with Sylvia. Audrey went with the facial expression she remembered from the photos, a bold smile showing all her teeth. She met the woman’s eyes before turning slightly toward Lee as he handed over his gun to one of the men in suits. “I thought you said she wouldn’t be here.” Ventriloquism had never been a strong suit, but that didn’t keep her from trying.

			Lee’s stiff posture indicated he was taken off guard, but he didn’t have a chance to answer as the other intimidating man stepped forward.

			“Mrs. Kimmet, please place your purse on the belt and step through.”

			Audrey’s intentions may have been pure, but she’d been foolish to ever think she could step into Kendra’s shoes. Even in the Parent Trap movies, the twins had all summer to get to know each other. Audrey had had what? Thirty seconds?

			She stepped through the body scanner, picked up her belongings and forced herself to stride forward to meet a waiting Sylvia. The woman looked to be in her early forties, sporting silver sandals and a floral maxi dress with a slight reflective sheen as she moved. The shoes alone probably cost several weeks’ worth of Audrey’s salary.

			Sylvia beamed and gave her a once-over, a small frown creasing her otherwise smooth forehead. “A little birdie told me you were coming this week. I was hoping we would cross paths.”

			Audrey hesitated for a second and glanced over her shoulder. Security was still examining something in Lee’s suitcase. His face touted a nonchalant expression but judging by the fists at his sides, he never intended for Sylvia to have a moment alone with her.

			How would Kendra play it? Was she normally cool and loud, ready with entertaining stories at a moment’s notice? Audrey’s mind went blank in social situations, but she could always come up with questions. People loved to talk about themselves, right? Judging by Sylvia’s frown, Audrey probably appeared frumpy compared to Kendra. Travel always took it out of her. She could wrinkle any wrinkle-free clothing.

			There was only one logical way to play this. She turned back to Sylvia. “To be honest, I’m not feeling like myself.”

			Sylvia’s eyes widened, and she looked past Audrey to Lee and nodded, clearly interpreting the cause to be Lee’s fault. “Ah. I see. Too much partnership can be a bad thing. Business or personal problems?”

			Audrey shrugged. “Where to start? I don’t want to bore you, I’d rather hear about your trip to Europe.”

			The woman noticeably relaxed. “I took the liberty of perusing your itinerary. We’ll meet tonight at dinner. I only had to slip the receptionist a hundred to get her to change your reservation.”

			Audrey’s heart rate tripled. What if the Masked Network CEO was supposed to talk to her at dinner? Had Sylvia messed up their meeting? “I’m not so sure—”

			Sylvia held up a finger. “I know. I’m going to complain. It should’ve taken at least a thousand to make that happen. Don’t worry, I know all about your plans here. I won’t get in the way.” She laughed at herself before frowning. “Your lesser half is approaching. Let me know if you want me to take care of him.” She wiggled her fingers as she walked away. “Enjoy your sauna time.”

			Sauna time? Was that something Kendra enjoyed? The woman sauntered away as Lee reached her side. “What’d she say? Why was she frowning?”

			“She bribed someone to change my reservation so I could have dinner with her.”

			Lee straightened. “Good. That solves a lot of problems and explains why you’re not part of the CEO meeting if it happens tonight.”

			Solved a lot of problems? Maybe keeping her out of his hair, but it certainly made a lot of problems for her. “She also assumes we’re having marital problems and offered to take care of you. What do you think she meant by that?”

			Lee’s eyes widened and he laughed uncomfortably, almost as if the notion scared him. “Could you indicate we’re fine next time you see her? She’s never taken a shine to me.” He waved toward the reception area. “We should check in.”

			The receptionist smiled warmly, but Audrey didn’t trust anyone who sold their integrity for a hundred dollars. In fact, the more she thought about it, why should she trust a man who clearly didn’t feel it was necessary to adequately prepare her for playing the part of his partner-spouse? She didn’t even know how long they were supposed to have been pretend married!

			It was as if Sylvia had whisked away the shocked fog Audrey had been in for the past day. Her emotions needed to step away from the controls and let the researcher take the lead. This was no different than a new laboratory, with a fresh problem and volatile compounds. She could do this with the proper background information, the proper tools.

			Lee turned around with a set of papers in his hand and two keys. “We apparently arrived just in time. We have thirty minutes before our first scheduled event.”

			A man in a white polo and tan pants took their luggage and strode across the marbled floor. Above them, twenty feet in the air, a glimpse of color flashed across the skylight. “Was that a hot air balloon?”

			“Yes, Mrs. Kimmet.” The man hesitated for the briefest of seconds as if waiting for permission to keep walking. Every six feet a hallway branched out from the circular lobby. If not for the gold-plated plaques at every exit, even the employees would get lost. The man took the fifth hallway, but instead of seeing hotel room numbers, doors were labeled as massage rooms, sauna rooms and treatment rooms.

			The hallway ended and exited onto a covered outdoor path. Lee looked back over his shoulder as if everything was perfectly normal. They passed several nondescript cottages. So far she hadn’t seen very many guests, but maybe they were in these cottages planning crimes that would make her skin crawl. They stopped at a set of stairs. Lee held up the key card against the front door.

			She followed him inside and almost gasped, until she remembered she was supposed to be used to a life of luxury instead of an apartment on a teacher’s assistant stipend. Wall-to-wall glass windows made up the backside of the cottage looking out onto the Pacific Ocean. Like a magnet, she was drawn to the patio. Nothing was underneath the flooring for over a thousand feet where the ocean crashed against the rocky shore.

			“We’re at the edge of the cliffs!” She spun around to find only the employee behind her, setting down her luggage.

			“Yes, ma’am,” he replied. It had to take an enormous amount of control not to answer sarcastically. “I’ll leave you to enjoy your stay.”

			She didn’t even care if she appeared foolish. She spun back around to feel the ocean breeze on her face. The water below formed a teal ring close to the rocky inlet made of sand, golden brown vegetation of some sort and shiny copper rocks. Farther out, past an invisible line, the water turned a deep blue. The colors complemented each other so well, it reminded her of a makeup artist’s eye palette.

			No wonder the garage was underground. They didn’t want to waste any of the beautiful view.

			Almost more beautiful than the scenery were the plates of watercress and tuna salad with spring greens and dandelion leaves, all placed on a buttery croissant with a side of berries and little individual bottles of imported water. She didn’t wait to ask if it would be an extra charge. She stuffed one end of the sandwich into her mouth and didn’t even give the food time to melt in her mouth before she took another bite. The FBI was getting her for free. It was about time they fed her.

			Lee tipped the man as he left and joined her on the patio, eyes wide. “Hungry?”

			“You forgot to drive-through for breakfast.” She finished off the croissant and started on the berries. Though, to be fair, after having a gun pointed at her, she hadn’t had much appetite until now.

			“Oh, sorry. I don’t eat breakfast.”

			Figured. He probably lived on danger and bullets. “Maybe it’s being surrounded by criminals, but I was a little hungry.”

			Lee slid the patio door closed and swiped his hand over every nook and cranny of the outdoor furniture and the clear glass balcony. He pulled out his phone and pressed an app. Loud static marred the peaceful crashing of waves and seagull calls below. “I don’t think we’ve been bugged in there, but the outdoors is probably the safest place for us to talk. Ideally, we would have time to relax and enjoy the view, but we have to follow this itinerary to the letter.”

			“Are all guests given one?”

			“The club sets up schedules and meals based on the goals for your stay. Ours was planned by a certain CEO. Not a single entry lists a meeting with him. My guess is he surprises us at one of them.”

			“So you think the next thing we go to will be the meeting.”

			He shrugged. “We have to be ready for anything. The first thing on the agenda is a cold plunge session.”

			She almost spit her strawberry out. “A what?”

			“I believe you start in a sauna then you plunge in cold water. Like the kind they do in Finland. I don’t plan on actually doing it, but we need to go in case our contact is there.”

			Audrey attempted to peek around each side of their balcony to catch a glimpse of other guests, but it was impossible. The angle of the cottage was situated to guarantee privacy. Too bad she couldn’t enjoy it. She flicked a longing glance at the gigantic bed—it seemed larger than a king—and trudged to the marbled bathroom with her suitcase. “Do you need a turn first in there?”

			“There’s another bathroom past the living room, where I’ll sleep,” he explained.

			While it didn’t look like exclusive luxury standards, she figured the modest sundress and wedge sandals she had packed would seem appropriate enough to wear to a sauna. Lee had made it clear they wouldn’t need to swim. Kendra’s clothes had fit thus far, but she’d be lying if she said the waist wasn’t a little snug.

			Despite the so-called health benefits, Audrey didn’t find the idea of sitting in an enclosed room solely for the purpose of sweating to be appealing. She caught her reflection in the mirror and stared at herself. A few hairs at the nape of her neck had rebelled and curled into ringlets. Audrey never straightened her hair. Was this what Kendra looked like right now in the hospital bed? Was she still alive? Her throat tightened at the thought.

			Lee knocked on the bathroom door. “Almost ready? We’re due in five minutes.”

			Audrey cracked the door open to find him in a shirt and navy shorts that could likely pass as business casual. He didn’t look ready to relax at all.

			She wanted a chance to explore the cottage, but Lee hustled her out the door and back to the outdoor path. “Remember,” he said, “let me do all the talking, but if asked, you are a lawyer who got into laundering money and needs their services to expand.”

			“What’s the law firm called?”

			He raised an eyebrow. “Kimmet & Kimmet, Attorneys at Law.”

			“Okay, that’s easy enough. Do you have real employees?”

			“Yes. To answer your next question, they all work for the CCRSB—Criminal, Cyber, Response and Services Branch of the FBI like I do. And we should probably stop talking for now.” He opened the door to the closest entrance of the main lodge.

			A woman wearing a black and golden outfit with a name tag that read Darcy approached. “You must be the Kimmets.” She escorted them to a room with a swimming pool, hot tub and a glass wall with yet another breathtaking view. She made a beeline to a wooden wall on the right and opened the door where they stepped into a room designed to hold their personal belongings. They begrudgingly left their phones behind in the cubbies per the employee’s instructions. Electronics don’t mix well with extreme heat and humidity.

			The second wooden door had a square window in it and led them inside a cedar room. The heat hit Audrey before she could take in her surroundings. Aside from the benches, the room lacked amenities except for fresh towels, a wooden pail filled with water, a wooden ladle and a black podium filled with steaming baseball-size lava rocks.

			“We recommend a maximum of ten to fifteen minutes before exiting to plunge in the pool.” The woman set a built-in timer. “Enjoy.”

			Audrey stood awkwardly in the center of the room as Lee did the same. “Do you really think we’re going to have a business meeting in here?”

			Lee shrugged. “Let’s give it just a couple minutes. If no one joins us, let’s skip this part of the agenda.”

			They each grabbed a plush white towel and sat on opposite sides of the room. Her skin didn’t hesitate to start sweating. Toxins or no toxins, she would much rather wait poolside for the meeting, but Lee was the special agent so he probably knew better. After several minutes her head started to spin and her heart sped up. “Maybe I ate too fast, but saunas and I don’t seem to mix well.”

			Lee’s face flushed red like the beginning of an epic sunburn. “I usually like the heat, but this is an especially toasty sauna.” He stood. “I think we’ve waited long enough. Let’s get out of here.” He reached for the doorknob and pulled, but the door didn’t budge. He grabbed the wooden knob with both hands and tugged.

			Even breathing felt like effort. It was just too hot. She craved cool air against her face. “What’s going on? Why won’t it open?”

			“The doorknob won’t twist.” Lee stood on his tiptoes to look out the small square window then dropped to the ground, a grave expression on his face. “Someone doesn’t want us to leave.”

			 

			Lee hollered and pounded on the thick square of glass for ten full seconds before dropping his hands. All that yelling took a toll in the heat. “No one is going to hear us. There’s a second, thick wooden door before you get out of the sauna and then quite a ways before the hallway door that lets you out of the pool room.”

			Audrey placed a hand on her wet neck. “How long was our session supposed to last?”

			Each of the four walls was made of boards of cedar without so much as a gap. The place looked like a fortress except for the square window, which at the moment resembled more of a holding cell feature than a spa treatment. “The entire sauna and pool room is scheduled for our private use for an hour.”

			She closed her eyes. “We’ll be dead by then.”

			The way the temperature seemed to be rising, he didn’t argue. “Don’t give up hope. Maybe someone will come offer us food or beverage soon.” He kept his words positive, but he’d read about people who’d died staying in a normal sauna too long. The way his skin seemed to have the moisture steamed from it wasn’t natural. He’d never been in a sauna this hot. As if taunting them, the sauna timer buzzed.

			Audrey slapped the button. “Now I know I’m not panicking without good reason. We’re officially in danger. What’s blocking the door?”

			“I can’t see anything from this angle, but given the doorknob won’t move, it reminds me of penny-locking a door. It’s when pennies are wedged in—”

			“I know what it is. Why would someone do something so juvenile?”

			“In our case it’s less obvious than breaking the doorknob off so we can’t get out. It used to be a problem in correctional facilities. Prisoners would penny lock the guards in.”

			“Or in my case, the dorms. You’re saying someone wants us dead and all they have to do is come back in a while and retrieve the pennies and no one is the wiser.” She shuddered. “If that’s the case, you should be able to put pressure on the common areas that most pennies are inserted.” She stood and pointed at roughly eighteen inches above the doorknob. “I used to be a champ at getting out if someone did that to me in the dorm. They stopped trying.”

			The idea made no sense to him, but he humored her. As he pressed his shoulder into the door, she leaned over and tried to turn the knob. Her hopeful eyes turned downcast.

			“It didn’t budge?”

			“Not even a centimeter. It’s possible we’re dealing with something sturdier than pennies.” She sank back down on the bench. “I’m starting to feel a bit nauseated.”

			He didn’t want to reflect much on her statement as he was beginning to experience the same sensation. If he let it overtake him, he might as well surrender. “We need to get those rocks to stop heating.” His eyes rested on the only thing left in the room. “The bucket of water.” He moved to grab the ladle.

			“No!” Audrey reached both hands out. “Don’t use it on the rocks. It’ll produce more steam and increase the heat index.” She pointed to the podium underneath the rocks. “The heat is electric. You’ll only cool off the rocks for a minute at the most.” She closed her eyes. “It’s better to pour the water on us.”

			Given the rate at which her skin was reddening, he handed her the ladle first. She poured a scoop over her head and passed it back for him to do the same. The relief was instant but short-lived. “I don’t think a sauna is supposed to get this hot.”

			She cringed. “I’m sure it’s not.” She dropped her head. “I wish I’d brought my phone. What do we do, Lee?”

			The crack in her voice proved his undoing. She needed him to be strong and he had no idea what to do. He forced himself back to standing and tried to bang on the door again before turning back to the rocks. He grabbed an extra towel. “If I’m fast enough, maybe I can use one of those rocks to break the window.”

			“Not before the towel smokes and starts a fire, you won’t. Then we’ll have a bigger problem. Besides, there’s no way you could create enough force to get through a double-walled window without more distance.”

			“Do you have any brilliant ideas, Doctor? The longer we wait, the weaker we become.” As if he needed another reminder that he was failing, her eyes widened and she blinked rapidly. “I didn’t mean to bark at you,” he added. “I’m running out of options.”

			Her long eyelashes fluttered until she straightened and stared past him. “The hinges. We need to get the bolts off the hinges.”

			“You might have noticed I have no tools.”

			She held up one finger as she continued to stare at the door. “Heat. Yes, though that wouldn’t be enough. The key will be constrained expansion.” Her voice trailed off as her head moved side to side, clearly talking to herself, something Kendra never did.

			Audrey stood, grabbed the ladle and shoved the wooden pail of water into his arms. “Keep the water from tipping until I say.”

			“Say what?”

			She ignored him and took off a sandal and slipped her hand underneath the straps. With the other hand, she held the glossy wooden ladle. “Stand back. Let’s hope Kendra didn’t buy a knock-off brand or these so-called leather soles aren’t going to protect me.” Using the ladle, she lifted a rock out of the bin and used the bottom of the sandal to balance it and keep it from tipping out of the scoop. She spun in a smooth motion and pressed the hissing rock against the middle hinge.

			She grimaced, straightening her arms as if trying to stay as far away from the heat even though she practically held it in her hands. “I can’t last much longer. The heat coming off it is—” She bit her lip and moved the rock to the lower hinge. “Pour the water over them now!” She cried out as the rock dropped to the ground. She kicked it in the corner with the bottom of her other sandal.

			Despite every instinct demanding they treat the water as a precious commodity, he poured a stream of water onto each hinge. Amazingly, the pin popped up half an inch from each hinge. “How did you know that—”

			“Heat expands metal.” Audrey had already flipped over the ladle and stuck the edge of the handle underneath the lip. She hit the scoop portion with her hand and the edge of the ladle worked like a hammer to work the middle pin out. “The metal around the bolt is compressing it so much so that the heat’s expansion forces the bolt to pop upward. The subsequent cool water cools it enough to help us get it out easily if we can just be quick enough.”

			Her left hand, the one that had used the sandal to balance the rock momentarily, sported a fiery red splotch along her wrist. Lee reached over and took the ladle from her. “I’ll do the next one. There’s enough water for you to stick your hand in.”

			She accepted the pail as Lee worked the pin out of the bottom hinge. They didn’t have the top hinge off, but he was able to move the door off the track enough. The sound of metal pinging the floor echoed inside the sauna. The doorknob budged, and Lee opened the door as it dangled from one lone top hinge. There was enough space for Audrey to slip through into the changing area. Cool air hit their faces and Lee fought to stay upright as the inside of his head started to spin.

			He slipped out of their joint coffin and almost stepped on one of a half dozen thin, metal washers lying on the floor. “No wonder the door wouldn’t budge.”

			Audrey shoved the second door open.

			“Wait.” Whoever had trapped them could be waiting outside to make sure the job was done. Without a gun, and given his weak and disoriented state, he’d never felt so vulnerable. Audrey ignored him and stepped onto the tile as she shuffled toward the pool. He followed her, legs shaking, never imagining a hot, humid room could feel so cool.

			She shuffled toward the pool’s edge. “We shouldn’t change our temperature very fast.” She breathed hard. “Even though I really want to jump in.” She pivoted and headed toward a small table in between two lounge chairs complete with a pitcher of ice-cold water.

			Lee had never seen anything so beautiful.

			She poured a glass and offered it to him before pouring herself one. The seemingly small act of service after how nauseated and dizzy they’d both been spoke volumes.

			“I owe you an apology. I promised to keep you safe and—”

			She shrugged as she took a small, testing sip. “We worked together and got out. Isn’t that what partners do?” She averted her eyes. “I’m sure Kendra would’ve had a better idea.”

			He didn’t answer. Kendra was excellent at her job, but neither of them had ever needed each other and acted accordingly. The truth was, if she’d been here, she probably would’ve already split up, acting on her own hunches, leaving Lee to follow the itinerary to cover their bases. And Lee never would’ve figured out how to get out of the sauna in time.

			Maybe he needed to stop acting like he could accomplish the mission all on his own and start treating Audrey like the partner he’d never had. He blinked hard at the radical, out-of-the-blue thought. Those thoughts were the types that came after a near-death experience. He knew enough to not take them seriously until reevaluating at a later time.

			They clung to their empty glasses after they’d guzzled two full servings.

			“Lee, look.” She pointed at a programmable thermostat attached to the side of the sauna. Two loose wires dangled from the bottom but were twisted together. He approached until he spotted “Err” flashing on the digital screen. If there was ever any doubt, this was no prank.

			Someone at the club wanted them dead.

		
	
		
			SIX

			Audrey stepped out of the bathroom wearing a thick, terry-cloth robe. Never before had she enjoyed a cold shower. The air-conditioning she had flipped on when they’d returned to the suite had done its job and made the cottage downright chilly.

			The cloudy glass doors separating the bedroom and living area where Lee would sleep were closed in the event Lee had already returned from the security office. The staff had swarmed the sauna and them after hearing about the “mishap,” as one of the employees called it. They left a guard outside the cottage while Lee went to find answers. Still, she felt the need to call out. “Anyone there?”

			Silence. She crossed the room to get clothes from the suitcase except it had disappeared from the spot she’d left it near the dresser. She spun around in a circle, in case she misremembered. Nowhere to be seen. Had Lee come and gotten it? What if he decided their covers were blown and taken off without waiting for her? Maybe Kendra had recovered and they considered her a liability and left her here. Her heart rate sped up at the new thought as she inhaled and exhaled slowly. Ridiculous. There had to be a logical explanation for her missing luggage. It was possible her memory was faulty after a traumatic experience.

			The closet beckoned, and her feet enjoyed walking on the cold wood. In fact, it was hard to imagine ever craving hot temperatures again. She flung open the white door to find a row of dresses, shirts, pants and men’s suits, hanging side by side. On the top shelf of the closet, two suitcases rested side by side as if in the overhead bin on an airline.

			Uncomfortable chills ran down her spine. Someone had come into the room while they were gone and taken everything out of their suitcases, Lee’s included. Audrey felt more exposed than ever. She left the closet open and moved to the dresser. Inside the top drawer, the T-shirts and lounge pants she assumed no one would see were placed in neatly folded piles. Had someone laughed when they saw a T-shirt so obviously from a discount store or, worse, alerted someone to a fraud in their midst?

			Her eyes drifted to the itinerary on the top of the dresser. They were expected at dinner within the hour. Hopefully, the meeting would happen and then they could leave. She missed her own bed even though it was still on a moving truck somewhere across the country. How could she sleep, though, knowing someone wanted to kill them? Obviously, it wasn’t hard to get in their room, either, if someone had been through her things.

			She grabbed a black dress but wasn’t ready to put on the diamond-studded shoes until it was necessary. They had higher heels than the tan pumps. Her arches complained in advance with phantom pains. She dressed and got ready quickly—everything except straightening her hair. A door opened and closed in the distance.

			“It’s me.”

			Audrey slid open the pocket doors to find Lee seated on the couch. He had already changed before the visit to the security office and wore a hunter-green polo shirt and tan pants. His head rested in his hands, a posture that practically screamed defeat.

			“Is everything okay?”

			He straightened and crossed to the patio. She followed him outside as he clicked on an instrumental music station to play through his phone. “Apparently they pride themselves on the grounds being swept for listening devices daily, but we need to be cautious.”

			“They went through our stuff.”

			He nodded. “It’s their personal butler service. It’s why we made sure nothing was in our bags. They claim it’s for luxury but someone from the security team escorts the employee who does it. In case there’s something there of concern.” He shrugged. “Add it to the reasons why the club is considered a safe meeting place.”

			Maybe for criminals, but she felt the opposite. “What did you find out?”

			“It’s a good news–bad news situation.”

			“Bad news first. I have a strict policy about that.”

			He half smiled and only then seemed to take in her appearance, his eyes widening just enough to be noticeable. She smoothed down the skirt, worried for half a second she’d put it on wrong. “Is this what Kendra would wear to the dinner?”

			“Probably.” He turned his attention to the ocean. “I’m not sure I can separate the news into categories. There are security cameras in the hallway. The security guard showed me the footage. We go in the pool room and the employee comes out and then it becomes obvious the footage is looped to show an empty hallway for the next twenty minutes.”

			“You’re saying someone hacked the feed.”

			“Yes. The benefit is now I know there are hallway cameras. I was able to casually ask, as if concerned for our safety, where the other cameras were located in the resort. There were none in the pool room and there are plenty of appointments on our itinerary that are completely in the dark so to speak. I would imagine the CEO of the Masked Network would know that as well, and would never set up a meeting where he could be captured on camera.”

			Audrey picked up Lee’s copy of the itinerary from the coffee table. Aside from one dinner table assignment, they seemed to be identical. She waited for him to continue but he remained silent. “Was that both the good news and bad news? That all sounded like bad news.”

			He tilted his head. “The apparent owner of Aislado was so horrified their security system had been tampered with she assigned us a personal bodyguard. He’s waiting outside our cottage.”

			“So that’s the bad news?”

			Lee raised his eyebrows. “I thought that would make you feel safer. He’s probably retired from some elite special forces.” Lee shrugged. “From a different country.”

			“Someone, who is probably a giant of a man, trained to covertly observe, who knows how someone with my supposed qualifications and motivations should act will be watching my every move. And perhaps is trained to use deadly force to keep the best interests of this den of thieves.”

			Lee leaned back. “Well, when you put it that way, it’s not as good of news as I initially thought.” He reached for her hand, the same way he had when he’d led her into the hospital. Except his grip was softer. He squeezed ever so gently and the warmth rushed through her bones. This was nothing like the dry heat of a sauna. “I need to apologize. I thought the best course was to keep you in the dark as much as possible. Obviously, I didn’t know Sylvia would be here or I would’ve taken greater care to prepare you.”

			She appreciated the admission, but he still seemed too calm for her taste. “Someone is trying to kill us, Lee. Why aren’t you more stressed out?”

			“Because we have an advantage most would-be victims don’t.”

			“Which is?”

			“We know someone’s trying to kill us.”

			She wasn’t amused.

			“I’m serious. Imagine we’ve received a memo. It gives us an edge. We can’t be caught off guard.”

			“We also can’t relax!”

			He eyed her. “You wouldn’t have anyway.”

			“What would Kendra have done?” The question sounded desperate, her voice higher than intended.

			He searched her eyes as if seeing her insecurity, her secret hope that he’d tell her she wasn’t out of her depth, and they would make it out alive and successful.

			Instead, he let go of her hand. “I don’t like focusing on what-ifs. Hey, tell me how you knew about that bolt stuff?”

			She almost rolled her eyes. Confirmation she was there only because she looked like Kendra. He hadn’t been interested in her as a person or he would’ve realized how. “You can’t get a doctorate in engineering without picking up a few principles. I just put them into practice and hoped it would work. The more important question is who tried to kill us? Is our cover blown?”

			Lee shook his head. “This isn’t the MO for anyone in the Masked Network. It seemed...juvenile, almost.”

			“Juvenile or not, it was effective.”

			“Almost.” He sighed. “We are surrounded by criminals. Maybe someone fears if the Kimmets joined the Network they’d eat into their money-laundering territory.”

			“Your covers have their own enemies?”

			“The bottom line is I don’t know yet, so my gut tells me to continue with the mission.”

			“Sylvia knew our schedule would include sauna time. She’d seen our itinerary.”

			Lee shook his head. “It’s crossed my mind, but it doesn’t make sense she’d try to take us both out.”

			His phone vibrated, and he pressed a button to silence an alarm. “It’s almost time to go to dinner. Remember to keep things light, talk about the amenities here or the view, but if she asks any specific questions, give short answers without any hesitation, even if you don’t know what Kendra would’ve said. And stand by it.”

			For the next twenty minutes he went over Andrea and Lee Kimmet’s fake backstory. They met at law school and developed a growing interest in money-laundering schemes. He listed their supposed favorite books and movies and hobbies. Lee stopped every couple minutes, though, as if sure she wasn’t paying attention.

			“I’m looking these things up, but the browser on this burner phone is slow. I can’t just say I love the true crime genre without knowing any authors or plots.”

			Lee stood and pointed to the door. “We’re out of time. Remember, your name is Andrea Kimmet. If someone talks to you, try to figure out what they’re expecting of you or simply mirror them. When you’re asked a question don’t hesitate but don’t talk too much, either. And if Sylvia asks, please tell her we’ve made up.”

			“Do you care if she doesn’t like you?”

			His pallor seemed to turn gray. “You have no idea.”

			It seemed so out of character that she wanted to ask if Lee had been in a relationship with Sylvia before but he rushed them out the door. As they approached the main lodge, her feet decided not to cooperate with the three-inch heels and she tipped to the right, knocking Lee momentarily off the path. He regained his balance and grabbed her elbow just in time to prevent her from gaining some grass stains.

			A man in a black suit—that had to be specially tailored to account for his giant trunks of arms that probably could snap a spine in half—appeared seemingly out of nowhere. “Are you all right, ma’am?”

			“Yes, yes, I think so, thank you.”

			Lee guided her into the building. “I think we’ve just met the bodyguard. From now on, no more heels.”

			“No complaints from me,” she said, even though her cheeks heated at the frustration in his voice. Of all the things she thought she might fail at in taking her sister’s place, she didn’t imagine she would be bested by footwear.

			They arrived at the dining room. The entire back wall was glass, much like the cottage. If she’d gone to a place like this for fun, she would have no need for conversation. Just set her in front of the view. The host escorted her to a table set for two in the far corner. Each table, and there was probably only fifteen total, was placed a good ten feet apart, likely to promote private discussion. The host waited for her to be seated before placing the napkin on her lap and pushing her into the chair.

			“Ah, you beat me here.” For her part, Sylvia looked gorgeous in a teal and copper dress. She practically glided to the table as she flashed her brown eyes at Lee, but she didn’t acknowledge his presence.

			“Sir, we have your reservation at the next table,” the host said.

			Lee bent over as if to kiss Audrey’s cheek but whispered, “Hopefully, I’ll have the meeting and we’ll be gone by dessert. Just keep things light.”

			Audrey gulped. She’d never been alone with a criminal antiquities dealer before. She’d heard rumors that dealers like that made their money from terrorists, but she probably shouldn’t start the conversation by asking about that. Lee left, and Audrey wasn’t sure whether to smile or not at Sylvia.

			Kendra didn’t seem the type to offer smiles to everyone. She’d likely be confident and secure and not worry about what anyone else was thinking. Nothing mattered but the mission.

			Sylvia picked up an empty glass and twirled it. “I heard there was a mishap in the sauna.”

			“You know about that?”

			Sylvia set the glass down and looked around as if searching for someone. She raised a hand and waved before looking at Audrey. “They’re trying to keep it hush-hush, but you should know by now that no one can keep secrets from me.” Her eyes held a hard edge Audrey hadn’t noticed before, and it was all she could do to keep from shivering. The woman was into art, though. That was all. Nothing to fear.

			“I have to tell you, Sylvia, that while I hate to turn down the chance to connect, I’m not sure it’s the best idea to sit apart from Lee. We actually came here on business.”

			The woman’s radiant teeth flashed. “A chance to connect? Is that what you call our dealings? Don’t worry, I already told you. I know about your upcoming meeting.” The coldness returned. “Don’t mistake me for a small fish. My money can easily make or break your business.” She fluttered her eyelashes. “But you’re too smart to forget that.”

			Audrey turned her attention to the silverware, straightening it even though it was already perfect. Business? So Kendra didn’t talk about personal matters with her. Did Lee set her up? He had to know that Kendra’s relationship with Sylvia wasn’t for social reasons.

			The only other explanation turned her stomach. Maybe Kendra didn’t approach her job with integrity and had a side business of her own. “Sylvia, I think you already know how I feel about our—” Audrey faltered for a moment until she remembered what Lee had said about mirroring others “—dealings.” She straightened, a new idea forming. “And, about earlier. I know I gave the impression that Lee and I weren’t in the best place, but we’ve worked everything out, so I think we can bring him into—”

			Sylvia kept her gaze trained on Lee as he ended up at a table across the room. “Oh, I can see for myself. What did you do to that man? I’ve never seen him look at you like that. He can’t take his eyes off you.”

			Audrey’s neck flushed with heat so intense she felt certain it would be a dead giveaway. Sylvia’s eyes swiveled her way. “And you’re just as bad.” She shook her head. “You keep acting like that, you’re going to make me reconsider my upcoming divorce.”

			“You’d be surprised what a near-death experience can do for a relationship. The sauna changed us.”

			Sylvia examined her. “I’ll keep that in mind.” She said each word slowly, thoughtfully, as her eyes bored into Audrey’s.

			The waiter came around and placed a cocktail glass in front of Sylvia and a glass of flavored sparkling water that Audrey was sure she never ordered. Sylvia tossed hers back in one gulp then raised her empty glass. “The service is unacceptable. I played tennis earlier, and I’m parched.” She eyed Audrey’s glass. “Not thirsty? You always order sparkling.”

			Lee didn’t cover that tidbit in the Kimmet backstory. Audrey thought sparkling water was the world’s greatest con. It smelled delicious but tasted like aggressive water. She gestured toward the glass. “Feel free to drink mine. I guess I’m not feeling quite myself today.”

			“You mentioned that earlier. Don’t tell me you’re pregnant. I only do business with one person.” She flicked her chin in Audrey’s direction. “That includes your husband and anyone you’re carrying.” Sylvia reached over and downed the contents of Audrey’s glass.

			She’d laugh if she thought Sylvia was joking. The tension radiating off Sylvia was enough to make Audrey squirm. “No, I’m not pregnant so why don’t we get down to business? I assume you have something you’d like me to launder.”

			Sylvia’s eyes widened to platter proportions before her lips tightened. She leaned forward and grabbed Audrey’s wrist, searching her eyes. “Who are you?” Sylvia said each word slowly and deliberately.

			Audrey blinked rapidly, trying to laugh it off. Sylvia’s grip tightened, nails digging into Audrey’s flesh. Of all the moments Lee could’ve chosen to stop watching. He chatted with a waiter, oblivious to the train wreck about to happen. Sylvia’s gaze swung to a man standing in the corner that Audrey hadn’t noticed before.

			Sylvia opened her mouth. Instead of a scream or accusation, only a gurgle sounded. The woman’s entire body stiffened and seized. She let go of Audrey and slammed the table with both hands before her head flung backward, propelling her body and chair to the ground. The man in the corner rushed toward Sylvia but the woman’s eyes stared into the ceiling, lifeless.

			Screams filled the room, but Audrey’s ears buzzed with her own thoughts as she looked back to the table and the empty glass. Sylvia had downed the drink intended for her.

			 

			Lee bolted to Audrey’s side. She hadn’t moved from her chair despite every other guest rushing from the restaurant. Security guards ran into the room, talking into their radios as they took in the sight, but no one moved to offer Sylvia any medical help.

			Lee dropped to his knees and pressed his fingers to the woman’s neck, then her wrist. No pulse. He reached for Audrey’s hands as he stood and pulled her to standing. “We need to get out of here.”

			He placed a hand around her shoulder and guided her through the lobby and toward their hallway exit. The bodyguard assigned to them had the briefest look of indecision on his face before he followed them.

			“What about police?” Audrey asked. “Won’t they want to talk to all the witnesses? I need to wait.”

			“Shh.” He hoped the guard didn’t overhear them. “I’ll explain when we’re alone.” It only took two more minutes before they entered the cottage.

			Audrey made a beeline to the box of tissues, pulled the glass door open to stand on the patio and turned her back to him.

			Kendra never showed any emotion in his presence, but if she had, he would’ve given her space. Audrey, while in many ways similar, was like a magnet tugging at his heart. Lee followed her and placed a hand on each of her shoulders. When he took a moment to think about what it would be like to be in her shoes, without training, it made his stomach hurt. “You’ve been shot at, trapped in a sauna and witnessed a woman die today. It’s to be expect—”

			“You think that’s why I’m upset?” She spun around and her glistening eyes met his. She frowned and bit her lip. “I mean, yes, those things, too, but I almost got us killed.”

			So she must’ve figured out why he needed to get her out of the dining room as fast as possible. Lee pulled her into his chest and held her close. “I’m sure you didn’t. It’s just people like this—every guest here—wouldn’t want to stick around in case police were called.” He rubbed her back without thinking, but as soon as he was aware, he fisted his hands, taken off guard that holding her came so natural.

			She pulled back enough to look up at him, her own fisted hands on his chest. “You don’t think police will be called?”

			“I will see to it that justice is served when our mission is over, but until then, we stay focused on our mandate.”

			“That’s not even...” She exhaled. “If Sylvia hadn’t—What I mean is that poison was intended for me.”

			So many questions demanded his attention at once. He dropped his arms and sank into the closest chair. “What are you talking about?”

			“Kendra apparently had a business relationship with Sylvia. She laundered—or maybe didn’t—something for Sylvia. Sylvia knew I was an imposter. She was about to call me out. She died right after she drank the drink intended for me.”

			Lee closed his eyes and tried to process.

			“If she hadn’t died right then our cover would’ve been blown. Either way you look at it, we’re in danger. Sylvia seemed to know we had other important business here. Maybe she already had suspicions that I wasn’t the Andrea Kimmet she’d done business with in the past. Maybe she blabbed to someone else her thoughts and that’s why someone is out to kill me.”

			Her words rushed past him, demanding to be heard, but he couldn’t focus on them. Something niggled at the back of his mind. “They brought me an iced tea.”

			“So?”

			“So I didn’t ask for an iced tea. But it’s my standard drink. Kendra occasionally goes for the flavored waters—that must be why you were brought one.”

			“You’re saying they already knew what Mr. and Mrs. Kimmet liked.” Audrey sank into the chair opposite him.

			“I drank my iced tea. I didn’t even question how they knew.” He stared at the decking below his feet. “We’ve been in deep cover for years, playing our part. Kendra and I visited our law firm daily as our place of work. The entire law firm is a front for the FBI to carry out various white-collar stings, though we’ve only been in evidence-gathering mode because this—” he pointed to the ground “—is the big one we’ve been waiting for. Real lawyers do real work there while Kendra and I go to our separate offices, do our paperwork and visit luxury resorts to win over people like this.”

			He swirled his finger around. “When you’ve been in deep cover long enough you start to accept the lifestyle as normal. I should’ve immediately questioned how they knew it was my favorite drink.”

			“But you’re fine.”

			“Exactly. So first we need to know if it was your drink or something else that killed her. We can’t make assumptions.”

			“But after the sauna—”

			“I admit it’s likely you were the intended target. My point is I can’t operate under assumptions. This has been a wake-up call. And we need to prepare ourselves that this life might’ve grown a bit too comfortable for Kendra.”

			Her face paled and Lee regretted saying too much.

			“You’re not saying Kendra has been dabbling on the side, are you?”

			“I really don’t think so. I can’t imagine her doing that.” But he would do his duty and send an encrypted email to his superior.

			He stood and offered his hand to help her to standing, as she was still wearing the heels. She accepted and wobbled only for a half second before walking to the steps of the bedroom. Lee crossed into the living room and pulled the glass pocket doors from either side of the wall. “I think we better get as much sleep as possible. We never know what tomorrow will bring.”

			Lee had some idea, though. If they weren’t approached with a meeting or received some sort of assurances from his superiors at the FBI, he would take Audrey and leave. Mission or no mission, her life wasn’t worth the risk. He just hoped it wouldn’t be too little, too late.

		
	
		
			SEVEN

			Of all the outfit options, Audrey didn’t mind the one clearly designed for tennis. The dark gray tennis skorts, or whatever they were called, seemed more modest than most shorts on the market, and the light pink polo shirt was actually something she would wear to the lab. The best part, of course, was the cute and comfortable tennis shoes that never wobbled.

			Lee didn’t say a word as they walked side by side down the long hallway in the sporting center. The same bodyguard followed ten paces behind them, so the silence wasn’t entirely uncalled for.

			Neither one of them had been willing to try the carafe of coffee or the plate of fresh fruit and croissants waiting for them at the door in the morning in case it was poisoned. Other than the vegetarian snack she’d had on the balcony when they first arrived, she’d yet to eat anything substantial. Thankfully, she had half a protein bar in her purse. She’d never skipped so many meals before. No wonder Kendra had a smaller waist.

			The lack of caffeine, though, would be her downfall. She often worked sixteen hours a day in the lab with the help of a steady stream of coffee. Her head tightened with warnings of an impending headache.

			Last night still weighed heavy on her mind, and she pondered if Lee regretted bringing her along. The first thing on today’s itinerary was a stop at the veranda to pick up tennis equipment. They reached the outdoor deck overlooking a golf course, and a waitress seemed to be expecting them. “Mr. and Mrs. Kimmet, this way.”

			She brought them to a table for three where a man in a short-sleeved lavender dress shirt and gray pants sat reading a newspaper. He seemed so relaxed and at ease as he glanced up and offered a friendly smile that she reciprocated. Finally. Maybe normal people actually frequented the resort, after all. The waitress pulled a chair out for Audrey and she faltered. What was up with all the sharing of tables?

			Lee didn’t hesitate to take a seat, and a waitress brought over plates of eggs, bacon and toast and set them down, the steam still rising off Audrey’s fluffy scrambled and Lee’s over-easy eggs. Audrey’s stomach responded with a dull roar. They had skipped dinner entirely after the—

			The waitress leaned over, her head in between Lee and Audrey. “I’ve been asked to inform our guests that after last night’s unfortunate event, all food will be tested by our security staff before being served. We were sorry to see you hadn’t enjoyed your fruit and croissants. From now on, you can rest assured all food and drink is safe.”

			“Tested?” Audrey couldn’t imagine a lab that might handle such a steady influx of food and get results fast enough to keep the dish hot. Creepier still, they were noticing what they didn’t eat?

			“They taste it, ma’am.”

			She recoiled. It seemed so medieval. Someone was risking his life to make sure her food was safe? Lee picked up a fork without hesitation and shoveled a giant bite of food. He held up a finger for a second. “Tell me, how does the kitchen know what the wife and I enjoy?”

			The waitress straightened. “Sir, our partner resorts keep preferences on file and share them with the Aislado Club. It’s part of your membership perks. Are there any changes you would like to make?”

			Audrey gestured toward the ice water on her table. “Could you make a note we prefer water bottles?” Normally, she was very eco-conscious, but at least there would be one drink the bodyguards wouldn’t have to risk their lives to taste.

			“Right away.” The waitress vanished.

			“Since when do you like breakfast?” she whispered to Lee.

			“When it’s more of a brunch,” he replied.

			Audrey glanced at the man still reading his newspaper as if he hadn’t heard a word of the interchange. She picked up her fork and tentatively took a small bite of eggs. Her taste buds exploded with the light flavors of green onion and a variety of cheeses mixed into the fluffiest texture she’d experienced. It seemed like they should apologize to the man. After all, no one else was occupying the closest five tables. There seemed no reason to interrupt his—

			“Sadly, our timeline was altered due to last night’s...interruption.” The man’s voice had a hint of an accent that Audrey couldn’t place. If there were other people nearby she would’ve wondered who spoke as he didn’t so much as move his newspaper. “Tell me how the Network would help your business.” Only then did he set down the paper.

			Lee leaned forward, but the man held up a hand then pointed at Audrey. “Given the attention surrounding her last night, I want her to answer.”

			Her heart fluttered. She grabbed a piece of bacon and stuffed it into her mouth. She tapped her lips and nodded as if to say, “Give me one moment.” Confident people did stuff like that, right? What if she messed up again and said something that instantly made him realize she wasn’t the real deal?

			Lee laughed, a giant smarmy smile on his face. “Well, she is the brains of the operation. I’m just here to enjoy the journey.” His blue eyes met hers, and she could see the encouragement in them. What had he told her last night? If she didn’t know what people wanted, try to mirror them. If she needed to mirror this man, she needed to act more confident.

			Audrey swallowed the rest of the bacon and fingered the white tablecloth. She rolled the edge between her fingers. Fidgeting helped her think. “Our business is doing fine without you.”

			The man’s eyes widened, and unfortunately, Lee’s did, too. But she couldn’t back down now. She took a shaky breath and continued.

			“As you likely know, a couple years ago an intergovernmental organization called the Financial Task Force gave the United States the lowest possible score in many categories for its attempt, or lack thereof, to stop money-laundering and terrorist financing.”

			Lee coughed as if food had gone down the wrong air pipe. “Honey, I’m sure he doesn’t need to hear a history lesson.”

			The warning in his eyes was obvious. He’d mentioned once that she should avoid talking too much, but wasn’t that typical of lawyers? She’d read everything she could about money laundering last night until her eyes couldn’t stay open. “It’s okay,” she said. “I’m getting to my point. Out of thirty countries, to be given last place in this area made our law enforcement stop and take notice. So you can imagine how we’ve been under increasing scrutiny.”

			The man nodded, and Audrey knew she was getting it right this time so she continued. “And while I feel my methods will withstand examination exclusive of fear of incrimination, my clients would feel safer knowing I had a vendor, such as your Network, to ensure the utmost privacy. It goes without saying that I would also be able to expand our reach. And as far as last night, you make enemies in this business. Competition is fierce.” Audrey glanced over her shoulder for dramatic effect before looking straight into the man’s eyes. “Perhaps if I had your Network, guards wouldn’t have to taste my food.”

			The man’s gaze flicked over her face and Audrey’s stomach tensed so tight, she feared he’d seen right through her fake bravado. A grin finally cracked. Lee exhaled and leaned back.

			The man pushed his chair back and stood. “We will be in touch, Mrs. Kimmet.”

			“Should we wait? Are you going to be in touch here? Or do you mean at a later date?”

			The man chuckled as he placed the newspaper underneath his arm. “Enjoy your tennis lesson.”

			The moment he was around the corner, Audrey blew out a long breath. “I did it. Is that basically what Kendra would’ve done?”

			Lee shook his head. “It was like nothing I’ve ever seen.”

			Didn’t exactly sound like a compliment. “He said tennis lesson. He knows our schedule.” Maybe everyone in the so-called resort did.

			“I heard.” Lee glanced at his phone and leaned forward as if to whisper something but instead studied the surroundings.

			“What? What is it?” She tried to ask while keeping her lips frozen in a half smile.

			“I’m trying to see where our bodyguard went. Ah, I’ve spotted him. After last night I’m pretty sure he’ll choose to stay with you. Stay here and if anyone asks I forgot something back at the room.” Lee jumped up and slipped around the corner before she could object, leaving her alone.

			Where? Where did he spot their bodyguard? He seemed to have disappeared the moment the waitress brought them to the table. In the still quiet, she could hear waves crashing and seagulls in the distance, but the buildings blocked the view of the cliff. Behind her, the lush green golf course stretched to the bottom of the foothills. The view should’ve been relaxing, but instead, knowing this was a fortress for illegal business deals, she felt exposed and her shoulders continued to creep closer to her ears as she kept an eye out for Lee.

			“There you are.” A woman’s voice reached her ears before she turned to find an elegant older woman, likely in her early sixties, with light blond hair and wearing an all-white pantsuit Audrey would have spilled ketchup on in the first hour. By the tone of the lady’s voice and the statement, Audrey assumed that her cover should already know this woman. Where was Lee when she needed him?

			The woman took a seat across from her and pointed to the empty chair in between them. “Dining alone?”

			“I’m sure he’ll be right back. Forgot something he needs before our tennis lesson.”

			The woman fanned her mauve nails dotted with diamonds—possibly real judging by the size and sparkle—over the tablecloth. “I promised him one personal bodyguard, not two. I would think after last night he would take it seriously and stay by your side.”

			She wasn’t the only one. A man in a suit materialized seemingly out of thin air from one of the shadows near a pillar supporting the portico. If the woman promised the bodyguard, did that mean she was the head of security or, more likely, the owner of the resort?

			The woman nodded approvingly at the man in recognition. “Brilliant, isn’t he? You’d never know he used to be Secret Service.” The woman laughed at Audrey’s surprised reaction. “Well, not for our country. Anyway, he chose wisely staying with you, seeing as you’re the one with the target on your back.”

			“Excuse me?” Audrey leaned forward. “Is that confirmed?”

			“Your drink last night was definitely poisoned. In fact, it was the only one. I’m told Sylvia took the liberty of enjoying the drink meant for you. Any ideas why she would do that?” Her eyes narrowed. This was no friendly chat.

			Audrey fought the impulse to ask what the police thought. Lee was right. This wasn’t the type of place that called in law enforcement. She forced herself to pick up the last strawberry on her plate with the knowledge that every movement, every expression, was under scrutiny. “Sylvia was more thirsty than I was. She helped herself. You should know she always gets what she wants—wanted, that is.” She popped the berry in her mouth and looked away, as if bored.

			“She certainly did. Anything you need to tell me, Mrs. Kimmet?”

			The jig was up. The lady knew. She had to. She was onto Audrey the same way Sylvia had been. The small of Audrey’s back grew damp with sweat despite the gentle breeze tickling her neck. “Is there...anything else you want to know?”

			 

			Lee tucked the phone into the pocket of the ridiculous white tennis shorts. The resort itself was a bit of a maze with buildings and cottages dotting the grounds, but he found success. Not only was he able to follow the Masked Network CEO back to his cottage, he was also able to snap a photo—albeit far away. He’d return when the man was sure to be away and search his cottage for evidence.

			He rounded the corner to find the bodyguard had moved from his previous position and was behind the shoulder of Octavia Morillo, the director of the resort. How’d Audrey land herself in danger already? He’d left her alone for all of four minutes, and trouble had already descended.

			He quickly crossed to the table. “Sorry about that, love.” Lee leaned over and bent to kiss Audrey’s cheek but actually whispered, “You okay?”

			She smiled and blinked rapidly. He didn’t find the reaction comforting. Lee turned to address Octavia. “Any news?”

			The woman’s lips formed a straight line as she nodded. “I was just telling your wife we believe she’s the target. I need to nip this in the bud. Inconveniences like this can’t become habit. I guarantee such things don’t get in the way of business...and pleasure here. I can’t afford to have that reputation tainted so I’m hoping there’s something you can tell me before I need to take drastic actions.”

			Lee didn’t like the implied threat. He leaned back. “I’m pretty sure every guest here has enemies, Octavia. If my wife is in danger, I expect you’d have a better chance of figuring out which one of our competitors is targeting her. You also pride yourself on knowing everything there is to know about your guests, am I right? And I thought there was only one way in and out of this resort so surely no one could’ve sneaked in underneath your radar. I’d hate to see that reputation get hurt, as well.”

			Octavia pursed her lips and met his stare. She inhaled and smiled at both of them. “Of course. I’ll leave you to your itinerary, but should your business here finish early, please know I’ll be happy to prorate your week.” She flashed a tight smile and left, prompting the bodyguard back into the shadows.

			“What’d I miss?”

			“I think she suspected I’m not Kendra just like Sylvia did.” Her voice shook.

			“I shouldn’t have left you alone, but—”

			“No, you shouldn’t have.” She exhaled. “I needed you. Did you really forget something?”

			Her words hit him at the core. She needed him? His hackles rose, but he knew enough not to act on the irritated feeling until he could sort things out logically. “I followed our contact back to his room. If I’m able to get in there and gather enough evidence to take him down, maybe he’d work out a plea deal and take down the Network himself.”

			Her eyebrows drew close together. “I thought the plan was to get the phones with actual access granted to us. Isn’t that the best real shot at taking the Network down?”

			“Yes. But given the events of the past twenty-four hours, I don’t think we should risk staying here any longer than necessary. We might still be able to call the mission a success. In fact, I think we should skip the tennis lesson. You feign illness and we go back to our place. I can stake out the guy. You don’t need to be involved.”

			She clasped her hands together, fidgeting, as if her thumbs were in a war. “That doesn’t sit right with me.”

			“I can get around the bodyguard. I’m sure of it.”

			“That’s not my concern. Though he seems a bit of a magician to me. It’s just...” She inhaled. “When your friend... Before he died—”

			“You mean Adam?”

			Audrey worried her lip. “He specifically told me ‘not the first one.’ I’ve been running that over and over in my mind. What if he was trying to warn you that the first one isn’t the CEO?” She twisted in her chair and gestured all around her. “Think about how many hoops the Network makes their prospective clients go through to get here. You had to make sure you developed a relationship with a high-level criminal—”

			“Shh. Don’t use that word around here.”

			She winced and lowered her voice. “My point is you had to have established yourself in the right circles both with the type of clientele that goes to places like this and with the type of organizations who use the Network. It’s all a preventative to keep law enforcement—”

			“Shh—”

			She held up a hand. “It’d probably save time if you just listed all the words I’m not allowed to say.” She tapped her index finger forcefully onto the table. “My entire career revolves around searching for patterns and problems and solutions. I spend all day, every day, gathering data and analyzing it. I’m good at it. So when I tell you—”

			“Gathering and analyzing are worth nothing if they don’t lead to decisions and action,” Lee said. He didn’t need her telling him how to do his job.

			“But what if they’re waiting for you? You’d be failing a test if you try to take him down now. Maybe it’s one of those lieutenants. Isn’t that what you called Adam? Are all higher-ups in those types of organizations called that?”

			He sank back in his chair and looked around. It’d taken years to get to this point. Years of being stuck in a deep cover that he hated. Sure, there were perks like the most amazing plate of eggs he’d ever tasted, but as much as he hated to admit it, she was probably right. The Network had never been infiltrated because of all their precautionary measures. “I don’t want to leave you in the position to get grilled by Octavia or any other guest.”

			“So don’t. Stick by my side until it’s obvious we’re in.”

			“The thing is Kendra and I never stayed side by side. We always went separate ways, had our own goals and agendas. It’ll seem a bit odd.”

			She put a hand over her eyes like a sun visor. “I’m sorry I’m not as good at this as Kendra. The way I see it, we convince them we’re either celebrating our business future, or we convince them we’re on a second honeymoon of sorts.” Her cheeks flushed ever so slightly.

			Lee grabbed her hand and gave a light squeeze. “I think I can do that.”

			The slight blush flamed. His phone vibrated with the preset alarm. “Let’s start with our tennis lesson.” He grabbed both rackets with his other hand and they strode down a long paved pathway until they reached the freshly painted courts. At each corner of the chain-link fence a tree provided shade while rose bushes lined the four sides.

			A man in white shorts waited at the side bench. Audrey offered him a grin that would be out of character for Kendra. “You must be our instructor. We’re a few minutes early, I think. The Kimmets.”

			Lee fought a groan. He really needed her to stop being so...nice, especially since the instructor seemed to think this gave him permission to lavish his attention on Audrey. Lee supposed it never bothered him if a man paid attention to Kendra, but for reasons he couldn’t really explain, when the instructor moved to physically “correct” Audrey’s serve, Lee held up a hand. “Maybe you could instruct us from the sidelines while we play?”

			Wrong move. His apparent jealousy only made the instructor smile more. “Of course.” The man strode to Lee’s side. “I suppose now is the time to tell you I’m not really an instructor.” He shrugged as he held up a smartphone enclosed in a hard-shelled case. “I do enjoy helping a beautiful woman, though.”

			Lee fought the urge to punch the smug man in the chin. Instead, he clenched his jaw for a moment and smiled. “So why are you here?”

			“You need to decide on your three-word distress code. This code will erase all data if needed.”

			“Oh.” He’d assumed that the three-word thing was the same for everyone on the Network. Three words. That was easy, but being on the spot his mind blanked. “Um...”

			The man turned to Audrey. “How about you, sweetheart?”

			Her eyes widened. “I don’t know.”

			The man flung his head back and laughed.

			“No, that’s not our three words,” Lee said. He could just imagine someone on the tech team accidentally saying that and the evidence being wiped.

			“I’ll give you one more shot.” The man jutted his chin forward. “Well?”

			Lee opened his mouth.

			“Need three words,” Audrey mumbled, her forehead wrinkled in thought.

			The man winked at her. “And we’re settled here.”

			Lee groaned. “Need three words?”

			“I didn’t mean for that to be it.” She cringed. “Look at the bright side. We won’t accidentally say it,” she whispered.

			Unless someone on the team was doing a crossword puzzle. “Are we officially on the Network?” Lee asked. “We haven’t discussed expense.”

			The man raised an eyebrow in response. “Everyone who gets on the Network can afford to pay.” He tossed the ball to Audrey. “We’ll be in touch.”

			The guy strode out of the open gate and kicked the door closed on his way out. The fencing made a loud clang as the latch slipped down the pole upon impact. Lee thought he heard a soft electronic hum, but it must’ve been his imagination.

			Audrey bounced the ball against her racket and caught it. “One step closer?”

			“Maybe you should pray this is the last step.”

			She tilted her head and studied him. “Do you pray?”

			“I can honestly say I’ve never really felt like I needed to, but you led us in the hospital and it seemed to work.”

			“I’m not a spiritual expert by any means but I know it’s not a formula guaranteed to work. Maybe you’ve been in the exclusive luxury circles too long because I’m pretty sure you can’t mutter a prayer and expect God to act like a butler carrying it out.” Her eyes widened. “Wait. Why did you think it worked? Have you heard something?”

			“Yes. After our incident last night, I sent a coded email to my supervisor. He said he had good news for us.”

			Her eyes bulged. “Kendra’s fine? She’s awake?” Her smile managed to be brighter than the sun.

			He laughed and looked over her shoulder to make sure the bodyguard was still out of earshot. “I assume that’s what he meant. We have an encrypted call this afternoon. You’ll get a couple minutes to talk to her yourself.”

			Audrey flung her arms open and enveloped him in a hug that took him off guard. “Thank you.” She kissed his cheek and backed away.

			Lee fought to keep from touching his cheek. He didn’t do it to make her happy; he needed answers about Kendra’s side gig as Sylvia’s money launderer, and he thought Kendra could give Audrey tips on how best to act like Andrea Kimmet.

			What was even more worrisome, the short reply in the email from his supervisor indicated that Lee was the only one left out of the loop in regard to the separate mission with Sylvia.

			Audrey stared at him as if waiting for more. “And,” he said, “I’m starting to think you were right. The Network is doing this in stages.”

			“To see if you take the bait and bring in law enforcement too soon?”

			He nodded, but Audrey’s smile proved contagious. “Don’t you see?” She dropped the tennis ball from her hand and bounced it between the racket and the court rapidly. “This is good news. Things are finally starting to go as planned. For all we know, Sylvia ordered to have me killed and didn’t realize her orders included poisoning my drink. Poetic justice.”

			Lee wanted to match her energy and optimism, but in his experience, nothing in covert operations was ever easier than expected. The good food, the clean air and the promise of finally getting to speak with Kendra, seemed to have pulsed pure energy in Audrey’s veins. She practically bounced in rhythm with the tennis ball. She caught it in mid-bounce and pulled her racket behind her back. “I’m glad that guy admitted he wasn’t an instructor. I actually think my serve is pretty decent.” And in one smooth motion, she threw the ball upward as her arm swooshed diagonally across her body.

			The racket’s speed made a whistle through the air and made contact. The ball soared right past the entire court and straight into the hole in between one of the chain links. Audrey’s crestfallen face shifted rapidly into a giant laugh, and Lee, despite his frustration, couldn’t help but join her.

			“Maybe you’d be better at golf.”

			Her eyes were as wide as her smile. “I know, right? That’s a hole in one.”

			A sizzling sound interrupted their banter followed by a giant pop as the tennis ball exploded and the green fabric, flaming, wafted down to the court floor. The bodyguard sprung into action, rushing toward the gate.

			“Stop!” Audrey shouted, holding a hand out to him. “Don’t touch that fence. I think it’s electrified.”

		
	
		
			EIGHT

			Audrey dropped the racket at her feet and walked around the court to the other side.

			“Are you sure?” Lee followed her. “It’s odd, I’ll give you that.”

			She held up a finger. It wasn’t that she was trying to be rude, but she needed to focus to be able to answer him accurately. She stomped on one of the flaming pieces of tennis ball. “It’s actually hard to electrify a fence in a way that would kill someone. The current needs to be steady. Too much and it’ll throw a person backward—harming them, yes, but with medical attention, there is a possibility they won’t die. Too little and it won’t do anything, but the right current will hold you, paralyzing you ever so briefly until—”

			“You explode?”

			She turned over her shoulder and scrunched her face. “We’re not tennis balls, Lee. Until we die.”

			“The rest of the security team is on the way,” the bodyguard called out.

			Audrey waved him to the opposite side of the court. “You could help by walking around and seeing if you find a bare wire touching the fence. Don’t touch anything, though.”

			Lee reached her side and pointed. “Look. Closest to the light pole.”

			She squinted. Sure enough, the lights intended for evening tennis sessions were on and she hadn’t noticed given the bright sunshine. She gingerly took a closer step to the fence. They needed to see, but if she accidentally tripped or leaned too far... Audrey had more experience with being klutzy than sure-footed.

			“Found one. The top part of the wire seems insulated. I think I can pull it off the fence.” Before Audrey could object, the guard jumped backward. “I got it off.”

			Audrey picked up a tennis ball and threw it against the fence. It bounced against it and hit the courts, singed with flames. “There’s more than one, then. It’s still live.”

			The guard pointed to the light pole on the opposite corner of the courts. “I’ll get maintenance to shut power to the lights off.” He lifted a radio to his head and spoke in rapid terms as a team of four other guards rushed down the walkway. It wasn’t until they found another bare wire and a new tennis ball could happily reside in the chain fence that Audrey sighed a breath of relief.

			Their assigned bodyguard insisted they needed to wait until maintenance confirmed that all electricity was off before allowing them to exit.

			“Are you okay?” Lee watched her closely and hesitantly put a hand on her shoulder.

			“I honestly don’t know.” Physically, she was fine, but she didn’t understand the pull Lee’s gaze had on her. Did he treat Kendra this special? Did Kendra also feel the spark of attraction every moment she worked with Lee? They’d had more than three years undercover together, pretending to be married. A close relationship like that couldn’t be without consequences, good or bad. So which was it?

			Lee waited for her to continue, but he didn’t need to know the mind games warring within. They sat side by side on the bench while they waited for the all-clear. “Why’d you become... You know.”

			He stared off into the distance as if not really seeing the foothills. “I didn’t always want to be in this field. I went to pre-law at UW and went to work at a company in Seattle as a compliance officer of all things.” He smiled as if he seemed to find that funny now.

			“Doesn’t that involve making sure everyone follows the rules in a business?”

			He shrugged. “Basically. I’ve always loved a clear set of rules. It’s not really worth explaining. Seems like a lifetime ago. Anyway, I had some mentors in my life and found myself wanting to give back so I volunteered and was asked to mentor an eleven-year-old.” His frown deepened. “Five years later he saw something—in the wrong place at the wrong time—and a hit was ordered.”

			Audrey clasped her heart. “You think the hit was ordered through the Network?”

			“He never got justice. I figured the only way I could help was to become an FBI special agent. The whole process took a year before I was assigned my first case. I investigated a group of ‘retired’ executives.”

			“Money laundering?”

			He nodded. “Meanwhile Kendra had taken down a ring of restaurants laundering for drug traffickers. The Bureau put us together and the Kimmets were born.”

			“But the Network was always the end goal?”

			His blue eyes swung in her direction. “Always.” It was as if someone had electrified his gaze because she couldn’t look away. He stood up and paced, breaking the connection. “Enough about me. How are you feeling?”

			“Fine, except I’m a little tired of someone trying to kill us. I don’t understand who would be motivated to do it. It makes no sense for the Masked Network to be behind the attempts. They’re making us go through hoops, but that’s to protect themselves.”

			Lee crossed his arms over his chest. His spine remained rigid, keeping a safe distance from the fence. “I agree. And the money-laundering competition doesn’t jibe, either.” His eyes scanned the rest of the resort. In the distance, a hot air balloon soared.

			“What else is on our itinerary?”

			“Thankfully, not much else for today.”

			Their bodyguard wore leather gloves as he approached and opened the gate. “Clear.”

			Audrey exited, and the guard cleared his throat. “Earlier... Well, thank you for stopping me before I touched the gate.”

			She pulled her chin back in surprise. “Don’t mention it. Thank you for finding the wires.”

			Lee took hold of her hand and hurried her back in the direction of the cottage. His fingers squeezed hers. The familiarity seemed almost natural if not for the rush of warmth up her spine. “I was planning to tell you to stop being so nice to the staff. But in a place like this, loyalty—or bribes—means everything.”

			“I didn’t think I was being overly nice. Polite, maybe, but—”

			“Exactly.” He beamed down at her as they moved to pass by the outdoor restaurant. “It’s second nature to you.”

			Their eyes met, and her imagination soared to what it would be like to really be married, to be on a honeymoon—preferably without being surrounded by criminals—and to have a man look at her like that without any pretense.

			“Audrey?” A waitress with blond hair pulled into a ponytail stood in front of them, holding a tray of dirty dishes. She took a step closer. “It is you.” She lowered her voice. “What are you doing here?”

			Felicity Burnett. She belonged on campus, in Audrey’s life as a researcher, not here! She looked to Lee for support. How was she supposed to play this? Did she insist that her friend from Duke was mistaken? Lee squeezed her hand tighter, all humor drained from his face.

			“Um, Felicity. Hi. Uh...” She really didn’t know how to salvage this. She twisted to place a hand on his shoulder. “Meet my husband, Lee Kimmet.”

			Felicity’s mouth dropped. “Husband? What are you talking about? You sent a group text like two days ago. You told everyone you were going full-on airplane mode since your Stanford conference was more like an intensive workshop.”

			Lee chuckled, his laugh strained. “Well, I can be intense.”

			Audrey fought to roll her eyes. “The funny thing is we’ve actually been married for quite some time. And you can call me Andrea now. I actually used to go by the name Andrea—it’s kind of a nickname of Audrey.”

			Felicity narrowed her eyes. “Is it? I wasn’t aware.”

			“Yeah, well. We just wanted to keep the marriage on the down low.”

			Lee sent her a warning glance. Perhaps she was giving away too much information, but an explanation was warranted. “You know, every marriage has its problems. But, we worked through it and uh...decided on a second honeymoon.”

			Judging by the tightening of Lee’s squeeze on her hand, she definitely had gone too far. By the minute, more people filled the space next to the veranda. Would Felicity mention her to the resort owner? The scrutiny they were under from the attempts on their lives would surely cause gossip among the staff. The temptation to chime in, with firsthand knowledge of the couple in question, would be too great to resist for a normal person.

			The reality of the situation suddenly weighed her down. This was not a game of twisting the truth because there was no point. Their cover had been blown. Once the news reached the ears of the owner, the security team, or any members of the Masked Network, they wouldn’t be able to leave the resort alive. She needed to convince Lee to pull Felicity into their confidence immediately and beg her to keep it a secret. In fact, if Felicity opened her mouth, would any of them be able to leave alive?

			 

			“What about Caltech and your grant?” Felicity asked.

			The life seemed to drain from Audrey’s face. Lee glanced around. Had she seen something or was there something about the grant that depressed her? Audrey shrugged. “Still in process. Starting in the fall, but Felicity, since it’s a government grant, we probably shouldn’t talk about it in public. Enough about me. What about you? I thought you planned to stay at Duke all summer.”

			“I’ll return in the fall.”

			Lee put his hands in his pockets and straightened. “I’m intrigued, as well. I heard Octavia handpicks her employees and usually for the long-term. I didn’t think anyone could work here temporarily for the summer.”

			“True, but there was a last-minute accident, and one of her employees was out of commission. I happened to apply for a short-term job at a restaurant she frequented. Good timing for me, I suppose. Octavia offered me a job I couldn’t refuse.” Felicity’s gaze flickered to a table of men speaking in hushed tones. One man in particular caught Lee’s attention and he fought back a reaction. An arms dealer the FBI was told was hands-off, for the moment, crossed his arms in front of his chest and nodded.

			Lee pondered Felicity’s answers. Everything pointed to the employment being a carefully planned setup. The question was whether Audrey knew it or not. If he was right, Felicity was a danger to his mission. If he was wrong, she might be dangerous to Audrey.

			“Hope you don’t mind if I ask Octavia for your references,” he bluffed. “I’m thinking of opening up my own restaurant and am looking for the same type of excellent service to offer our guests.”

			Audrey’s eyes flashed, and her forehead creased and smoothed on a loop as if trying to work out why his sudden change to the cover story. He’d fill her in as soon as he knew for sure they were safe to move on. In the meantime the bodyguard had caught up but stood in the shadow of a cypress tree.

			“Felicity, was it?” Lee asked.

			“Yes. Myers.”

			“Myers?” The surprise in Audrey’s voice couldn’t be mistaken.

			Felicity didn’t flinch. “Yes. Seems name changes are all the rage, wouldn’t you say, Andrea Kimmet?” She said the name with emphasis while an amused grin crossed her face. “I’m pretty good at accepting change and forgetting the past.” Felicity’s eyes flickered to Lee. “Hopefully, you are, too. Excuse me. I need to get back to work.” Again, her focus darted to the table with the arms dealer.

			Definitely an agent who seemed to be saying, “Don’t blow my cover and I won’t blow yours.”

			He put his hand, with a loose hold on his cell phone, on Audrey’s back. “Of course. I’m sure we will get a chance to catch up further this week.”

			“Happy second honeymoon, Andrea,” Felicity said again, emphasizing the fake name.

			Audrey blinked rapidly. “Um, thanks. You, too.” They walked a few steps. “Why’d I say ‘You, too’? She’s not on a second honeymoon.”

			“You were flustered.” He looked over his shoulder to make sure his camera lens was pointing at Felicity as he casually tapped the side button to snap a photo. Unfortunately, Felicity was doing the exact same thing.

			“What are the odds that one of my friends from Duke would be here?” Her eyes glistened. “I’m sorry, Lee. I’ve put us in danger again, haven’t I?”

			“You couldn’t have known.” Unless he was the one being fooled. “How exactly do you know her? What did she do at Duke?”

			“She was a teaching assistant. Probably the cushiest assignment in the entire school because she always had time to hang out with the other TAs and postdocs. Everyone loves her. She’s probably one of the most popular people I know at Duke because she takes a genuine interest in everyone’s labs and networks like crazy so she always knows who you should talk to if you run into a problem or need more input.”

			Every government agency in the world had spies placed at universities, sometimes as professors or teaching assistants, especially rampant at research universities. In the US, they were often tasked with recruiting, protecting vulnerable researchers and developing any potential future assets. He sighed. “We’ll know soon enough who she’s working for.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Your friend screams agent to me.”

			He felt her start to spin and pressed his hand on her back. “I don’t think she’d appreciate if we caused our friend in the shadows any reason to pay her more attention.”

			“But how? Why? Tell me specifically the method you use to merit such a judgment.”

			“Sorry, classified.” Admittedly, it’d become his standard answer when he didn’t want to explain himself.

			Audrey rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Felicity and I got our nails done together, went out for sushi and ice cream. We’d go to a matinee once in a while.”

			“Agents can still eat ice cream and watch movies. Did she seem different than other teaching assistants?”

			“Only that she seemed to have more free time than anyone else, but she is—was my friend. And if we should worry about anything, it’s that she can clearly tell when I’m lying because I’ve never had a need to before! And yes, she might’ve been intense, but so am I. A lot of people in academia are. But we still hung out and talked about normal things like guys—”

			“Guys, huh? Were there a lot of those in your life?” The questions rushed from his mouth before he could filter them, as if he needed to know for the sake of the mission. Where the surge of jealousy came from, he didn’t know. The outburst didn’t even make sense to him.

			She gave him a side glance, clearly irritated. “One or two.”

			“Were they serious?” He almost groaned aloud. What was his problem? Audrey gave enough pause he could’ve interjected with “Never mind, it’s none of my business,” but instead he raised his eyebrows, waiting. He already knew from her background check that the last known relationship was with some hotshot rumored to be the next Elon Musk of the future. Too bad there wasn’t a photo of the man; not that it really mattered.

			“Obviously not or I wouldn’t be here. And I don’t see how that’s relevant.”

			Fair point, but he felt better about knowing. “What else did you usually talk about?”

			She shrugged. “Life on campus, really. She’d always ask if I saw any up and comers in the classes I taught...” The wind was out of her sails now. She practically deflated in front of him. “Oh. She used me, didn’t she? I mean it is unusual to remain a teacher’s assistant for that long, but I didn’t give it much thought because we’re friends. At least I thought we were.”

			“I took a photo of her. She clearly took a photo of me. We’ll know for sure once our intel is back.”

			“You don’t think she’s on the wrong side, do you?”

			“I don’t, but either way we need to be sure. If she’s planning a sting, or other intel-gathering that jeopardizes our mission, we need to know sooner rather than later.”

			Communication among agencies had improved over the past several years but in baby-step increments. If they were both deep cover from different agencies, it’d take a lot of red tape to get any heads-up about stepping over turf. Just last month an NSA agent was investigating a criminal that turned out to be an undercover FBI agent. There were still bugs in the system.

			They reached the cottage and Lee waited on the balcony while Audrey changed outfits. He checked his email and an encrypted message confirmed the phone call time. He attached a photo to another email and hoped the Bureau could trace Felicity’s true identity by the time they spoke in a few minutes.

			He dialed the number and entered a required passcode. One ring later a breathy voice answered.

			“It’s about time you set up a call. When I woke up it took me five whole minutes to understand why the nurses were calling me by the wrong name and why I was in the hospital in the first place. I started to wonder if they’d mixed up patients and removed my spleen by accident.”

			He took Kendra’s angry tone as a positive sign of her prognosis. “I’m sorry about that. You were already unconscious when I had to provide identification for you.”

			“Yeah, I figured it out. I suppose saving my life grants you some leeway. I’ve had some visitors keeping me updated. Did you really make Audrey take my place?”

			“Yes.”

			“Probably the right call. I heard you ran preliminary security checks on her before you left. I have the complete results.”

			A door slammed within the cottage. Audrey was likely about to join him in a moment. “Listen, before I have company, why was I kept out of the loop with the Sylvia matter?” His throat tightened with emotion that shouldn’t have been there, but they were partners, and yet the powers that be thought he should be left in the dark. If they didn’t trust him or he didn’t have what it took to do the hard assignments, he wanted to know now.

			“Simple. Sylvia knew things she shouldn’t. Always one step ahead, enough so we suspected a mole.”

			“You suspected me?” His world shifted slightly. He’d dedicated his career to service toward his country, and they thought he couldn’t be trusted?

			“I don’t think that’s necessarily why. Sylvia only wanted to work with me and the Bureau agreed it’d be best to keep it that way in our cover as well, for authenticity.”

			Authenticity. What a joke. Everything about their relationship was fabricated.

			The door slid open and Audrey stepped out wearing a flowing green sundress. “Is that Kendra?”

			He nodded and plugged in a split headphone adapter. She slipped in the earbuds he provided before Kendra continued. “Listen, I have some news that both of you need to know. The ballistics report came back on the gun that got me. It wasn’t from the initial shooter’s gun.”

			His veins turned ice-cold. “Wait. What are you saying?”

			“There was another shooter besides the one I took out.”

			She didn’t need to spell it out any further. Lee knew without a shadow of a doubt that whoever shot Kendra was likely the same one that wanted them dead.

		
	
		
			NINE

			Audrey swung her gaze to Lee before speaking. His eyes had widened slightly, but his face didn’t hold the shock she felt. “So theoretically someone could’ve followed us to the hospital, to the hotel and even...” She let her voice trail off. It wasn’t a newsflash that someone wanted to kill them, but somehow hearing about another shooter seemed to make it more real.

			It seemed unlikely that someone who wasn’t a guest or employee would manage to infiltrate the resort’s security without being seen. Except, no one was ever seen tampering with the sauna because they were clever and technical enough to bypass the security cameras. What type of threat were they dealing with?

			“If the other shooter was someone in the same organization as the gunman you took out, wouldn’t they have access to talk to the Masked Network guys? Or the resort owner here? If everyone here knows Lee is an agent, why haven’t they swarmed us yet?”

			“The shooter I took out was the last member of the organization unaccounted for, so we aren’t sure the threat is the same.”

			“You’re saying it could be anyone.” Lee raked a hand through his hair. “That’s almost worse.”

			“We have an entire team investigating and teaming up with interrogation of the members. You’re still clear to stay on mission. I feel certain we’ll have more answers soon, but until then, keep your head up and stay in the game.” Kendra exhaled. “Oh, and Audrey, you officially have top-secret clearance.”

			That caused a reaction. Lee dropped his mouth. “What? That takes weeks, months, even. How’d you pull that off?”

			“I didn’t,” Kendra answered.

			“Oh... It’s probably for my grant,” Audrey explained. “I was expecting that any day now.”

			Lee raised an eyebrow, the headphone cables swinging in between them. “That would’ve been nice to mention.”

			“You didn’t ask. It didn’t seem to be a requirement for you to make me an asset.”

			“It would’ve eased my mind, though.”

			“Yeah, well. Get this,” Kendra said. “She has a higher clearance than we do.”

			Lee narrowed his eyes. “What exactly is this grant for?”

			“I told you it’s a government grant for research I will be heading up at Caltech.”

			“Yes, but what exactly are you researching?”

			First, she didn’t really want to spend the short amount of time they probably had with Kendra on the line discussing the work she wouldn’t start until fall. Second, it would take her a while to figure out how to explain it without invalidating her confidentiality clause. So instead, she couldn’t resist answering in the simple way that had infuriated her several times so far this week. “Sorry. Classified.”

			The way his eyes popped, his mouth opened to object and finally transformed into a beaming smile, validated her word choice.

			Kendra’s laugh rang in her ears. “You probably don’t realize it, but you sound just like Lee. Which leads me to a final bit of news.”

			“Yes?” Lee asked.

			“The adoption agency Audrey’s parents used burned down so we didn’t find any leads there. And, disturbingly, the one I was adopted from mistakenly got demolished.”

			“What?” Her gut dropped. Would they never know how they’d been split up?

			“A contractor insisted his orders from the city were to demolish it, but he was actually supposed to demolish the old parks and rec center that was on its last legs. The charges were dropped, though, when they found his orders really did list the adoption agency address.”

			“Weird coincidence,” Lee said.

			“I don’t believe in coincidence.” Kendra’s voice rang in her ears at the same time Audrey said it. If they had timed it, they couldn’t have spoken in unison so perfectly.

			Lee’s eyes widened. “Whoa.”

			“We found out right away your blood type is the same, but given the adoption agency drama, the Bureau did a rush on our DNA tests, as well.” Kendra’s voice shook a little.

			Audrey’s breath caught. “Do you have the results?”

			“If we weren’t sure before, we are now. We are definitely twins. Identical. So uh...hi, sister.”

			Audrey’s throat tightened, and her eyes pricked. “Hi, sis.” She smiled at Lee as her vision turned blurry. She looked away to regain control. She really had a sister, a flesh-and-blood sister. It wasn’t a sudden shock like the night they’d met on the campus, but to have scientific proof overwhelmed her.

			“You might be happy to know I’m utilizing my time stuck in the hospital working out who might be our biological parents.”

			Audrey’s gut churned. “Do you... Do you have any leads?” She thought she’d get out of here, spend a little time with Kendra, visit her parents and deliver the news in person that she had a twin, and then, after weeks of processing, she might allow herself to start to think about her biological parents.

			A picture of Kendra being take-charge, plow-ahead, always confident of each step, came into focus. To be fair, Audrey was also that type of person, except only within the confines of the lab. Maybe because taking wrong turns was essential to the process of good research. She always learned from failure. Yet, here, in the world of agents and threats, each wrong step likely resulted in someone dying. She turned to watch Lee’s reaction as she asked, “Can I assume you were told about Sylvia’s death?”

			“That’s a swift change of subject,” Kendra remarked.

			“Yes, I know. And I’m happy to help with the search for our parents after we are both safely out of danger.”

			“Lee didn’t tell me per se, but I’m aware.”

			“So you know that if she hadn’t died, our cover would’ve been blown? That she knew I wasn’t you?”

			“What?” Kendra spoke so loudly that Lee and Audrey both flinched and grabbed their ears. “Tell me exactly what happened. The only way this mission is going to work is if you can pull off being me.”

			“Exactly. And without a little briefing from you, I’m flying blind.” Audrey recounted every detail she could remember about the conversation before dinner until Sylvia’s ghastly death.

			“Stop. You actually said ‘Is there something you’d like to launder?’”

			“Not word for word, but yes, that was the jist. What’s wrong with that?”

			“Why don’t you wear a sign that says shoot me?”

			“Oh, that’s really helpful.” Audrey bit her lip. She never snapped at people like that, but for some reason the interchange almost made her smile. Was this the way real sisters bantered?

			She cast a side glance at Lee, who seemed to be watching her with concern. “Take it easy, Kendra. You have no idea what she’s gone through or the sacrifice she’s making to do this for us.”

			“Listen, Audrey,” Kendra said as if she never heard Lee. “Your job as an agent, especially an agent like me, is to talk as little as possible. Do whatever it takes to get them to do all the heavy lifting. Keep your answers brief and always turn it back to them. Make them work for it. Criminals, when it comes down to it, are lazy. The smart ones are the laziest, and you, Mrs. Kimmet have always been one of the smartest. So to answer your question, I would’ve told Sylvia that if she wanted something, to spell it out. I would never, ever, talk about laundering anything. That’s none of their business how I go about doing what I do. The proof is in the results. They get their clean money, and they let me worry about how to do it. And in case you need me to spell it out for you, I don’t ever do it. We’re pretending and using FBI funds to get it done until we can nab these guys.” Kendra sighed. “I guess I got a little worked up, but you get the idea?”

			“Yes.” The word came out soft. Truth was she only half heard everything Kendra said. Her skin had electrified at Lee’s concern, and the way his eyes softened. The space between them, sharing an adapter with the ocean far below them and the blue sky above them... Audrey straightened, trying to snap out of it. “Actually, Lee, do you mind if I talk to Kendra out here alone for a bit? Sister stuff.” She almost choked on the last two words. They felt so foreign.

			Lee’s soft eyes remained on her face for another second before he nodded, took out the wired earbuds and slid open the glass door to enter the cottage. The moment Audrey was certain the door closed, she asked the burning question that could either continue to conflict her heart or break it. “Have you at any time had feelings for Lee or vice versa?”

			 

			Lee made it a point not to need anyone in his life, but to discover his partner didn’t need him, either, shifted his confidence and produced a hollow feeling in his gut that didn’t make sense. In his mind, the Bureau needed him as much as they needed Kendra. But it was as if she’d received the most valuable player award in their partnership.

			The harsh reality was Lee had refused to allow anyone to need him. He hadn’t been law enforcement yet when Derek had been shot, but there was a part of Lee that always felt like he’d let him down.

			Was that why he found himself drawn to Audrey? Because she needed him? No. When she’d said she needed him at the restaurant it only annoyed him. Pathetic. He should be ashamed of himself for even entertaining the slightest feelings for her. She had no interest. What she needed was for him to do his job and keep her safe, and so far he’d been doing poorly at that.

			He’d get his head on straight and pretend she was exactly the same as Kendra, simply a coworker. It shouldn’t be hard to do since they were identical, though he had to admit, they looked completely different in many ways. Audrey’s eyes seemed to express so much emotion and intelligence. He had no doubt she would always be able to outthink him, something that was a little intimidating. Even the way she smiled somehow radiated kindness.

			Lee sank on the couch. He had a serious problem. He was falling for her.

			“So you’re telling me you never had any feelings for Lee?” Audrey’s voice wafted into the living room.

			Lee sat up straight as a rod. The window was slightly ajar and picking up bits of the phone conversation on the balcony.

			Lee jumped to standing, his blood pumping. They were talking about him.

			“I think it’s absolutely realistic to be in love if you’re married, pretend or not. My parents are,” Audrey said heatedly. “But...back to my question.”

			“Like a brother? Seriously?” Audrey asked. “Fair enough, but did Lee ever have feelings for you?”

			His neck heated. Surveillance often involved overhearing private conversations that had no bearing on your mission, but Lee had never been privy to one about himself, even accidentally. While he knew the answer to Audrey’s question, he did wonder what Kendra would say.

			Lee crossed to the window as Audrey said, “Oh. To be fair, some people could call that logical and self-controlled. I actually like that about him.”

			Lee cringed. Kendra must be complaining about him, but he didn’t know how he felt about Audrey defending him. He gave the window a small shove but it didn’t budge.

			Audrey sighed loudly. “I wouldn’t dare entertain the possibility if there was any chance you or him—You know what, never mind. Let’s just pretend we didn’t have this conversation.”

			Lee’s chest tightened as he found a latch propping the window open and tried again. The closed window finally blocked any words being said outside. His emotions felt like they’d been forced to board a roller-coaster ride with no end in sight. Her last words to Kendra echoed in his mind. If only he could pretend she didn’t have that conversation, too.

			He sat back down and twisted the lid off a water bottle. The lukewarm water didn’t bother him much as he gulped the liquid down, trying to distract his thoughts. The sound of the glass door opening caught his attention. He looked over his shoulder and Audrey had stepped inside, beckoning him with one hand. He joined her, wordlessly, on the balcony.

			Despite everything he’d heard, he suddenly felt lighter being with her.

			Audrey had the most welcoming smile, the kind a man wanted to come home to every night after work. And now he knew the chemistry he’d felt wasn’t one-sided. His heart pounded faster at the knowledge while his head screamed to turn it off. The mission always came first. But after that...

			His shoulders dropped as he sat down in the chair and allowed a second to take in the view. He would still be an undercover agent and once she got back into the world of academia, she’d realize he didn’t belong in her world. Lee lifted the earbuds. He wanted to be done with this conversation and get the mission over with. “The longer we talk the more we risk being overheard,” he said into the microphone. “What is it?”

			“Just got a message. Your identification request came in. One Felicity Lewis, CIA. Apparently, CIA just requested your identification, as well.”

			He knew it had to be a different agency, but CIA? “They have no jurisdiction here.”

			“Foreign-intelligence collection mission. The special agent in charge in the San Francisco office is in dialogue with CIA and DHS, telling them to stand down. Waiting on a response.”

			Audrey’s face lost its color. She leaned back in the chair without comment.

			“Okay. We’re going silent now.” Lee signed off and turned to Audrey, resisting the instinct to lean over and reach for her. “Hey. Are you okay?”

			“It’s a weird feeling finding out your friend has been lying—about, well, everything—the entire time you’ve known her.” Her eyes flashed as she studied him. “Do you? Do you feel bad about doing that to people?”

			No one had asked him that before. Not that he hadn’t thought about it. “They spend a fair amount of time preparing you for it in training. You can’t be a special agent without the potential for having to go undercover. Deep cover, the kind that lasts for years like what Kendra and I have been doing, does take a toll.”

			Lee tilted his head side to side, stretching out the tension. “I am called to protect our citizens. Maybe that sounds like I’m trying to be flippant about your question, but the way I see it, I’m submitting to our government authorities and doing my job.”

			Audrey nodded, but Lee could tell he wasn’t addressing the real reasons she’d asked the question.

			“This cover is my job, but I also need a life as much as any normal person. So I have to compartmentalize and it’s hard. My job requires me to develop relationships that I know I might have to eventually betray.” He leaned forward and gently picked up her hand before he addressed the heart of the matter. “I have a friend at the gym, closest to the firm. He doesn’t know my real last name and because my cover is a lawyer he knows he can’t ask me very much about my job.”

			“Client confidentiality?”

			“Exactly. But in regard to me as a person, I can still be real. I feel like he’s a real friend when we discuss sports or music.”

			“You’re trying to tell me Felicity probably considered me a real friend, but you can’t know that.” Her eyes softened and drifted to their linked hands, but Lee couldn’t bring himself to pull away.

			“You’re right. I don’t, but I can’t imagine knowing you and not wanting to be your friend.” Lee wasn’t the type to get embarrassed, but he’d never heard such corny words come out of his mouth. His hand slipped from hers and he stood. “We better get ready. We need to grab a bite for lunch because our revised itinerary includes an afternoon tee time. The way things are going, I imagine another visit from a network official. Hopefully, we are almost done with these little meetings.”

			“Like porcelain cups and cucumber sandwiches?”

			He laughed. “Not exactly. Tee time as in hitting a small white ball.”

			She shook her head. “I can’t golf.”

			“That makes two of us. Let’s hope the meeting is at the first hole.”

			An hour later Lee returned to the room wearing the loudest paisley sweater vest from the gift shop. Golf outfits seemed to suit Audrey, though, as she waited on the couch in a dusty-rose, elbow-length polo and a skirt covered in gray and pink octagons. She glanced down self-consciously. “I’m glad Kendra had already packed clothes for golfing. Everything in the resort shop is ghastly.” She nodded at his vest in confirmation, her lips twisted in amusement.

			“Are you saying you’re embarrassed to be seen with me?”

			She stood. “Never.”

			And somehow, he felt she meant it. He took a step closer. Face-to-face, he rested his hands on her shoulders. “Audrey?” His throat tightened momentarily as she looked up at him, the soft smile on her lips, and all he could think about was what it would be like to kiss her.

		
	
		
			TEN

			The temperature in the living room seemed to rise ten degrees at the way he’d said her name.

			Audrey felt nothing but the heat from the palms of Lee’s hands on her shoulders. She’d yet to allow herself to imagine she and Lee could have a real future until she’d heard from Kendra there wasn’t a past or present romance to worry about. She held her breath, not daring to move as Lee took a small step toward her. Was she imagining things or was he about to kiss her?

			They may not have known each other very long, but in all her years of feeling out of place no matter where she was, Lee made her feel like she belonged at his side. The news about Felicity had thrown her for yet another loop, but she appreciated Lee’s vulnerability, sharing what it’d been like to serve his country while never being allowed to truly let anyone know the real him.

			She’d like to think he felt he could be himself around her, as well. The sound of crashing waves against the rocks hundreds of feet below filtered through the walls. The soft ticking of the clock on the mantel was the only way she knew that time hadn’t come to a standstill. “Yes?” she finally asked.

			Lee blinked hard and dropped his hands as if he suddenly woke up. “I...uh...just wanted to tell you to be confident in your golf game. Even if you’re horrible, the confidence will make people believe you’re just having an off day.” He’d never looked so flustered as he backed up to the door. “We shouldn’t be late to tee time.”

			If they left right now, they’d actually be fifteen minutes early, but the increasing space between them helped her thoughts clear. Her place was in academia and his was in the FBI. He’d be putting them both in danger if he started a secret relationship with her while in deep cover. Besides, she would never kiss a man if they didn’t have a potential future together. Not intentionally, at least.

			They strode across the resort, this time abandoning the pretense of holding hands. With the little bit of extra time, they hit a few balls at the driving range—they were even worse at the game than Audrey imagined—before an employee approached Lee. “Your tee time is ready, sir.”

			A gleaming black and burgundy golf cart pulled to a stop in front of them with cold bottled waters in the four-slot cup holder and sleeves of mixed nuts in the open console. The back of the cart held two golf bags stocked with shining, gleaming clubs. The employee held out two shiny keys. “Would you like to drive or would you like a driver and caddy?”

			“Oh, I think driving would be fun, wouldn’t it, Lee?” she asked. Okay, maybe Kendra would’ve simply demanded, but she didn’t want a caddy watching their horrible golf strokes, especially if all the balls ended up in sand traps.

			Lee nodded. “Whatever you want, honey.”

			He may have added the term of endearment for the employee’s sake, but Audrey was certain she would never get used to it. The employee made his way toward the pro golf shop. Lee passed the keys to her. “You said you wanted to drive.”

			“I was trying to avoid an audience on the course.” She didn’t return the keys, though. She’d never socialized in circles that golfed—obviously given her poor form—but that didn’t mean she didn’t want a turn driving. “Do you think that was a bad idea?”

			“No. It’s likely the caddy would’ve wanted to give us lessons and we would’ve become gossip fodder in the break room. Besides, if there is supposed to be a meeting somewhere on the course, I imagine the caddy would be a deterrent.” Something in the distance caught his eye and Audrey spun to find another golf cart with their assigned bodyguard at the wheel. He lifted his chin as a way of greeting and approval to Audrey. As if they needed his clearance to proceed golfing.

			She slipped into the posh driver’s seat and started the motor. They glided onto the curved path meant for carts and rose over a hill. As they crested, the sun’s rays bathed the lush, green grounds in light, reflecting off the scattered ponds and leaves of the trees. Audrey sucked in a sharp breath at the beauty. At their backs, the waves of the ocean could still be heard. For the briefest of moments, with the wind in her hair and the bodyguard out of sight, she deluded herself into thinking she was on vacation.

			Until the chipmunk ran right across their path. She whipped the wheel to the left and slammed on the brake. Lee grabbed the side bar and tipped precariously out of the cart as several clubs vaulted out of the bag. He righted himself, his cheeks flushed. “Andrea—” he enunciated each syllable “—someone is already trying to kill us. Let’s not make it easy on them.” He winked and sank against the bench.

			Calling her by the cover name after almost tumbling out of a vehicle impressed her. She hopped out of the cart and grabbed the escaped clubs before starting it up again. A quick look over her shoulder revealed the guard was behind them. He had his hand over his mouth. If he thought she was amusing now, wait until she started swinging.

			They reached the tee-off point a minute later. She placed the pointy thing in the ground and rested the ball on top of it. Coordination didn’t come easily, but if she focused, she felt certain she could at least stop embarrassing herself. Once she figured out the game of billiards revolved around physics, she was able to win a few games despite her shaky hands. Surely, golf involved the same transferring of energy with a little aerodynamics thrown in for good measure.

			She adjusted her stance and aimed the club. “Is our potential meeting here yet?”

			“No one but the bodyguard in the line of sight. For all we know they plan to meet us at dinner. I say let’s get through the course as fast as we can to rule it out.”

			“Fair enough.” She pulled the club back and swung hard, expecting to hear the smack of the golf ball. Instead, she met air, until the momentum of her move sent the swing backward. Only then did the club hit the ball. “Fore!” She cringed as she spun, fearing the worst.

			Lee darted out of the way as the ball bounced past him, with little force. Apparently, her swing didn’t have as much power as she thought. It rolled past the tee-off sign and right underneath the golf cart where it decided to stay put. Audrey groaned, shaking her head. She refused to even check on the bodyguard’s reaction.

			“That was so impressively bad, I’ll be happy to get it.” Lee strode to the cart and from standing dropped into a one-handed push-up, most likely to keep his clothes from getting dirty, while the other arm strained to reach the ball. He retracted his reach just as fast and dropped fully to the ground. He strained his neck to look underneath the cart.

			“What is it? Did the ball hit something it shouldn’t have?” Audrey approached.

			“Be glad it didn’t.” He held up a hand as his head twisted to see her approach. “Don’t come any closer.”

			“Lee? What’s going on?”

			He lifted himself off the ground. “Any chance you know anything about bombs?”

			Her mouth went dry and her mind went blank as her eyes refused to stare at anything but the golf cart. “They’re bad,” she whispered.

			“If you don’t know enough to disable it within a few seconds, there’s only one other option.” He grabbed her hand. “We need to run.”

			 

			He knew Audrey well enough by this point to recognize that, while brilliant, she froze when scared. At least initially. Audrey dropped the golf club and clung to Lee’s hand as they pumped their arms, running diagonally across the grass, up the sloping hill, as far away from the golf cart as possible. “Could you tell how big the bomb—”

			“No.”

			“Timer?” she huffed.

			Any second an explosion could overtake them. He wasn’t going to take time describing what he’d seen duct-taped to the underside of the cart. He released her hand as he waved his arms at the bodyguard.

			“Come on, you can run faster than that.”

			She pumped her arms harder but wasn’t keeping up with him. “I’m not Kendra.”

			He spun on a heel and swept her knees and back into his arms. She let out a tiny squeal, reminding him of the first time they’d met, but this time Audrey slipped her trusting arms around his neck as Lee pushed his legs to their top speed. “So professors don’t train like FBI agents? Weird.”

			She barked a laugh that sounded like half a cry. Her head rested on his chest as if she belonged there. They reached the bodyguard. Lee let Audrey down into the back row of the golf cart. “Go the opposite way. Bomb.”

			The bodyguard didn’t need to be asked twice. He steered the cart in the opposite direction of their cart while one hand clicked a radio. “I need the sprinklers on now, the course evacuated and—”

			A wall of sound overtook them. Lee threw an arm over Audrey’s back and he hunched over her, instinctively trying to protect her. When heat didn’t reach them, he tentatively sat up, the bodyguard and Audrey following suit. They looked over their shoulders. The cart was a flaming pile of plastic and aluminum and the ground—a fifty-foot radius—was now scorched earth. The sprinklers rose out of the ground and sprayed water, not only on the flames, but also over the path their cart sat, effectively drenching their outfits.

			“Whoever is trying to kill you must be very upset that you were bad at golf,” the guard said, no trace of amusement in his voice. He drove straight to their cottage and parked. “Stay inside until I come for you. Ms. Morillo will want a word.” Lee may have imagined it, but the tan linebacker seemed to go pale as he spoke.

			Lee held the cottage door open for her, but a shadow drifted across the living area. Audrey stiffened, and Lee lunged ahead of her, reaching behind his back as if habitually going for a weapon that wasn’t there. He really missed his weapon. “Who is it?”

			The shadow held two hands up before the petite woman stepped in front of them. A few streams of light coming through the blinds reflected off shiny blond hair. Dressed in the same uniform of the employees, Felicity flipped on the light switch.

			“I don’t have much time and neither do you.” Felicity pointed to the clock on the entertainment center. “We both know who each other is working for and why, so let’s skip the preamble.”

			Lee tapped his ear to indicate potential bugs. “Maybe we should take this outside.”

			Felicity shook her head. “The room isn’t bugged. You can relax. My mission got pushed up. A deal is happening sooner than anticipated and the moment my key players leave the resort, I hand over the evidence I’ve been building for an arrest.”

			“I was told you had to wait for our all-clear.”

			Felicity held up a hand. “Our bosses are playing a game about who is more important to take down. I’m here to tell you the cooperation is short-lived. The moment my marks get to their private airfield, an arrest is happening one way or another. And if word gets back to anyone here that the arrest happened—”

			“The resort will clear out faster than I can say FBI. We’ll have lost our chance to take down the Masked Network. Not to mention our covers we’ve spent years developing will be cooked.” Lee raked a hand through his hair, frustration building. “Surely, you can see this is a one-time shot. We mess this up, they’ll go so far underground it’ll be years before they even consider adding anyone else to the Network. Do you have any idea how much crime is facilitated through this Network? The guy who runs it is like a phantom. We don’t have a face or name. At least you know who you’re taking down. Your takedown can wait.”

			“I’m not at liberty to discuss who exactly I’m talking about but rest assured it’s in the best interests of national security.”

			“Since when is CIA—”

			“When there is a joint task force of Homeland Security—”

			“I’m guessing neither of you have plans to back down.” Audrey pointed at both of them. “The arguing is getting tedious, and quite frankly, I’m not in the best of moods since someone tried to kill us with an exploding golf cart.”

			Felicity’s mouth dropped. “Is that what that noise was?”

			“Yes.”

			Felicity held up a finger in Lee’s face. “You better hope that didn’t scare off my arms deal.”

			Audrey groaned. “Obviously both cases are important. Do either of you have a solution?”

			Felicity and Lee exchanged a quick glance that made it clear neither of them had any ideas, but Felicity was the first to speak. “I’m here to let you know that time is running out. My team plans to make a move within the next thirty hours, as long as the bomb attempt didn’t speed things up. We’ll do our best to keep the takedown quiet, but I don’t know how long that will last.”

			And with that, Felicity headed for the door.

			Lee paced the room like a trapped animal. “You heard her. We don’t have much time and whoever is trying to kill us is delaying the schedule. The mission is on its last legs. We need to identify the other shooter. If we have that, we can give Octavia a photo and enlist the security guards to do their jobs.”

			“But...” Her words trailed off.

			Lee raised an eyebrow. “What?”

			Audrey hesitated. “It’s just—I mean if the guards do catch the other shooter, won’t he tell them why he wanted to kill us? Won’t the explanation have to do with the organization you took down, the one that the Masked Network thinks recommended us to join?”

			Lee’s face paled. “You’re right. We’re running out of options.”

			 

			Audrey may not be agent material, but she was good at observing, looking at facts from different angles. There had to be a best way to go forward. “If we just had a little more time to sit back and look at the bigger picture.”

			“Time is the last thing we have. You heard Felicity. And even if that wasn’t a concern, the arrest of Adam’s drug trafficking organization won’t be quiet for much longer. Each one of the members has friends and family. Someone is going to put two and two together why everyone is missing and off the grid.”

			Audrey held up a finger. “If our attempted murderer knows why we’re here, he would’ve already alerted the Masked Network. Right? We would’ve been swarmed by gunmen by now. So maybe the more likely scenario is that whoever is trying to kill us is someone trying to seek revenge for taking down the rest of Adam’s organization.”

			“Even if that is true, you were right the first time. If caught by security here, he could still give us away and then we’d have a highly trained team trying to kill us.”

			She brightened. “But you said yourself the bodyguard felt some sort of new loyalty to me. Maybe if you just make him an asset...” The look of pity in Lee’s eyes made her words falter.

			“The type of organization that runs this club isn’t one you can just walk away from, especially at his level. If I were the only one here, I might be more willing to try but it’d still be considered a suicide mission.” He sank down in the couch cushions. “I need to take down whoever is trying to kill us. Quietly.”

			“You mean kill him?”

			Lee turned his head sharply to look at her. “I’m not an assassin, Audrey.”

			“How will you arrest someone and get them out of here without the cameras, without the other guards, seeing?”

			Lee stood and resumed his pacing. “Very carefully.”

			Audrey knew when she’d been dismissed. She slipped outside on the patio and leaned on the balcony railing. It was all too much. And how could Felicity take the time to meet them in secret without apologizing to her for lying all those years? Lee’s description of life undercover sparked empathy, but she would still like to hear it from Felicity. Unless they were no longer friends now that she knew who Felicity really was.

			The sound of waves crashing against the cliffs below slowed her racing heart. The sight of ocean waters wasn’t new to her. She’d visited the Carolina coast at least a couple times a year while at Duke, but for some reason the Atlantic and Pacific seemed entirely different. Maybe it was because of the cooler temperatures or viewing the waves from atop the cliffs. The ocean seemed more powerful, wilder, even, from the vantage point.

			Life in the Carolinas was calmer and simpler, as well. Did the state of her life reflect how she viewed the sea? Could the same be said for how she viewed God?

			She’d prayed more in the past week than she had in the past few years. She never heard anything in reply, but maybe the silence was okay. If she believed in God, which despite her doubts throughout her time in academia, she did, maybe she should accept the silence. She’d heard all the arguments against believing from many of her peers over late-night study sessions and yet, when she sat still she couldn’t deny that her heart and mind were in agreement. “I choose to believe,” she whispered into the wind.

			And since she didn’t understand the mysteries of the world—so many discoveries to unearth—it stood to reason she couldn’t understand everything about God and how He worked, either. What she did know, if her grandma was correct, was Jesus loved her. That, she supposed, was enough. From now on she’d start praying again whether she was in danger or not. She hated feeling fractured—believing, but not acting like she did. She could consent to the silence.

			I disregard my feelings in favor of the facts most of the time, Lord. And since I’m exhausted and scared within an inch of my life, You should know that the big reason I don’t talk to You is I get the feeling You’re not listening. But You’re the God of the universe so from a logical standpoint perhaps I just don’t recognize how You’re answering. I want to start talking to You again. If silence is the answer, so be it.

			The sliding door behind her opened. Lee hitched a thumb over his shoulder. “The guard has come to fetch us. It’s time to go.”

		
	
		
			ELEVEN

			The itinerary for dinner had allowed them to eat, mercifully, alone unless he counted the bodyguard twenty paces away. There were fewer guests at dinner than the previous night. He wondered if the poisoning and bomb had prompted speedy departures.

			Lee would be lying if he said he was able to enjoy the food. He chewed, swallowed and barely said a word to Audrey as he kept his eyes peeled for any signs of danger. He even faked dropping a napkin to look underneath the chairs and table for any explosives. The golf cart had felt like the last straw even before their visit from Felicity Lewis.

			He replayed the moments leading up to the bomb’s discovery on repeat. He hadn’t noticed anything that would’ve alerted him to the presence of a bomb. He couldn’t have known. Whoever was after them didn’t want to be discovered and—Lee had to admit—was better than him.

			He was out of his league and there was no way to simply leave and abandon the mission without putting Audrey, Kendra and himself in more danger than before. For Audrey’s part, she didn’t seem keen on talking during dinner, either. She kept her eyes on the view, but it didn’t seem like she was mad at him. He appreciated she gave him the space to think. She turned toward him as if aware he was thinking about her. He offered a smile and she returned it, blushing slightly, before turning her attention back to the ocean.

			“What are you thinking about?”

			“A million things at the same time. I’m wondering if there’s some chance my parents knew I had a twin, but I don’t really think it’s possible. They told me if I ever wanted to initiate a search to find my birth parents they would understand.”

			“Did you ever try?”

			She shook her head. “I figured they provided for me so I didn’t want to ask them for the funds to do a search. I was saving up. Lab work doesn’t pay very much. In many ways it’s a system of servitude—students are cheap labor and willing to work ridiculous hours with no holidays, but now that I’m going to be principal investigator at Caltech, I thought maybe.” She shook her head. “Then I’m also thinking about the—” her eyes darted to see who was nearby “—bomb,” she whispered. “Did you notice anything special about it? Anything that would give us a clue?”

			He shook his head. “It’s not an area of expertise for me. I saw explosives and a blinking light. It looked pretty crude in the wiring, but the duct tape might’ve been hiding something from my sight. No LED time clock if that’s what you’re asking. I figured if it wasn’t a timer, it could be remote-detonated.”

			“I never understood why anyone would put a ticking clock on a bomb to let you know how many minutes or seconds you had left anyway. It’s not necessary. A blinking light like you’re describing sounds like a built-in timer to me, and the most likely scenario if someone is scavenging parts around the resort.” She shrugged. “It wouldn’t take much to put together.”

			“I hadn’t thought of it before, but the fact he used a timer hopefully indicates he doesn’t want to kill anyone else but us.”

			“Setting up remote detonation would be a lot more technical, though.”

			“Are you saying you do know more about bombs than ‘they’re bad’?” He held up air quotes.

			She put her hands up to hide her face then pulled them down slowly, her eyes twinkling with hints of a smile. “I’m sorry. I know most people either do fight or flight, but when I’m terrified I freeze. It takes me a bit to think straight.”

			He leaned forward and grabbed her hand. “I know. If I had any idea it was going to be like this—” Regret laced his words.

			She held up a hand. “Even if I had known the full extent of the stakes before agreeing to come, I still would’ve said yes. If it means getting to eventually be with my sister without a target on our backs it’ll be worth it.”

			Lee’s admiration rose higher than he thought possible. “I’m determined to make sure you get that.”

			A waiter approached with another course. They finished their meal and stood wordlessly. Another employee appeared, ready to escort them to the next event on the agenda. The sky had darkened to a purple hue as the oranges and reds of the sunset dipped below the horizon. The landscaping lights along the walking path glowed.

			The trail wound around the back of the resort and down a sloping hill until they reached a deep ledge in the cliffs. Several fire pits, in intervals of every twenty feet, flickered, surrounded by bits of glass reflecting the flames. The employee stopped at a station where two wicker love seats awaited them, but a middle-aged man with a thick mustache, wearing a beige button-down shirt and matching pants, already occupied the left couch. While the clothing indicated a man on vacation, the telltale outline of a gun holster caught Lee’s attention.

			Whether this was someone with the Masked Network, the resort or the other shooter bent on killing them, Lee couldn’t guess. He glanced over his shoulder to find their bodyguard nowhere in sight.

			“I gave him the rest of the evening off,” the man said as if he knew exactly what Lee was thinking. “I have certain privileges. Octavia and I have an understanding.”

			“So you’re representing the resort.”

			He motioned with his chin. “Let’s just say the club couldn’t operate without our assistance.”

			Lee had suspected the resort used the Network. It explained how they operated without drawing attention. The only reason the FBI had even heard of the resort was based more on flight and travel plans of certain persons of interest. Lee placed a hand on Audrey’s back and they sat down. Maybe they were finally meeting the CEO to the network. “We’re all ears.”

			“Right now you’re bringing this location a lot of unwanted attention.”

			“That could be remedied if we speed this along. We get out of your hair and back to work and it’s a win-win,” Audrey said.

			Lee jolted, surprised she’d spoken. He placed a hand over Audrey’s as the man leaned forward. “You want me to speed things along, Mrs. Kimmet?” He slipped the gun from its hiding place and rested it on his right leg. “We get antsy when we’re told to rush.”

			Audrey’s fingers shook ever so slightly underneath his, but her spine remained straight. “I’m not used to telling my clients to wait for results. I like to deliver.”

			The man stared for a second then threw his head back, laughed and pointed at Audrey before turning to Lee. “Her reputation lives up to reality.” He smiled at Audrey, with wandering eyes, as if her boldness answered a silent question. His eyes met hers, and Lee fought the instinct to pull Audrey closer. “If you are officially offered the hand of membership, you’ll thank us. But it’ll be on our schedule, sweetheart.” He held up the gun and waved it like an index finger wagging a warning before he slipped it back in his holster. “If you bring any more unwanted attention, we sever ties.” He stood and sauntered away.

			Audrey shivered. Lee wrapped one arm around her shoulders and used the other arm to pull her closer, holding her in his arms. “You did great,” he murmured. While he would’ve preferred she’d stayed silent, the cover of Mrs. Kimmet did have a reputation. “You played the part well.”

			“I was trying to do what Kendra told me to. I thought it’s what he expected.”

			“And I think you were right.”

			Her shivers dissipated slightly but Lee kept his arms around her to be sure. The breeze brushed the hair from her face. “How do you stay so calm under pressure?” she asked.

			He pursed his lips, considering. “I don’t know. Training, I suppose.”

			“Staying calm doesn’t seem like something you could train for. Do they really teach you that? I read a study by a guy at Yale who found that some people are cool under pressure because they’ve always been. They theorize that as babies they were born with built-in protective measures to keep them from panicking.”

			“Interesting.” He almost laughed. Her mind worked at high speeds constantly.

			“I’m saying that you were probably born to be a hero. Maybe Kendra was, too, but I wasn’t.”

			“I don’t know if I was born that way or just had enough thrown at me that I became numb enough to deal with it. What I do know is that when Kendra was shot, you rushed toward danger to keep her safe.”

			“I didn’t have a choice.”

			He smirked. “Only a hero would think that.”

			Her mouth dropped open, drawing his attention to her lips. He bent his head closer, lowering his voice. “You may have frozen initially when we were locked in the sauna, but you were the one who saved our lives. You were the one who figured out the electrified fence. You’ve been a sounding board and kept me from a rash decision that could’ve cost us the mission. So no, I don’t think of you as a liability. You’ve been a true partner.” While he hadn’t meant to say so much, he realized the words were true.

			She tilted her chin ever so slightly. “Really?”

			It was all the encouragement Lee needed. He closed the space between them and pressed his lips ever so softly against hers.

			 

			Audrey closed her eyes and leaned into Lee, reveling in the warmth his arms around her brought as the ocean breeze brushed her hair off her face. The beard Lee had grown didn’t prick her skin like she imagined it would. His lips were soft yet strong against hers. She slipped her hands up and around his neck and allowed herself the briefest of moments to imagine they could kiss like this all the time, after the mission. Maybe she could live the life of an agent’s wife. She was an asset to the agency, after all.

			Lee pulled back as if he could hear her thoughts. “I’m...I’m sorry.”

			“It’s okay,” she whispered as if on autopilot.

			“I’ve never—I mean this isn’t part of the—”

			“I know.” The confirmation that this wasn’t part of his normal cover procedures brought a small measure of comfort, though.

			“It was a mistake.” His arms released her and moved to her side. “It won’t happen again.”

			She fought to smile, but her eyes refused to meet his. What did he mean it was a mistake? “Because kissing me is like kissing my sister?” It was the first thing that came to mind, although she immediately realized it was a mistake.

			“What? No. I’ve never kissed your sister. I’m pretty sure she told you she considers me more like a brother—”

			“So then wh—” Her words faltered, her eyes narrowed as she connected the dots. “How do you know she told me that?” Time had sped up ever since the phone call with Kendra, and Audrey knew for a fact that Lee wouldn’t have had a spare moment to make another call to her. There was only one way he could’ve known. Her neck suddenly felt on fire. “You were listening.”

			His eyebrows twitched and he started to shake his head before his shoulders sagged. “Only for a minute. It was an accident.”

			Humiliation coursed through her.

			He held his hands out as if in surrender. “I’m sorry.”

			She shook her head. “I’m just incredibly embarrassed.”

			“If it helps, all I heard was a woman of integrity making sure she wasn’t allowing her feelings to take precedence. I admire that.” Lee reached for her hands. “Audrey, you may have a twin, but I don’t think you realize how unique you are. If I’m kissing you, though, I’m not focused—” He tensed as a shadowed figure approached and entered the fire circle, holding something rectangular.

			The swinging ponytail, however, served as an identification card. Felicity bent over and placed a tray laden with thick slabs of chocolate, a variety of colored square marshmallows and graham crackers on the stone surrounding the fire. “Gourmet s’mores are part of the fire experience. Do you have any questions?”

			Felicity leaned forward, close to their seats as if they had asked one. “You no longer are assigned a bodyguard,” she whispered. “Octavia was given an order she was no longer to protect you. If you’re going to be part of the Network you need to prove you can take care of threats yourself. Unless, of course, you’re willing to provide them with a name of who is trying to kill you.”

			“If we knew that, we wouldn’t have been in this mess.” Lee raked a hand through his hair.

			“Then I have something that might help.” Felicity picked up a skewer for marshmallow roasting and handed it to Lee, but Audrey recognized the handoff as Lee pocketed something immediately after. “I got an encrypted email an hour ago and was told to pass it to you.”

			“Please tell me this is good news.”

			Felicity’s eyes darted to the side then she picked up the tray and gestured to each item as if she were explaining how to make a s’more. “They found one of the employees bound and gagged in his own trunk. His pass and uniform had been stolen. Said he’d been there for a couple days. The rest of the employees are on pins and needles. During dinner your cottage was bugged. It’s no longer safe to talk there so you’d do best to stay silent.”

			“I don’t understand how a fake employee wouldn’t be spotted,” Audrey said.

			“I figure that might be our fault.” Felicity picked up a roasting fork and acted as if she were demonstrating how close to put it to the flame. “We arranged a little accident involving four of the employees, to give me a better chance of getting on staff.”

			Audrey gasped.

			Felicity rolled her eyes. “A fake accident, complete with pretend casts. They’re all willing to be witnesses. When the raid is over, they’ll help shut this place down and go into witness protection.” She straightened. “Enjoy your evening,” she said louder.

			This time Audrey bolted after her, determined to talk one on one. “Hold up.” Her emotions were swirling faster than she could process. Felicity turned around, surprised to see her following, and pulled her into the shadows of a crevice before the ledge curved back to the path.

			“If you need to talk, make it fast,” Felicity said.

			“Were you trying to recruit me at Duke? Is that really what you were doing there?”

			Felicity looked over Audrey’s shoulder as if unsure they should speak. “I was—am a recruiter during the school year, but that doesn’t mean—”

			“Is that why you visited my classes so often?” Audrey was losing control of her voice as she heard the tremor.

			“Honestly? At first. Recruiting at a school is ideal because anyone can slip into lectures, study rooms, cafeterias, hangouts... It’s well documented that agencies use campuses for recruiting, both in the open and secret. I have no doubt you can find scores of research—” Felicity eyed her. “You’ve already checked.”

			“I didn’t have to. Lee basically said as much.”

			Felicity smiled but her eyes were downcast, sad. “Well, it quickly became apparent that...” She exhaled and placed a hand on Audrey’s arm. “We were looking for fast-thinking people who can talk their way out of tight situations, who can look at life like a game of chess, ready to sacrifice any pawns they’ve collected. You’re a certified genius, Audrey, no one questioned that, but you also cared a ridiculous amount about the students when you were only a teacher’s assistant.”

			“So if I wasn’t recruiting material was I one of your pawns?”

			Felicity reared back as if slapped. “Trust me when I say you wouldn’t like this life, Audrey. It’s lonely with low pay and incredibly high pressure, even when stationed at a school. I’m tasked with finding the right people who will, in the future, be hired at places with access to sensitive information. I need to get close to exchange students to discover what other countries might find useful and turn any assets sent here. So to answer your question, no, I had zero interest in getting you involved in this life.”

			Felicity took a step closer, her voice filled with a ferocity Audrey had never heard before. “You’re my friend, a real friend. In my world that’s rare, and I don’t want to lose that.” Felicity’s voice wobbled ever so slightly, and Audrey’s eyes stung. “I’m sorry, but you aren’t cut out for this life. Lee should’ve known that. Get out while you can and never let them draw you back in.”

			Exhaustion seeped into Audrey’s bones. She wanted to leave; she wanted to run away and hide and pretend she was still at Duke and life was normal for just a few hours until she could deal again. Mostly, she wanted to stop feeling like she was on the edge of tears. She sucked in a sharp breath. “Do you have any chef agents?”

			“What?” Felicity blinked rapidly. “No. Why?”

			“Just wondering if they send anyone to recruit at the Culinary Institute of America.” She shrugged. “A CIA agent going undercover at the CIA...” She laughed at Felicity’s stunned expression. “Well...I thought it was funny.”

			Felicity pulled Audrey into a lightning-fast hug. “I take it that horrible attempt at a joke means we’re okay.” She looked over her shoulder then reached a hand out and gave Audrey’s fingers a squeeze. “Please stay safe.” At the sight of another employee leading a group in their direction, Felicity stepped out of the darkness and darted around the corner.

			Felicity was still her friend, despite the hollow feeling that remained in Audrey’s chest, but the conversation forced her to face reality. Lee claimed the kiss was a mistake because he needed to focus on the mission. Felicity had known her for years. She would know if Audrey had what it took to be a part of Lee’s life, and the answer was a resounding no. She didn’t have what it would take for them to be together.

			Audrey didn’t need to turn around to know Lee had approached.

			He placed a hand on her shoulder. “Everything okay?”

			She stiffened and wasn’t sure what to say. “I’m in this beautiful place where gourmet s’mores are placed in front of me, but it’s not the time or place to enjoy them. In fact, I don’t even have an appetite for s’mores, so that’s probably an indicator that I’m not fine.” She stepped farther away, out of his reach. “But it’s okay, s’mores wouldn’t have been good for me anyway.”

			Lee furrowed his forehead. “Are we actually talking about s’mores or...” He pointed between the two of them.

			Truth was she didn’t know. Her intention was to make light of her emotional state, not sound like she was devastated that a relationship with Lee wasn’t possible. She certainly didn’t want him to read into it. “Let’s just forget the kiss happened and focus on the mission. The faster we can get back to our normal lives, the better.”

		
	
		
			TWELVE

			Lee had the sensation he was on a rickety bridge, unsure of his footing. Whatever Felicity told her had shut Audrey down. He admitted the kiss was a mistake but forgetting it? That wasn’t going to happen. The mission took priority, so it seemed best not to engage in further discussion over the matter and instead focus on the facts in front of them.

			He gestured to the walkway. She pursed her lips as they strode in silence back toward the cottages. It was no longer safe to talk there, though, not even on the balcony, if Felicity knew what she was talking about. He stopped at a bench underneath a redwood. After a quick search underneath the seat and around the tree and lights for any security cameras, he took a seat, patting the bench beside him. They needed to be quick.

			“I don’t like being in the open, but since we can’t talk in our room, let’s take a moment here.” He took a deep breath and fingered the Micro SD card. “Please let this be good news.”

			“Was that a prayer?”

			Was it? He shrugged. “Maybe.” He knew Audrey prayed. He’d been asked before if he believed and while he’d said yes, he wasn’t a praying man. Truth was he didn’t ever feel he needed prayer. He prided himself on not needing anyone. He cared greatly for the people in his life, but need was a strong word. As if on autopilot, his head swiveled to Audrey.

			“I’m praying, too,” she whispered.

			He nodded, somehow comforted despite his logic. “Keep a watch out.” Since their backs were against a tree, he slipped his phone out and made a quick change of the Micro SD cards behind Audrey’s back as if he was reaching out to hug her. The file pulled up. He brought the phone back in front. “It’s a revised report of the night we met.”

			“Revised?” Audrey leaned to look over his shoulder, her breath hot on his neck. Lee struggled to keep his mind on the screen. Mission reports read like history books, bland with all detail, emotion and action removed from the equation.

			Ballistics confirmed that Kendra’s gun had killed the shooter who had taken out Adam. The bullet that shot Kendra came from a different gun that wasn’t registered.

			Lee scrolled down until he reached the suspect list. There was only name: Joseph Harrington.

			“Does that ring any bells?” Audrey asked.

			Lee shook his head and continued to read until he reached a photograph of Joseph. Dark hair, smiling for the camera with a slightly wide forehead, heart-shaped face and the beginnings of a mustache, the twenty-something guy would never attract any attention in a group.

			Audrey leaned back. “He’s not what I expected.”

			“What did you expect?”

			“Well, I don’t know. He looks like a regular Joe.” Audrey flashed a sheepish grin. “Oh. No pun intended.”

			“You’re not wrong.”

			“Look.” Audrey pointed below the photo. “It’s his campus ID. He’s a doctoral candidate of electrical engineering at Stanford.”

			“What?” That was the last type of person he’d suspect. He scrolled down farther. “With a squeaky-clean record.”

			“Why is this man even in the file?” Audrey asked. “This says they don’t have his fingerprints on file. Why is he even a suspect? He doesn’t have any ties to the organization Adam and the FBI took down, right?”

			“No. This says nothing was found in Joseph Harrington’s apartment or on his digital record that indicates he’s part of the group. His doctoral review is at the end of this next year.” Lee paled as he read the final paragraph in the bio. “His half brother was in the organization. Bruno Coyne. They were only a year in age difference, and Bruno was the missing member they didn’t get in the raid.”

			Audrey gasped. “So Bruno either followed Adam to Stanford after he saw the raid go down or—”

			“Bruno planned to hide at his brother’s place at Stanford. Either way, Bruno took Adam down and Kendra shot him dead.”

			“If Joseph saw Kendra kill his brother, it’s possible he wants revenge.” Audrey straightened. “If he’s here, if he followed us from the hospital thinking he’d failed to kill her when he shot her...”

			“A guy like this wouldn’t draw attention. He would’ve blended in. He could’ve been the one to pull the fire alarm at the hotel.”

			“A Stanford doctoral candidate in electrical engineering would be able to figure out how to override sauna controls, security cameras—”

			“Given they found an employee in a trunk, he’s most likely pretending to be an employee on the grounds.” Lee stared into the darkness. He was out there somewhere, waiting and plotting his next move. Lee needed to get Audrey under cover, even if it meant enemies were listening. He pulled her to standing. “I can’t foresee any other way he would be able to get in. The good news is now we just need to find a way to give Octavia an anonymous tip. We get his photo and name to her to distribute among the security staff.”

			“If you do and they catch him, won’t they want to know why he’s trying to kill us? And let’s be honest, if he thought he saw Kendra kill his brother, I’m the real target. You’re just collateral damage. Given his expertise and modus of operation thus far, I’d say he doesn’t want to be caught. A guy like this wants to return to Stanford. He doesn’t want to jeopardize his future, but if he does get caught, what’s to keep him from spilling the beans to Octavia that I killed his brother? That will alert the Masked Network that Adam—the referral—had been killed and was also FBI. They’ll connect the dots.”

			Lee would’ve realized all of that before he’d made a move, but her fast analysis grated on his nerves. “Okay. I get it and agree. Bad idea.”

			“Presumably Felicity has seen this file? Won’t she keep an eye out for this Joseph guy?”

			“If she has and does, she can’t do anything about it or she’ll risk blowing her own cover.” Lee shook his head. “The best thing we can do now is to get a good night’s sleep. We’re scheduled to go on a short hike tomorrow, and since it’s the last thing on our itinerary, that should be the final step. We have to meet the CEO tomorrow. If he doesn’t appear, then we leave and let them raid this place and hope they get something we can use.”

			“But Felicity said they bugged our room. Should we really go back there?”

			“I don’t have a better idea. As long as we don’t talk about anything mission related we’re fine.”

			“Who’s to say they don’t have cameras in there, too?”

			Lee exhaled his frustration. “There’s not much I can do about that.”

			“We need to have a fight,” she whispered as their cottage came into sight. “So they understand why we’re not in the bedroom together.”

			Exhaustion seeped into his bones. Everything about this mission had taxed him to the max. He just wanted to crash on the couch, which, like everything at the luxury club, was more comfortable than his bed at home if not for fear that someone would try to kill them while they slept. He needed a few hours to forget about his feelings for Audrey and the fact he would never be smart enough to fit in her world or life. Everything about the mission had unraveled to where he was at a point of surrender. He just wanted to get Audrey back to safety without a target on her back. “Fine. I’ll let you take the lead.”

			The words he spoke aloud were for Audrey but in his heart, he was also praying. He gave up. He absolutely couldn’t continue on his own. He needed help.

			“I think we should plan it out, choreograph the fight.”

			A muscle-bound figure stepped out of the shadows closest to the stairs. Audrey jumped backward, landing on Lee’s foot, but the adrenaline coursed through his veins enough that he didn’t feel it as he picked her up by the waist and placed her behind him. The man moved onto the sidewalk. It was their bodyguard—their former bodyguard—if Felicity’s word on the street could be trusted.

			The man stepped forward and looked around as if he was hiding from someone. He thrust a small box at Audrey. “I can no longer protect you so take this. It’s the best I can do.” The darkness emphasized his beady eyes. “Now we’re even.” He slipped back into the shadows and disappeared.

			“Um, thank you, I think?” Audrey looked down and turned over the box. “Bear spray.” Her eyes widened. “Do you think there are bears expected on our hike?”

			“I think it’d be more likely to see rattlesnakes or mountain lions.”

			“Why do you think he gave me this then?”

			“I think in his mind you saved his life by warning him before he touched the tennis fence, or maybe you saved him by not complaining about him to Octavia. Either way, guys like that don’t like owing anybody. They have their own unique code of conduct.”

			“You mean they justify what they’re doing.”

			“You would have to in their line of work.”

			She nodded. “And yours.” She headed up the stairs.

			He didn’t like the comparison one bit. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			She stared at him in surprise. “Well, you said so yourself—” Her mouth made an O shape before she winked conspiratorially and opened the cottage door. “And I don’t want to talk about it anymore,” she said theatrically. “You can just sleep on the couch for all I care. We’re here on business so just save the complaining until we get home.”

			Lee remained silent. He hadn’t intended for the question to be interpreted as a fake fight starter, but maybe she had a point. His reasons were noble, but he did have to continue to remind himself of why he was in the business and living essentially a lie. The weariness weighed his bones and he found himself praying again. After this case, maybe he was ready to stop working covertly.

			Audrey had already crossed the room and closed the pocket doors. Lee stood in the center of the living room and didn’t move but let his eyes roam the room. Octavia’s crew was good. He didn’t see a single sign that the room had been tampered with except for the hairs on the back of his neck alerting him to the feeling of being spied on.

			 

			Audrey splashed cold water in her face for the third time in a row. She’d tossed and turned in bed until three in the morning. Every little noise outside made her wonder if Joseph Harrington had come for her. It was hard to breathe normally knowing that someone had placed microphones in the room to listen.

			“It’s time to go.” Lee knocked on the door. “Our ride is here.”

			She followed him outside, unsure of what to expect. A Jeep with the top down awaited them as if they were about to go on safari. The driver had a bushy beard, an olive-green sunhat and aviator glasses. He flashed a blinding-white smile and the moment they were seated, took off at full speed, hitting a winding road she’d never noticed.

			Ten minutes later they reached a fence and the driver flashed a badge before they opened the gate. He pulled into a gravel parking spot and pointed at the foothills directly behind them. “Here we go. Let’s hike. I’ll try to stay far enough ahead to give you a bit of privacy. Just whistle if you need me to slow down. Ask any questions you’d like.” He handed them two leather drawstring bags that held a bag of trail mix and a cold water bottle. He swung on his own industrial-size backpack and pumped his arms up the dirt path that seemed to go straight up.

			“What if we don’t know how to whistle?” she asked out of the side of her mouth.

			The sides of Lee’s lips twitched. “Good thing I’ve got you covered.”

			Audrey thought about moving the bear spray into the drawstring bag, but the designer carpenter shorts she wore had a side pocket large enough to carry it comfortably.

			Lee exchanged a confused glance with her before they pumped their own arms, the sound of their shoes crunching over small bits of rock embedded in the dirt. At the top of the first hill, which felt like she’d already gone a mile, her heart felt ready to shove past her ribs and out into the open. Where was the Masked CEO already?

			“Are you okay?” Lee asked. He didn’t look like he’d even broken a sweat.

			She didn’t waste her breath answering but nodded and turned around to see how far they’d come. The club wasn’t even visible anymore.

			“I think we should keep moving.” Lee gestured toward the guard, who had already reached the bottom, and waited at a turning point. Lee took a step, offering her a hand, and she would have begrudgingly accepted except the zing she’d felt when she’d kissed him returned.

			She pulled away. “I’m fine, thanks.” If she didn’t start distancing herself now, her heart was going to take even longer to recover once she was back in the lab, alone. She followed his steps, focusing on the sound of a babbling creek that echoed through the small valley.

			Hours seemed to pass as they continued in the trenches of the foothill valleys. The guide stopped once and pointed at two fallen logs. He pulled out three boxed lunches. “It’s time to eat. I will return in a minute.” He passed them two white boxes and seemed to disappear behind the grove of trees behind them.

			Audrey was so famished and weak from the multiple bad nights of sleep that she didn’t even taste the first few bites. “I’m not used to this much exercise.”

			He stared at her inhaling her food. “You really should make that a priority for your health.”

			“Why? I don’t have what it takes to be in your world so why should I pretend?” She took a giant gulp of water, berating herself for letting the pent-up feelings erupt. She had no right to be angry. It wasn’t Lee’s fault. She was the lesser twin, and she needed to accept it.

			“I think maybe it’s time you tell me what Felicity said.”

			“Why? Feeling nervous because you didn’t get to eavesdrop on that conversation?” She set down what apparently was a smoked ham and Brie sandwich on French bread and moved to angrily chewing on the fruit salad in a cup.

			Lee held his hands up. “Okay, obviously I deserved that, but I did try to explain it was an accident. I closed the window as soon as I realized. Surely, you can understand.”

			She did, but it was still humiliating to know he heard her practically gush about her feelings for him before he’d kissed her and admitted it was all a big mistake.

			“So what did she say?”

			She shrugged. “Basically that I’m not cut out to be an agent and it’s not the life for me and—” A hiccup interrupted her. As if she needed more embarrassment. She’d forgotten that whenever she ate or drank too fast, the hiccups always came.

			Lee stared at his box, fighting a smile as he took a potato chip. “As for what Felicity said, I don’t think you can know what you’re capable of before you try.”

			A little hope flared to life in her chest.

			“But,” he said, “I think she’s right about the rest.” His eyes met hers. “It’s not the life I’d want for you.”

			“Because it’s hard or because it’s lonely? Based on those observations, I’d say you have no idea what my life of sixteen-hour days has been like for the past several years and shouldn’t I have a say—”

			“He’s coming back.”

			She fought down her frustration and ate another grape, hoping the sugars would calm her hiccups. The air stilled. Why should she let Felicity or Lee or anyone else decide what was best for her? They’d never been in her shoes. They really, truly didn’t know what stress load she carried in the interest of her students and her research.

			Her shoulders pulled back. God had given her gifts that they knew nothing about. If Lee wasn’t the man for her, she trusted He would show her, but Audrey was done being scared that academia was the only place for her. She loved her job, but it didn’t mean that her life had to be limited to only that world.

			She wasn’t the lesser twin. She was a unique twin. She might not have the same skills as Kendra, but if she could handle the past week, she could also handle whatever was coming her way. She felt her diaphragm relax. The hiccups were gone.

			Lee twisted and took a hard look over his shoulder. “There’s some kind of shed back there.”

			“Oh, like a bathroom?” She really didn’t want to have to find a set of trees that provided privacy again. If someone had asked her a few months ago, she would’ve said she adored hiking. Being outside, the smell of cedar and pine, and the woodchips underneath her feet renewed her energy levels before returning to the lab. Now she understood the well-maintained trails near the university she roamed would probably be considered walking paths, not hiking.

			Sweat ran down the back of her neck and a merciful breeze blew past. The guide reached them and sat down with an electronic lockbox in his lap. He entered a code and lifted out two smartphones. She exchanged a glance with Lee before he nodded for her to accept, and they both reached out to take one.

			The guide pulled back. “Half the money now. The other half when you’re granted access. The rest of the phones will be waiting for you when you return.”

			Lee shook his head. “I haven’t had any cell signal.”

			The guide reached in his backpack. “Now you should.”

			Audrey blinked in surprise as Lee’s phone seemingly came to life. So the guide had to have been blocking their signal. But why? Maybe to hide their location from anyone else? If they were getting phones but not being granted access that must mean the guide wasn’t the CEO.

			Lee pulled up an application and began to transfer money to the bank account the guide rattled off. After a “transfer complete” signal the guide nodded and reached into his bag. The bars morphed into the words “No Signal” at the top of the screen.

			Lee exhaled. “Okay. Now we get the phones?”

			The guide extended his arms and they accepted. “They’ve already been equipped with the three words you’ve spoken. If you say them by accident, there’s nothing I can do.”

			“Surely it’s not—” Lee started.

			“Don’t say it,” Audrey said, but she blushed slightly knowing the three words chosen had been her doing.

			The guide pointed out the key features. “All new members to your organization will have to be added through the admin. Once they’re installed you’ll be able to talk, email or text each other and only each other. There are no other functions on this phone but it’s completely safe from government eyes. Think of it like incognito office messaging.”

			Lee grumbled. “Okay. So when do we get access?”

			“Just one more meeting,” the guide said as he stood and headed back for the trail.

			All of Audrey’s bravado drained from her. They were about to meet the CEO. If she didn’t convince him she was Kendra, they might not ever return to civilization. She patted the outline of bear spray for a burst of confidence and strode ahead.

		
	
		
			THIRTEEN

			Lee prided himself on physical fitness, but if he had to guess they’d hiked somewhere between six and eight miles. If he was on a flat surface, the distance would be no problem, but he wasn’t used to the terrain and his feet began to complain. Audrey stumbled on a rock and he caught her. Her eyes drooped. “Sorry. I’m just so tired.”

			As if hearing her proclamation, the guide beckoned them to round a corner where a lush meadow awaited them. In the center a fire pit glowed, the smell of roasting chicken and steak wafting past them on the breeze. Just beyond bushes, a yurt three sizes bigger than any he’d seen in national parks stood.

			A Jeep waited just beyond the yurt, an employee sitting at the wheel.

			“We eat then you drive us back?”

			The guide grinned. “No. You enjoy your stay.” He began walking to the Jeep.

			“Wait. We’re supposed to stay here overnight?” Audrey’s voice rose.

			“Everything you need is here.”

			Lee glanced at his phone. Still no signal. He couldn’t even guess where they were in relation to the highway. He’d let exhaustion and the promise of meeting the CEO dull his senses. Maybe if they backtracked he could—

			“It’s not on the itinerary,” Audrey said.

			“The CEO enjoys the element of surprise.” The guide hopped into the passenger seat of the Jeep.

			“But we still don’t have a cell signal,” Audrey called out.

			“Not my doing anymore. A gift from the great outdoors.” The guide waved from the passenger seat as the driver took off, bits of grass and mud flying behind them as they made their way, off-roading out of sight.

			Audrey stood in the center of the meadow, hands on her hips, staring at him. “I went in with eyes open that my life could be in danger, but I draw the line at camping. It’s a game-changer.”

			He smiled and approached. “I’ll keep that in mind the next time I ask, but where’s your sense of adventure?”

			She eyed him. “Are you just asking that to help me stay positive?”

			Lee didn’t want to admit she’d guessed his game plan, so he pointed to the fire. “At least the food smells good. Shall we see what kind of conditions await in the yurt? I’m guessing there will at least be a nice bed or two. Has a real door, so shouldn’t be bugs.” He tried to smile, but after a long day covered in sweat and dust, he wanted modern conveniences like a shower, air-conditioning and ice water. Even though the sun had begun its slow descent, hanging low over the tops of the trees, they still had a fair amount of daylight ahead of them.

			They reached the threshold and Audrey sighed. “We’re this close to being done with the mission. I don’t suppose it’s wise to turn back now.” She opened the door and gasped.

			Lee lunged to move her out of danger but quickly realized it was a noise of delight. Cold air hit them in the face. A gleaming wooden floor enticed them to step inside. To the right, a living room filled with a leather couch, a futon, two easy chairs and a coffee table. Straight ahead a kitchen with a marble countertop held a cellophane-covered gift basket next to a stainless-steel fridge. A hallway most likely led to the bedrooms and maybe, given the promise of plumbing the kitchen indicated, a real bathroom. To the right, a portable air-conditioner hummed, which meant a giant generator must be behind the yurt. The ceiling was made of lattice resembling sunrays as they extended from the apex.

			Audrey spun around, her arms wide. “It’s gorgeous. Wait. Is this what you meant when you said you liked camping? Because I can handle this type, especially if there’s decent plumbing, which I’m going to check out right now.” She walked in the direction of the hallway as the sun began to filter through the two rectangular windows. The light reflected off Audrey’s hair and the shine on the wooden floor and the—

			“Freeze!” Lee reached out and grabbed the back of Audrey’s shirt as her shin reached the thin fishing line he’d spotted stretched across the opening of the hallway.

			She sucked in a sharp breath and held her arms out. “What? What is it?”

			“I think it’s a trip line. Don’t move. Your ankle looks like it’s pressed against it. Carefully step away and we should be okay.”

			“Not if it’s a trip wire. If I move, it’s possible the slightest vibration will be all it takes to set it off if I’ve already partly triggered something.”

			“How can we know for sure, then?”

			“Follow the wire and tell me what you see. Soft steps. The mechanism will likely only be one side.” She took shallow breaths. “Please hurry. I’m scared I’ll move a little.”

			Lee slipped off his shoes so he could glide across the floor without any bounce. To the left side there was nothing but the wall, which Lee could tell held an eyehole screw that likely should’ve never been there. The screw held the trip wire but didn’t seem connected to anything else, so Lee investigated the right side.

			He flipped on the light from his cell phone and followed the clear line’s path to behind a couch where a very crude pipe bomb rested. The trip wire itself led to a mechanism made of clothespins, thumbtacks, duct tape and cardboard. The cardboard had slipped halfway out, and the metal contacts were only a millimeter apart from touching. A battery with wires leading both to the contacts and to the bomb was attached to the clothespin.

			He relayed to Audrey what he was seeing.

			“If the metal contacts touch each other the bomb goes off. Cut the line closest to the cardboard while sliding it back in its place or cut every wire you see leading from the power to the bomb.”

			“No green wire, red wire?”

			“Don’t cut anything that’s part of the bomb. Just cut the power source to the bomb.” While she kept her voice monotone, there was urgency in her tone. “Please hurry. I’m scared I’m going to sneeze, and I’m sure that will make me move. I’m scared to even take a full breath.”

			“When I tell you to step back, do it.” He pulled on the trip wire from her direction. “Step back.” Sure enough the little bit of bounce her movement gave the line would’ve resulted in the cardboard finishing its trajectory of dropping, but Lee held it in place. He slid it fully back in between the contacts and breathed a sigh of relief.

			Two loud sneezes erupted from her direction. “Oh, I feel so much better.”

			“Can you grab a knife from the kitchen? Watch your step.” Lee didn’t trust himself to look away from the clothespin.

			“Uh, Lee?”

			“What? No knife?”

			“I’ve found another trip wire on the other side of the kitchen.” The floor creaked and her tennis shoes squeaked as she tiptoed to his side. “We need to get out of here.” She bent over, and Lee saw she held scissors, but before he could take them from her, she snipped the fishing line. Lee breathed a sigh of relief and leaned back onto his heels.

			She also snipped the wires leading from the battery. “For good measure.”

			That was fine by him. “You’re sure you saw another trip wire?”

			“Unfortunately. I’m afraid this whole place might be filled with them to make sure he gets us.”

			Lee groaned and dropped his head. “I should’ve checked the driver of that Jeep closely to see if it was Joseph. He probably set this up while he waited to take the guide back.”

			“Where are we going to sleep? We can try to disable all the ones we see but what if he’s hidden one underneath a couch or a bed?” Her eyes widened as she likely was thinking of a lot more creative ideas of where to hide a trip wire.

			So much for that hot shower and air-conditioning. He closed his eyes so he could think over options without being taunted by the glint of the reflection from the fishing line in the kitchen. “I’ve only got one idea, and I’m afraid you aren’t going to like it.”

			 

			Audrey stomped her way to the area near the fire with a blanket and a throw pillow under one arm. She shined her phone light in every possible direction to make sure she didn’t step on a rattlesnake.

			Lee followed from behind, carrying more blankets and throw pillows that were in an open woven basket near the front door. “Keep going,” he called out.

			Not only was she not allowed to partake of plumbing and air-conditioning, Lee also insisted they set up a sleeping area past the meadow so they wouldn’t be sitting ducks if something else, like a critter, triggered the remaining trip wires. He wanted them behind some trees and bushes with more than one exit route near the closest foothills. In other words, they were going to be sleeping on rocky ground.

			She rested her bedding—if it could be called that—on the nearest boulder. As soon as the sun no longer provided them any hint of daylight, the bugs would come out. She didn’t want them to get a head start on lodging for the night so she chose to keep the blanket and pillow on high ground. “Can I spray a perimeter of bear spray around us before sleeping?” While she’d yet to see a rattlesnake or a mountain lion, she’d heard a rattle on one of the top hills. She hoped they stayed up there.

			He followed her example and placed his bedding on another boulder. “Only if you want to use it up before you need it. Those aerosol cans spray long distances but only last a few seconds. Besides, it’s concentrated pepper spray. One wrong gust, and we’d be sorry.”

			Lee waved her back to the campfire, but the smell of burning wood just made her stomach growl, most likely because she associated it with food. As soon as the sun dipped below the horizon, yawns racked both Audrey and Lee. Lee did his best to kick sand and dirt on the fire circle before they made their way back to the sleeping area. She shook the blanket out and wrapped herself in it before lying down, so she could be sure she was starting out without insects joining her. At least the throw pillow kept her neck comfortable. She couldn’t say the same for the thin blanket.

			Lee groaned, no doubt trying to do his best to get comfortable, as well.

			The sounds of crickets and coyotes in the distance—she hoped both stayed far away—made an unusual harmony. The stars twinkled but the clouds covered the moon. Despite exhaustion, the stillness awakened her mind. “Why do they call him the CEO? It’s not as if the Masked Network is a normal business submitting tax forms or publishing profits for quarterly meetings.”

			“Good point.” He chuckled, his laugh low and tired. “Maybe whoever this person is wanted to differentiate themselves from the mafia.”

			“You mean as opposed to ‘the boss’?”

			“Exactly.”

			She nodded, despite the darkness having grown too thick to be able to see each other. “Tomorrow. Assuming everything goes right—”

			“For once.”

			“Yes. Assuming you’re able to take down the Network, what’s next? I mean you said the death of Diego was the reason you joined the FBI. If you succeed in your goal, what will you do then?”

			“I’m not sure. I don’t like to count my chickens—”

			“Say we fail and they go underground and you lose your chance. Either way, after tomorrow, you’re likely at the end of a path. What will be next?”

			“I...I haven’t given it much thought. I guess I’ll keep focusing on saving the world.”

			His voice had a funny lilt to it as if he was teasing, but she wondered if deep down he thought it was all up to him.

			“You know, the salvation of the world isn’t dependent on you. In fact, I’m pretty sure someone already took care of that.” Being in the outdoors always, despite the discomfort, reminded her. Underneath the beauty of the twinkling canopy, she felt so small and thankful that, despite all her efforts, the Creator of the universe was ultimately in control of it all. “You could take time to relax,” she offered softly. Deep down she knew her reasoning was selfish.

			“Thanks for the life coaching.”

			She didn’t need to see his face to note the sarcasm. “Okay. I’m sorry. But the trip wire incident got me thinking—”

			“I did notice you didn’t freeze that time. I mean you did, but only because you needed to.”

			A laugh bubbled up from her chest. “I get it.” Her brain hadn’t refused to think, which was a relief in the circumstance. In fact, that was what triggered her new thoughts. “I understand that you and Felicity don’t want this life for me. I can’t say I really want this life, either. But the thing is, whether you decide to keep me as an asset or not, I’m going to want to be in Kendra’s life. I’m choosing to be a part, no matter what struggles that brings. And, if Felicity wants to still be my friend, I’m choosing that, as well. And if that means you might—” She stopped herself from saying more. “Well, my point is I appreciate the concern.”

			Her courage and self-confidence may have reached an all-time high, but it wasn’t enough to lay open all her feelings for Lee. The stillness and darkness made it easier to talk openly. Lee rested about five feet away, but she could hear his soft breathing. Maybe he’d gone to sleep—

			“Thanks for telling me,” he said. “You should get some sleep while we can. I’ll keep watch.”

			She exhaled. Conversation over. “Okay, but only if you wake me up in a few hours so I can take a shift. Good night, Lee.”

			“Good night, Audrey.”

			The way he said her name made her smile, despite the knowledge that tomorrow might be the last she ever saw of him. She forced herself to close her eyes and take deep breaths in the rhythm of the crickets but her skin crawled with thoughts of insects. She wrapped the blanket tighter around her neck and forced herself to stay still while praying for sleep.

			A twig snapped. Audrey’s eyes flashed open. The clouds no longer covered the moon and her nose felt like an ice cube had been resting on top. Her whole body shivered. Obviously, she must’ve fallen asleep. She turned her head to find Lee’s blanket empty, the moonlight illuminating the discarded throw pillow, as well. Where was he? Coyotes howled in the distance.

			Please don’t let us be food tonight.

			Perhaps Lee just needed to make a visit behind the bushes, but if he decided to risk the trip wires and sleep in the comfortable beds waiting for them in the yurt—

			Shifting sand perked her ears. Gripping the corners of the blanket, Audrey rolled over very slowly to her stomach and lifted her head. A shadow, hunched over, made its way from the fire pit toward the yurt. The slender build didn’t match Lee’s at all. The moonlight reflected off something in his hand. A gun. Now that they were out of the resort area, she supposed there was easier access. It had to be Joseph Harrington, checking to see if his trip wires had worked. If he’d brought a gun with him here, he’d already surmised the bombs hadn’t worked. He was getting desperate. Desperate to kill her.

			Audrey tucked her chin so she could breathe heavily into the blanket. Her heart decided it should match the pace of a sprinter. The logical thing to do was hide but it wasn’t as if she was wearing an invisibility suit. If he decided to walk in the direction of the foothills, he’d find her easily.

			She tried to make herself flatter, turning her head to the side, when she spotted another crouching figure. For the briefest of moments, the curved back and broad shoulders made her think a small bear had come to watch, until he lifted his torso and took a step. Lee.

			Her mouth opened in horror as Lee took another step in the intruder’s direction. He was going to try to take him off guard and overpower him. Had he seen the gun? If only the shadow was a bear then maybe it’d charge Joseph and remove the threat for them. She’d like to think she’d be less scared of a bear than a gunman. At least a bear gave her the option of playing possum. Wait. Bear...

			Lee crept along the high grasses, gaining in speed as the gunman was mere feet from the yurt.

			Snap.

			Another twig. The gunman swung around as Lee dropped to the ground, but Audrey knew in her heart it was too late. He’d been spotted. She grabbed the bear spray at her side and launched herself on her knees. “No!” she screamed loudly.

			The gunman turned, and Audrey pressed the top lever down with both thumbs, holding the spray with straight arms, keeping the bottle as far away from her face as possible. The moonlight made the flecks of spray sparkle in the darkness as the thirty-foot stream arced in the air and landed at the shooter’s feet. She pointed the nozzle up higher, and the man hollered.

			She’d made her mark. She released the lever while simultaneously shoving the bottle as far away as possible, lest some backsplash reach her. “I didn’t kill your brother,” she shouted. A likely pointless effort, but she had to try.

			The gunman took off at a run in the direction she’d seen the Jeep go earlier.

			Lee didn’t hesitate. His form sprinted after the man and grabbed his back. He pulled back his other arm and punched the man’s side. The guy spun, the trajectory of the gun going for the side of Lee’s head, but Lee held up an arm to block while his other punched his gut. The gun tumbled to the ground. Lee must not have seen it, though, because when the gun dropped the gunman took off running, with Lee right behind him.

			Audrey didn’t wait for an all-clear. She bolted upright, shoved her feet in the shoes at her side and ran after them. She stumbled over rocks, picking up her knees higher and higher until she reached the sandy stretch in front of the yurt. The breeze blew her hair in front of her face. She flung it aside, but the moon had slipped behind the clouds again, and she couldn’t see a thing on the ground. Her phone’s light would’ve come in handy had she been awake enough to think of getting it from on top of the boulder where she’d left it.

			Audrey heard grunts and scuffling from the two men in the distance. She fell to the ground and reached with her hands, grains of sand instantly getting stuck underneath her nails, and thorns pricking at her skin. She scooted forward, crawling, until her right hand brushed against cool, hard metal.

			She grabbed it by the barrel and pulled it close. Someone out of breath was approaching. She situated the gun by feel and gripped the handle as the sound of shuffling feet grew closer. Audrey braced herself, one foot up and the other knee down for balance as she aimed the weapon at the shadow that rounded the corner.

		
	
		
			FOURTEEN

			The telltale long snap of a gun cocking sent chills up Lee’s spine. “Audrey?”

			“Oh, it’s you!” Her shadow jumped to standing and ran toward him, one arm hanging at her side and holding—

			“Where’d you get that gun?”

			Her left arm reached for him, draping around his shoulder as she gave him a half hug. “He dropped it. That’s why I had to use the bear spray. I was so scared he was going to kill you.”

			“I’m glad you did.” Lee reached down with both hands and took the gun from her, making sure to engage the safety. She pulled away from him. He slipped the gun in his back waistline before reaching out with both arms and pulling her to his chest to properly hug her. Her teeth vibrated at the same rhythm she trembled. “You’re cold?”

			“How can you not be?”

			He rested his head on the top of her head and twisted slightly so his back would take the brunt of the welcome breeze. “I just wrestled and sprinted after the suspect.”

			“You didn’t get him?”

			He exhaled. “No. I got in a few punches, but he ran faster—because he knew where he was going whereas I couldn’t see a thing—and he had a sedan parked around the corner. A dirt road that I assume eventually leads to the highway.”

			“Did you get a good look at him?”

			“He had a hat on and a full head of hair and same build as the driver who picked up the guide.”

			“Do you think he’s coming back?”

			“Not likely if we have his gun, but we should be prepared.” Her chills dissipated, and she sighed into his chest, her breath tickling his neck. He wanted to tell her hours ago that she’d stirred his heart and mind so much he could hardly think straight. She may be willing to deal with the extra hoops and sacrifices it’d take to maintain a relationship with Kendra and Felicity, but a dating relationship would be so much harder, at least a serious one. And he wasn’t interested in casual dating.

			Sure, he didn’t have the best reasons for joining the FBI. Revenge served as an exhausting, relentless force of growing bitterness that entered into every waking hour when at its best. No wonder Joseph was getting reckless and desperate in his attempts to kill them.

			But unlike Joseph, Lee had chosen to focus on the positives of each day. His grandmother made sure to instill that in him at a very young age, and whether he liked it or not, the habit seemed to have stuck. It took months but by the time he’d graduated Quantico, he’d wanted justice more than revenge. Each day after that, with his focus on justice and the job, the bitterness got a little bit smaller.

			He supposed it was the same way with forgiveness. On a logical level, he knew one day he’d forgive the men that killed Diego. He didn’t feel like it, not now, even. But somewhere in the back of his mind he’d made the choice to forgive. He still hoped God would allow him the opportunity to make sure the Network got taken down so it wouldn’t be so easy to kill more people like Diego. And now he had more reason. The woman in his arms. He wanted to do anything to keep her safe.

			He’d always known, deep down, if faced with the choice of love versus career, he’d choose love. But his job had taught him that people were never entirely what they seemed. Which left him in a quandary. The real question boiled down to how could he ever trust his feelings enough to commit to love?

			He patted her back and stepped away. “We should take advantage of the last few hours before dawn.”

			She shuffled beside him. “I think it will be easier knowing you have a gun.”

			His eyelids drooped at the thought. She had no idea how much better he’d sleep knowing he could defend her if danger came around again. “Tomorrow, too.”

			They reached their sleeping spot. “I got sleep. It’s your turn. I’ll keep watch and wake you at the first sign of trouble.”

			Lee wanted to argue but he was so exhausted he knew the wise thing would be to rest a couple hours. His heart hurt at the thought of walking away from her after tomorrow. He rested his head on his own pillow and closed his eyes. Focus on the mission.

			“Lee.” Her soft voice was like a jolt of lightning to his spine. He sat upright and reached for his gun.

			“No.” She rested a hand on his wrist. “I just heard a car coming.”

			He must have fallen asleep. The sky had morphed into a sapphire blue as birds began their morning conversation. A motor rumbling in the distance confirmed Audrey’s statement.

			He nodded. “Listen, I think we should pretend nothing happened. No trip wires, no visitor in the middle of the night—”

			“They told us no more threats or they’d drop us.”

			“Exactly. As soon as I get us to safety, I’ll let the raid team know about the yurt and the trip wire bombs.”

			She inhaled and tossed her hair over her shoulders as the silver SUV pulled up next to the yurt. Her sleepy eyes sparkled as she smiled. “Give me one second to be ready.” She ran toward the foothills, behind the bushes, and returned a couple moments later. Somehow she looked more put together, as if she’d shaken the dust out of all her clothes. She’d pulled back her hair into a French braid and while her eyelids seemed slightly puffy, she looked fresh and ready for the day. Or was his attraction for her painting her in a better light? He’d never known himself to wear rose-colored glasses.

			“So if they ask why we aren’t in the yurt—”

			“I don’t think they will. For all they know we just came out here to watch the sun rise.”

			“Okay.” She shuffled toward the vehicle before looking over her shoulder. “You coming?”

			He hesitated. What had he done? Instead of hanging back, hovering behind him, she now rushed toward danger. He had an irrational compulsion to grab her hand and take off back into the foothills, to keep her safe, but she wasn’t waiting for him.

			He caught up to her. “One of those could be Joseph Harrington, you know.”

			She nodded. “I remember what his photo looks like, though it’s hard to imagine how he would’ve aged since that photo. You have the gun?” Two men in white polos and white shorts, obviously from the Aislado, stepped out of the SUV. Both too young, with different builds than Joseph. The clean-cut blond boy didn’t hide his surprise at Lee’s disheveled appearance.

			The stockier man on the right raised an eyebrow. “How were the accommodations?” He held out two thick, luxury coats.

			“As good as could be expected.” Audrey nodded, a slight haughty tone to her voice that almost made Lee chuckle. She eagerly accepted the white coat with a fur-trimmed hood.

			The chill in the air had a bite to it but was already warming since their middle of the night escapade. If he had to guess it was high forties, low fifties, but the weather this time of year typically warmed to high sixties. Lee took the red coat. “Is this really necessary?”

			“It’s recommended, sir.” The blond opened the back door to reveal only one bench of seats. The rest of the area inside resembled a miniature limousine. Audrey took a step forward and Lee reached for her wrist.

			“One second, sweetheart.” Lee turned to the stockier fellow who seemed in charge. “Are we going back to the Aislado?”

			“No, sir.”

			Audrey looked back and forth between them during the extended pause. “I think my husband wants to know where exactly we are going.”

			“A hot air balloon is waiting to take you to a meeting,” the blond said. The other employee pursed his lips as if irritated he’d said anything.

			“That explains the early start. We’ll definitely want the coats.” Audrey tugged on Lee’s hand and stepped inside the SUV. They drove due north, away from the foothills. Ten minutes later they pulled up to a flat, mile-squared area that looked as if it’d just been freshly bulldozed as there was nothing but dirt in between the roads. “You can’t steer a hot air balloon,” he mumbled.

			She leaned close to him, lowering her voice. “Like you said, this isn’t on the itinerary. My guess is that’s why they parked us at the campground so close to this. No cell reception. It’s entirely dependent on the wind—the flight patterns. I imagine if the weather didn’t cooperate, we would be waiting at the campground until it did. Maybe days.”

			“We have no way of knowing where the meet is ahead of time.”

			“Exactly. It’s pretty brilliant, really.”

			“Keep a watch out for Joseph. If he has any idea that this is the final meeting before we leave, he’s going to try to kill us before we get on that balloon.”

			 

			Audrey couldn’t explain the eagerness she felt. It was as if she’d given up a burden last night and was ready to face whatever came her way. The bravado she’d woken up with dissipated, though, the moment Lee reminded her about Joseph. He was right. Now would be the time to take them down. They were in the open, surrounded by a dusty field. “Let’s hope he doesn’t know. It’s not on the schedule so we have a chance.”

			She had forgotten to confirm, but she felt certain Lee had brought the gun with them. He rounded the back of the vehicle and walked at her side, his shoulder touching hers and purposefully matching her gait.

			Three men in coveralls held ropes to keep the balloon down while the other held the backside of the wicker basket. Audrey examined each of the men. Every single one of them wore a knit hat except for the man literally sitting on the edge of the basket as he wore a navy ball cap with the words “Balloon Operator” embroidered in white on the front. Presumably, they’d been in the cold air for the past half hour or so. No one had what Audrey would describe as bushy hair, and while the men on the ground wore coats and jeans, their builds weren’t what she remembered seeing in the shadows last night.

			The basket had four squares on the side, presumably footholds to help them step into the basket, but the man in the cap leaned forward and placed a step stool in front. “Right this way,” he said, and tipped the bill of his hat with gloved hands as he turned to reach for a handle above him. The action revealed the back of his head, as bald and smooth as could be. Definitely not Joseph Harrington. The man squeezed the red handle, and two loud puffs of flames soared from the burners into the balloon above. At least fifty feet wide and seven stories tall, the size of the balloon up close almost took her breath away. They always looked smaller up in the sky. She looked over her shoulder, and Lee nodded his approval to get on board.

			The basket seemed big enough to hold at least six people, if not more, and once inside, the top of the basket reached the bottom of her ribs, high enough she felt safe to look without easily falling out. There was a padded black bench along one side and a propane tank the size of a preschooler at each of the four corners. A couple of clear, zippered pouches attached by thick zip ties to the sides of the basket appeared to contain a first-aid kit in one and loose papers and small tools in the other.

			The man briefly turned to Audrey. “Hold on. Here we go.” He turned and held up a thumbs-up sign and the guys dropped the three ropes into the basket. Not a very talkative guy, but none of the employees for the Aislado Club had been. He reached up and pressed the same grip as before and the burners roared to life, a giant flame launching straight up. A rectangular piece of metal attached right above the handle, most likely intended as a heat shield, didn’t keep the warmth from hitting her face. It felt similar to the sensation one felt right before being sunburned. If her memory of air currents from weather class in her early years proved accurate, they were likely going to head northeasterly. She turned away from the flame and stationed herself at the north side of the basket, eager to figure out the location of the meeting place.

			They ascended at a faster rate than she’d expected, perhaps to avoid the upcoming bundle of trees. The upright pole above her head beeped. It flashed an ascent warning. So they were going a little too fast. The pilot let go of the burner and grabbed a red and white rope coming out of a tube labeled “maneuvering vent.” A whoosh of air could be heard, though she looked up into the balloon and didn’t see any holes. They abruptly stopped ascending but as they passed the trees by, they began to spin. She held on to grip in front of her and kept her focus on the ground, wondering when they would stop turning.

			At the 180 mark she squinted. Below, a man was running barefoot with two hands clasped behind his back, wearing nothing but an undershirt and gray boxer shorts. The sun reflected off his bald head—

			His bald head? It wouldn’t be hard for a guy to shave his head to take the place of a bald man, especially if he already knew who the pilot was. He could shave and then follow him or hide in the back of his car and take his hat and keep it tilted down as if to shield his eyes from the sun, but maybe to prevent anyone from looking at him too closely. They continued to spin until she was facing north again. She needed to warn Lee.

			She turned around only to see the man narrow his eyes, full of rage and hate. In his left gloved hand he held a small black tube. He threw a leg out, kicking her so hard her head and shoulder hit the upright. Her head slipped past the padded pole as she cried out, arms flailing as her forearms hit the pole. The momentum of his kick carried her over the edge. Her feet had long left the bottom of the basket. Her heels slid against the wicker as her shoulders fell backward into nothingness.

			Her fingernails clawed the foam around the upright. She dug in, feeling her nails strain and threatening to bend and break. The sound of men fighting reached her ears as the basket swayed as if trying to give gravity a helping hand. She screamed as foam underneath her right hand gave way.

			She flattened her palm against the pole. The split-second traction gave her other hand a chance to grip. Her eyes registered nothing but sky and the tops of trees. She tightened her core. She strained her neck against gravity. The tendons in her arms threatened to rip.

			“Hang on,” Lee yelled. As if she’d wanted to let go and fall to her death. Several grunts followed, the basket still swaying precariously. It’d be a lot easier if the swaying stopped.

			Her muscles were about to give. She hollered through the pain, pulling, tugging. Please. Her side of the basket swung upward. Her elbows reached the pole and she squeezed the joints around it, knowing that the momentum of the swing would return down and likely finish her off.

			Lee’s arm wrapped around her midsection and tugged her downward. The pilot jumped up from the floor of the basket, thrusting a weapon, an extended baton at Lee. “Get down!” Lee shouted as he narrowly avoided getting hit.

			Audrey crouched and wrapped her arms around her knees. The gun was still tucked in the back of Lee’s waistband, but she didn’t miss the bright red line on the top of his palm. Had he tried to go for the gun and Joseph had attacked him? She cringed at the thought of the pain, but with four propane tanks and a flimsy piece of fabric holding them hundreds of feet up in the air, it was probably best to take him down another way.

			Audrey focused on the zippered pocket by her head. Would there be anything in there to help?

			Lee stomped on the man’s instep then stepped into his attempted strike, blocking him at his wrist. He took his other hand and twisted until Joseph cried out and dropped the baton. Lee twisted his arm backward until Joseph dropped to a knee. Audrey reached out and grabbed the baton as Lee grabbed the man’s other hand and pulled it behind his back.

			The device attached to the upright beeped again. The basket bounced against something. Tentatively Audrey climbed to her knees. They’d hit the top of a tree. In front of them, another set of trees loomed and they were falling. Fast.

		
	
		
			FIFTEEN

			Lee tried to catch his breath and ignore the pain from multiple points of impact Joseph had managed to make. If not for trying to get to Audrey in record time, he’d like to think Joseph wouldn’t have been able to so much as scratch him. He hated being taken off guard. The next hurdle would be figuring out how to detain the man the rest of the way.

			“Get his gloves,” Audrey screamed.

			He frowned, his instinct wanting to ask why, but his mind overruled. He slipped them off the man’s hands as Audrey grabbed them from him. She stood up and grabbed the handle above them. “Let’s hope this works!” She held it for a few seconds then let go.

			He felt the basket jostle as if they were bouncing over a meadow. Ten seconds later they were ascending. She exhaled and bent over to see Joseph’s face. “You’re not even a licensed pilot, are you? Just you wait until the FAA gets a hold of you, bub!” She pointed a gloved finger right in front of his face. “And for the last time, I did not kill your murderer brother!” Her eyes looked wild, likely from the adrenaline of a near-death experience.

			Joseph glared but didn’t say a word.

			She straightened and looked at Lee. “Any chance you know how to fly a hot air balloon?”

			“I’ll see what I can do after I’m sure there won’t be any more surprises from him. Want to see if you can find some rope?”

			She stepped behind him. “I have a better idea.”

			He looked over his shoulder to find she’d taken scissors from a zippered pouch and used the ends of the blades to undo the industrial-size zip ties.

			She handed him a black one. “This should work, right?”

			“Absolutely. And if you get me another one, we can get his feet, as well.” After doing just that, he finally straightened and looked out. They seemed to be floating much lower than he’d seen most hot air balloons. Audrey noticed, too, and reached up to pump the lever giving it a few short bursts.

			“I’ve noticed it has about a fifteen-second lag before you can tell how much it’s going to ascend.”

			“Do you think you can fly it?”

			“It’d be a lot easier if I had a moment to do some research.”

			The crackling of a radio reached his ears. “The CEO is on the way. GPS says you’re moving slower than usual. Don’t have visual on you. Status?”

			Audrey flashed a panicked look at him. “It’s possible the higher the altitude, the faster the current, although I’m sure it’s variable.”

			Lee found the satellite radio attached by a hook-and-loop closure underneath the top rim of the skirt at the opposite corner.

			“Wait.” Audrey said. “He might try something while you’re on the radio.” She grabbed what appeared to be a scarf from the same zippered pocket she’d retrieved the scissors. “I’m sorry about this,” Audrey said, “but you did try to kill us multiple times and used physics and engineering for evil so...” She tied the scarf around his mouth and blinked hard. “Natural consequences.”

			Lee picked up the radio and held the microphone portion against his jacket, hoping it disguised his voice enough. “Affirmative. On schedule.”

			The radio crackled again. “Over and out.”

			He pointed at Audrey. “Think you can land us?”

			She waved her gloved hands in the air. “I don’t know what I’m doing. If you’re willing to hold the gloves, I’d have a better chance of doing what I do best.”

			“Which is?”

			She flashed a smile. “Observation and research.”

			He didn’t need to be told twice. “I believe you.” He took the gloves and thankfully her phone had more than ten percent battery remaining as she’d kept it off during the hike and camp experience. Seconds seemed like minutes, though, as the cell signal wasn’t strong enough for high-speed internet.

			“Well, that’s not helping.” She blew out a frustrated breath and shoved the phone back in her pocket. “Okay. I know that rope lever thing will help us turn and start a descent or stop an ascent. But don’t hold it too long.”

			Lee reached for a rope tied at one of the uprights labeled “deflate.” “What if we—”

			“No!” She blocked his arm. “Not if we don’t want to drop a thousand feet in two seconds and break all the bones in our bodies. That’s for when we’re at the ground or pretty close to landing for good.”

			He nodded. “Got it. Use the maneuver vent instead.” He glanced down at the ground. Aside from a few rural roads there was no sign of civilization, but the topography rose, along with a new grouping of trees within a few short miles.

			At that moment his phone vibrated. He had a bad feeling. No one would risk contacting him for good news. He checked the message from Kendra. “We’re running out of time,” he told Audrey. He showed her the message which read, The raid on the club will happen any minute.

			“Felicity probably couldn’t hold them off any longer,” he said. They stared at each other for a second with the unspoken knowledge that if they didn’t take down Masked before the raid happened, their chance would be over.

			Audrey looked up at the balloon controls. “We don’t even know where we’re going, but the wind patterns should get us in the vicinity. Hold down the burner while you watch this.” She tapped the screen on the device. “There’s a temperature warning. We want it hot fast but not too hot. It’s not indestructible material.”

			“So no pressure.”

			Within a minute they’d cleared all trees and were soaring. Audrey kept close tabs on the screen, giving him a thumbs-up once they’d reached 1200 feet. “I think we’ll continue to rise for a bit and then we should see—”

			“There.” Lee pointed. A few miles past the first foothill, a rocky plateau stuck out from the top, devoid of all trees, and from what he could see, no roads leading to it.

			“It’s like the foothill wanted to wear a top hat,” she commented.

			He laughed. “I couldn’t have said it better.” The wind, amazingly, seemed to be leading them right to it. Whoever plotted their journey had studied the currents well.

			“If you want this to happen, we should—”

			“I’m not so sure I do anymore.” He met her gaze, surprised at his own words. “I’m not sure I want to risk it. It’s my fault you’re here at all, and nothing’s gone as planned. I’m responsible for your safety.” His throat tightened with emotion. “When I saw the way he kicked—” Rage surged through his veins and he glanced over his shoulder to make sure Joseph heard him. “You have no idea the amount of self-control it took not to repay him the favor.”

			Audrey reached out and touched his shoulder. “They’ve seen my face, remember? It might have been Kendra, but it’s still my face. The whole Network has to go down. If not, I don’t get a choice about how I live my life or, maybe more important, who I get to spend that life with.” Her voice had turned husky, but Lee didn’t want to assume she was talking about him. She shrugged. “Kendra would still be a target if we abandoned the mission now. Freedom is always worth the fight. Right?”

			Any other time he would’ve nodded, but his heart didn’t want to fight. He wanted to surrender. “I need you.”

			Her eyes widened. “What? You need me? Need me to do what?”

			He grunted in frustration and looked upward, searching for the right words to explain when he noticed how fast they were approaching a rocky outcropping at least twelve feet tall. He hollered and reached up for the handle and squeezed tight.

			“Not too much!”

			The balloon vaulted upward but the delay before movement cost them. The basket scraped against the side of the boulders. Audrey leaned over the side. “We’re okay. Took out a chunk but thankfully far away from the propane tanks. That came out from nowhere, am I right?”

			The radio crackled but Lee didn’t take the time to pick up the radio. “Maybe it’s not too late to land this thing, and I can try to go alone.”

			“You just said you needed me.”

			“I didn’t mean like that.” He sucked in a sharp breath. “I care about you too much, Audrey to—”

			Her eyes flashed with a fiery intensity. “And I care too much about you to try to do this alone. If you go up there without me they might kill you, and I’m not willing to risk that!” She held out her hand for the gloves. Without them, the heat from the close proximity of the flames would be too intense to be able to last long. “I’ll handle the burners. When I get low enough, you need to jump out and find something to secure us.”

			He grabbed another zip tie and secured Joseph to an upright so he couldn’t try anything. As Audrey pumped the burners, Lee grabbed the opposite upright and pulled himself on top of the basket edge. As soon as they were three feet above he jumped, taking the tether rope with him. Audrey tugged on the maneuvering vent. They touched down as he ran the rope around the closest set of boulders he could find.

			Several men were gathered next to three ATVs at the plateau’s opposite end, which looked to be a couple country blocks away. One guy in particular had his radio up to his face and threw his arms up as if in disbelief. Audrey flung the second tether rope over the edge, and Lee walked around to secure it to another set of boulders.

			“They don’t look so happy.” Audrey perched on the edge of the basket and accepted his hand before jumping the rest of the way into Lee’s arms.

			“I don’t think we landed according to plan.”

			“I’m thankful we landed at all.”

			He wanted to hold her there for a long time, but the sound of rotors turned his attention. A compact silver helicopter set lightly down next to the men. Lee grabbed her hand, faced the group and began walking.

			“They have guns,” Audrey said, squinting. “Big ones.”

			“And we have one,” he answered. “I think now would be a good time to pray.”

			“Was that what you needed me to do?” she asked. “You can do it, too, you know.”

			He gulped, unwilling to correct misunderstandings at the moment. But she was right about one thing. He could pray, and as two more guards stepped out of the helicopter armed with Uzi submachine guns strapped across their chests, now seemed like the best time to start.

			 

			Audrey clung to Lee’s hand as they walked forward. A man dressed in a tailored Italian suit, the hem barely reaching the top of his leather brown shoes, and a colorful paisley tie exited the helicopter. He didn’t crack a smile, and with the designer sunglasses, she couldn’t tell where he was looking. He didn’t so much as acknowledge the other men as he approached.

			He held out a hand so soft he’d clearly never done manual labor or lab work, but Audrey returned the handshake firmly. Despite the dusty, day-old clothes meant for hiking, she needed to be Mrs. Kimmet. She pursed her lips together. “I’d say I was glad to finally meet you if not for the mind games clearly designed to make us feel inferior. I’d also introduce myself, but you already know who I am and I have no idea who you are.” Granted her words had a little more edge than intended, but she felt confident it was how a real lawyer who was used to luxury would act. “Sir,” she added with a bow of the head.

			Lee squeezed her hand tighter and tugged her, so much so that she took a step back.

			The man chuckled and pulled his sunglasses off. “I insist on meeting my clients face-to-face for this very reaction. Do you know the reaction of law enforcement if they get to this stage?”

			Lee raised his eyebrows. “Has that ever happened?”

			Audrey’s spine straightened. If it had, did the CEO make sure they were never found, or was Lee the first?

			The man eyed Lee for a second before he shrugged. “Not yet. But that’s why the preventative procedures. If they did, I guarantee they wouldn’t be mad. They’d be submissive, ready to get the product and see my face in hopes of taking me down, which I can assure you will never happen because I always think five steps ahead. The people who get on my Network have money, power and influence and they aren’t afraid to use it. When I strip their control away—” He gestured toward Audrey.

			“Your clients get angry.”

			He chuckled again. “Well, not all of my clients have as dignified a background as yourself but yes.”

			Audrey fought to keep her face impassive, but her heart was pumping fast. They didn’t have time for this chitchat if the raid was about to happen any minute. The men all had cell phones and given the Network’s working relationship with Octavia surely they would be—

			“Let’s get a few things straight.” The man took a briefcase from one of the Uzi-clad men. “The phones are in here. As soon as your money transfers, I activate these and the ones you’ve already been given. If you need more phones, I have a different process for you to follow.”

			Audrey blew out an exasperated sigh. He needed to hurry up and stop talking already.

			“Tell me where to transfer the money.” Lee pulled out his phone and as the numbers were relayed, Lee held the phone close to his face, mumbling, “Forgot my reading glasses.” Audrey might’ve imagined it, but she thought Lee had just snapped a photograph of the guy. She fought against showing any reaction on her face and instead raised an eyebrow and smiled.

			A second later the CEO’s phone vibrated. As if in slow motion, the entire briefcase vibrated. “Welcome to the Network.”

			The guard handed Lee the briefcase and turned back to the helicopter. They boarded and took off within thirty seconds. Why couldn’t the meeting have been that brief?

			“Gentlemen.” Lee nodded at the ATVs and turned to walk back to the balloon.

			“Sir, we can take you back to the Aislado Club.” One of the men waved at the far right ATV.

			Audrey felt her eyes widen but tried to remain calm as they turned back to face the men. They couldn’t return to the club with them. The last thing she wanted was to be with a group of armed men when they found out they were wanted for arrest, or worse, tried to resist arrest.

			In fact, as soon as the raid happened, the CEO would definitely hear about it, and probably tell the men to kill them. They were surrounded by cliffs on the rocky plateau so it wasn’t as if they could make a run for it. They had no choice. They needed to get back in the balloon. She scrunched her nose at the luxury model ATV. “In that? I’m guessing we’d be in for a bumpy ride.”

			“Exactly what I was thinking,” Lee added. “We’re going to sort things out with the balloon operator. If he can take us down gently, we’ll arrange for a proper car—”

			The men exchanged glances and one shrugged. “Yes, sir.”

			Audrey and Lee walked away, a casual stride. He held her hand with his right and carried the briefcase with his left. “We did it,” Lee said out of the side of his mouth. “This is almost over. We just need to get in the air and let Kendra take down these guys so we can land somewhere safely.”

			Buzzing sounded behind him as not one, not two, but at least six phones started ringing at various intervals.

			“Walk faster,” Lee insisted. His strides grew deeper while Audrey attempted to keep up by taking faster, shorter steps. She’d be able to go faster, though, if she had both arms free to pump in rhythm. “We just need a few minutes’ head start, and we’ll be home free.”

			“Wait up,” a man’s voice called.

			Lee turned as if to acquiesce but instead his arms went underneath her legs and head as he took off at a run. The briefcase handle pressed into her leg as he continued to hold the handle, too. Audrey reached her arms around his neck.

			The men hollered behind her. “Stop!”

			“Do we have the okay to shoot them?”

			Lee kept running. Feet could be heard behind them. ATV motors started. Lee’s pace increased. “Great. There’s no place to hide except a fragile balloon.”

			“He says shoot,” one of the men hollered.

			Lee dumped her feet first in the basket. “Get it going!” He ran to untie the first rope. Audrey fumbled with the leather gloves when the first shot rang out. The propane tanks! If it hit them the entire thing would go off.

			She glanced at the wide-eyed Joseph, but didn’t have time to say anything. Lee returned a shot, and without any place to take cover, three of the men dove to the ground. Audrey jumped up and pressed the handle of the burner, holding it until the temp gauge ran dangerously close to the orange and red. Lee ran around the other side and untied the second tether as the balloon began to lift.

			She felt the breeze, much stronger than when they’d left in the morning. Perhaps it wasn’t safe to still be flying in these conditions. Lee took another shot as the men had begun to rally. One of the ATVs must have decided it was worth the risk as it barreled straight at them. Lee untied the last rope and gave the basket a shove to give it a head start off the plateau edge.

			“Lee!” She couldn’t leave him there to be killed. She let go of the burner and reached for him as the balloon soared up and away. “Lee!”

			She turned to look over the edge, but only the men and the ATVs remained on the plateau.

			“Here,” he grunted. She ran to the other side of the basket, only then realizing it was a bad idea to shake it. Lee had one arm around the rope while one foot and one hand were on the outer footholds.

			A shot rang out and she ducked, instinctively looking up to see if it had hit the balloon.

			“Don’t worry about me. Get us far away!”

			Audrey grabbed the maneuvering vent and pulled, and they dipped down just past another outcropping. Lee’s fingers appeared at the edge. She grabbed his hand and flinging her weight back, pulled him up and over until he collapsed in the basket. He didn’t rest, though. He scrambled to his feet and aimed and fired at a man about to take aim with a rifle.

			The wind blew the basket slightly off-kilter and Audrey knew the time for easy flying had passed. “We need to land this thing soon.”

			“Not yet, we aren’t.” Lee took another shot at a would-be shooter.

			The wind gusted again. “Hang on.” The wind pressed in one side of the balloon, winging the basket wildly. Lee fell back, and Audrey, holding on tight to the handle, grabbed his arm. The moment the gust was over, she pressed the burners and they soared out of the valley and high into the sky.

			“I think we’re out of reach from their gunfire.” Audrey pulled the scarf off Joseph’s mouth. “You know the least you could do after trying to kill me this whole time is save yourself by helping us land.” But the man remained silent.

			Lee grabbed his phone and tapped a long message. “I’m telling Kendra to get us some backup and meet us. They’ve already had cars waiting to take down the guys in ATVs once they get down to that waiting SUV. She’s tracking our location and—” He looked up and beamed—“tracking the elusive CEO. I sent her his photo with the helicopter in the background.”

			“I wondered if you managed to.”

			“Think we can find a safe landing spot?”

			The terrain changed from deserted foothills to roads, trees and houses. People below honked and held arms out of windows as if cheering for their victory. Audrey knew it was the natural reaction to seeing a hot air balloon, but still.

			“If we can just get past this populated area.” The device beeped again, but this time it wasn’t about temperature or speed. “Lee, our fuel.” She watched in horror as the fuel gauge number flashed. She spun to Joseph. “Do you really want to risk your death, too?”

			Joseph’s eyes flicked to the deflate rope. That was all Audrey needed to give her an idea. She grabbed the rope for the maneuver vent and yanked.

			“What are you doing?”

			“Taking us down.”

			“On houses?”

			“Obviously, I’m going to try to avoid that and power lines, but we need to get closer to the ground while we can still control our speed.”

			The numbers descended as she blasted a few control burns to keep their descent steady. A long, grating beep sounded followed by a big fat zero. She closed her eyes and sucked in a deep breath.

			“You don’t even need to say it,” Lee said. “I’m praying.” He grabbed her waist. “You’ve done all you can. Let’s hold on and try to get to ground.”

			Her heart soared as she spun to him. “Remember how we bounced on the tops of the trees?” She pointed at a backyard three hundred feet ahead. “I think it’s our best chance. When I say the word, I need you to pull that deflate cord as hard as you can.”

			His eyes widened. “Are you sure?”

			She tugged on the vent and they hit the top of the trees. They bounced up and then hit another top. “I’m sure.” She leaned forward as much as she was willing. The bouncing continued. “Three...two...now!”

			He tugged as she also pulled on the vent lever and reached for an upright to cling to. They dropped hard, right on top of a large hedge, and bounced to the side, tipping onto someone’s yard. She fell against Lee and his rich laughter reached his ears. “You did it,” he said.

			“We did it,” she corrected. Sirens reached their ears as they both helped Joseph to standing. Lee used a tool to unclip the zip ties from his legs and led him through the backyard gate to the street where an unmarked SUV pulled up. Two FBI agents stepped out of the vehicle and took Joseph from them and began reading him his rights.

			“Agent Benson, your partner is only a mile behind us. She says she’ll escort you back to bureau offices.”

			“Thank you. Don’t feel you need to wait.” As they pulled away, Lee wrapped an arm around Audrey’s shoulder and pulled her to him. “I hope you don’t mind. I just wanted a moment alone with you before everything gets crazy again.” He exhaled. “You have no idea how relieved I am that we’re on solid ground.” He lifted his eyes upward. “I don’t know what I would’ve done if you’d been hurt—”

			It reminded her of when he said how much he cared about her. The way he said it kept repeating in her mind over and over in a loop. How was she ever going to say goodbye to him when she...when she... “I love you,” she said, the words slipping from her mouth.

			Lee looked conflicted as his hand caressed her neck. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”

			She laughed. “But you didn’t.”

			“I was trying. I told you I needed you. I’ve never said that to anyone.”

			“Lee Benson, I appreciate it, but that is not the same thing.” She smiled, thrilled to be able to say his real name.

			He pulled her closer and bent his head down. “Please let me remedy that.” He tilted his head and pressed his lips against hers. “I love you, Audrey.”

		
	
		
			EPILOGUE

			Four Months Later

			Audrey turned down the stove to simmer and rushed to the door. A handsome man with a five o’clock shadow, wearing a UPS uniform, stood in the hallway of her Pasadena apartment. She appraised him and opened the door farther. He looked both ways before stepping inside and shutting the door.

			“Lee, people are starting to notice that I get a lot of deliveries. Shonda, next door, wanted to know what site I ordered from and I almost told her hands-off, he’s mine.”

			“I won’t be taking undercover assignments much longer and then I can show up as myself. Just a little longer and we can go out to restaurants like normal people.” He set down her package and pulled her in for a kiss. “I have news and a couple presents for you.”

			“Oh?”

			He held out his phone with the FBI website already loaded. Masked Network Takedown: Illegal Communication Service Dismantled.

			She grinned. “Congratulations. It must be nice to have it be public news, even though they never mention your name.”

			“Justice has been served. That’s the important thing.” He beamed and opened the box in his hand. “Now onto presents. First and most important...”

			She read the silver embossed letters on top and clasped her hands. “Gourmet s’mores?”

			He nodded. “I have one more assignment that might last a couple of months, but then I’m getting transferred to UCLA, just down the street practically, as a recruiter, with occasional side trips to Caltech and Harvey Mudd. Nothing covert, I might add. Public status.”

			Her eyes widened. It was the news they’d both been waiting for. She kissed him soundly on the lips. “Wait.” She pulled back and pointed at the s’mores.

			“It’s my way of saying you can have gourmet s’mores anytime you want.” He winked.

			“When I talked about the gourmet s’mores, I wasn’t talking about you!”

			“Oh, there was subtext.” He dodged her pretend shove and held out an envelope. “I’m also delivering a card from your sister.”

			She opened it, puzzled. “Why couldn’t she call or text it to me?” She’d been meeting with Kendra weekly. Kendra always met her covertly as well, but she still got nervous whenever they went out to a movie or dinner. One of them always needed to wear a wig and sunglasses in hopes that no one would realize they were twins. Kendra said they never knew who might be watching. Such was the life of being a sister to a covert agent, one who had no intention of leaving the job anytime soon.

			Hey, sis. I didn’t want to cause unnecessary drama, but I finally found a true lead to our biological mom. I have a feeling this one is going to take some time so I’ve taken an extended leave of absence. Don’t stress. I’ll contact you when I have real news.

			But do me a favor, will you? Wait to get married until I’m back.

			Audrey barked a laugh. “Well, that’s a bit presumptuous—”

			She glanced at Lee to find he’d dropped to one knee, a black box open to reveal a simple white gold solitaire engagement ring.

			“Audrey Clark, will you marry me?”

			She nodded, her heart pounding so hard she couldn’t speak. He stood, grinning, and took her hands. The flood of heat at his touch relaxed her enough to grab his collar and pull him close. “Yes,” she whispered. “I would love to.”

			He leaned down and gently kissed her smiling lips. Audrey closed her eyes and prayed hard her sister would hurry up and return.
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			Dear Reader,

			I hope you enjoyed Audrey’s unexpected adventure with Lee. I do try to do hands-on research as much as possible but often it’s simply not possible. While I earned my solo pilot’s license at a young age, most people don’t know that the moment after I earned it, I never flew again. I loved flying with an instructor by my side. But once I was alone, flying over Iowa skies and required to perform touch-and-go landings, I stepped out of the plane barely able to walk before I about lost my lunch. I think I’d be just as terrified if piloting a hot-air balloon alone, though I do have wonderful memories of soaring in one over Kenya’s Maasai Mara National Reserve.

			Often news stories inspire me, as well. While this is entirely a work of fiction, I marveled at the FBI’s takedown of Phantom Secure, an encrypted communication service utilized by international organized crime. I’ve also had a story about separated twins percolating for years. I’m thrilled the story ideas meshed together so well, and I can’t wait for you to read Kendra’s story, Covert Christmas Twin, next month.

			Blessings,

			Heather Woodhaven
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			Recovered Secrets

			by Jessica R. Patch

			ONE

			Grace Thackery was living on a borrowed name; she’d lost every single memory prior to the past year and a half since she’d awakened from a six-month coma. But as she breezed into the kitchen at the Muddy River Inn, inhaling the smell of cinnamon and yeasty dough, she had no doubt she’d loved cinnamon rolls. How could anyone not? She rubbed the round locket around her neck. At least she thought it was a locket, but it wouldn’t open—it was as locked as her memories. Had it been a gift from a family member, a friend...a boyfriend, fiancé or husband?

			Tish LaMont looked up and grinned, her plump face colored pink from the oven heat; the lines around her lips and eyes showed she’d spent most of her life happy. She slid a pan of rolls onto the butcher block island and waved a pot holder over the steam. “If this rain doesn’t let up soon, we’ll float away. I can’t tell you the last time we had this much in Cottonwood. April showers are supposed to bring May flowers. Not more showers,” she drawled in a rich, Mississippi accent.

			Grace snickered and helped herself to a cinnamon roll; the fresh hot glaze dripped onto her dessert plate. She’d lick that up last. It had been raining the past eight days straight. Gray and dismal. Something about it felt familiar, teetering on the edge of her fuzzy mind but unwilling to surface. “If I ever lose my memory again, there’s no way I’d forget these.”

			Tish snorted and used her wrist to push away a strand of bobbed gray hair. According to Tish, women over fifty needed to let go and let God. And that meant allowing the silver to rule as a crown of glory and wisdom. Grace wasn’t sure what she meant, but it had to be something out of scripture. Tish was the godliest woman Grace had ever met—in the past year and a half, that is.

			This woman had taken her under her wing, physically and spiritually, the day Hollister Montgomery—the man who’d rescued her—brought her to Tish. She’d given her a place to live, turning the garden shed into a small living quarter, and in return Grace helped Tish around the inn for a meager, but livable, salary. A man at Hollis’s church had given her a car. Once she got behind the wheel, the muscle memory had taken over. Weird thing about retrograde amnesia—she’d lost some words but not her procedural memory. She might not remember the name for a spoon, but she could drive a car or even ride a bike if she’d done it often in her past. Hollis insisted she take lessons and a driver’s test anyway. He’d worked with the sheriff to get her a temporary ID and license.

			“You going to the facility today?” Tish asked, and pointed to her search-and-rescue raincoat.

			“Yep. I told Hollis I’d help him do inventory.”

			“Hmm,” Tish said and gave her a knowing eye. The one she always gave when Grace mentioned him.

			Grace couldn’t have romantic feelings for Hollis—or anyone. How could she? What if she was already married—or in a relationship and her beloved was out there hunting for her, worried sick? And even if that weren’t the case, what did a woman with no memory have to offer? Nothing. Literally. She could see a first date now: Where did you grow up? I don’t know. What do you love to do in your spare time? I can’t remember. Do you have any brothers or sisters? Maybe.

			Tish pointed toward the small dining area for guests. “Not many today. The two businessmen from Memphis. The Westcott couple. And a man from Jackson.” She rubbed her hands on her apron. “Before you head out—and take Hollis a couple of those cinnamon rolls—would you carry these into the dining room?”

			“You got it.” She licked her fingers and washed her hands, then carried a platter of glazed goodness to the buffet in the dining area. She nodded a hello to guests she recognized and spotted the man from Jackson, Mississippi, at the table by the window, sipping coffee and gazing at the rain. He glanced her way as if he felt her watching, but made no move to be polite, to smile or even acknowledge he had locked eyes on her.

			“Good morning,” she said softly and set the tray of sweets next to the bowl of fresh fruit. “Tish makes homemade cinnamon rolls that are out of this world.”

			He said nothing, only stared.

			“Are you okay, sir?” She moved closer to his table. Was he having a stroke? His fist tightened, and he cocked his head. “Sir?”

			He blinked out of his stupor. “Fine. Sorry. I’m fine. I’m Peter Rainey.”

			“Grace Thackery.”

			“You work here or just doing a favor?” he asked and studied her. Not in an uncomfortable way, but curious.

			“For almost two years now.” She granted him a smile and he returned it, dimples creasing deep into his cheeks.

			He rubbed the stubble on his chin, a shade darker than his close-cropped blond hair. “And before that?”

			“This and that.” Probably. Surely. She shrugged. “So, what are you in town doing?” Her lack of memory was no one’s entertainment. It was a horror story at best.

			“Business.”

			Grace checked her watch. “Well, I hope it goes well. If you need an umbrella, Tish keeps extras by the front door.” She waved and bustled to the kitchen. Before opening it, she tossed a look at Mr. Rainey. He was still watching her, his eyebrows pulled together creating a line across his brow. He couldn’t possibly know her. Could he? If so, why wouldn’t he have said something? She shook off the thought and snagged the to-go box of cinnamon rolls for Hollis, then she poured a cup of coffee and snapped the plastic lid over it.

			She hollered a quick goodbye as Tish stirred a vat of gravy for biscuits and then she rushed into the steady rain. Once inside the small four-door Honda Civic, she removed her hood and set off for the SAR facility. She’d been volunteering at the search-and-rescue organization for over a year. It had started out to keep her busy while she was acclimating to her new normal, but when she discovered she loved the outdoors, hiking and had several survival skills—including tying a slip knot like a pro—Hollis had suggested she take the classes to join the volunteer team. Maybe she’d been a Girl Scout troop leader.

			Being a part of a team and helping others had been a lifesaver for Grace. Guess Hollis suspected she needed to feel useful. He was intuitive and patient. Always going the extra mile to help others, including Grace. He’d made sure she had a place to live, to work, and he’d also taken her to church on Sundays. She couldn’t remember if she’d ever given her heart and life to God, but after a few months of attending she felt the urge to make the commitment.

			The women had been kind and helpful, inviting her to Bible studies and quilting classes—she was a natural with a needle and thread—but the love and friendship she’d been lavished with still didn’t combat the nighttime warring where she wrestled with who she was—who she’d been. Did she want to be that person again? Were her interests and likes now the same as the woman once before? Would she ever know?

			As she turned on Old Highway 4, a pop sounded and the car jerked to the right. The smell of rubber stamped out the homey scent of coffee and cinnamon. She veered off the shoulder and parked. Clambering out into the rain, she spotted the right front tire blown, tread hanging limply on the ground. Growling under her breath, she opened the trunk and hauled out the jack and the spare. Hey! She knew how to fix a tire. It was all there in her mind. Score. Maybe she was a mechanic. Or she had an attentive father who wanted her to be independent. Or a husband...boyfriend...brother?

			She knelt in the wet puddle and went to work.

			Headlights stabbed through the dappled haze. A pickup eased onto the shoulder of the road. She waved as two men clambered out and headed toward her. Both wearing jeans and work boots.

			“I got it, fellas, but thanks for getting out in the rain to help a lady.” Were the people where she once lived as cordial?

			The shorter, stockier man didn’t smile and the taller one ran a hand through his black rain-slicked hair—his eyes glinted like a shark’s. Grace’s neck hairs stood at attention and a pit of dread hollowed out her gut.

			“I see you have a little trouble, eh?” The taller man shot her a wild smile, and the hungry animal gleam in his eyes said he very well may have done something to give her this trouble.

			“No...no,” she stammered. “I’m doing fine on my own.” Rain trickled down her face and she gripped the jack as the stockier man edged to the left of her and the one speaking stalked her dead-on.

			“We just want to know where the doctor is.”

			Grace’s heart hammered in her chest as she jumped to her feet, her knees like jelly and her hands trembling. It was pretty clear they weren’t talking about Dr. Jones, the local General Practitioner. “You...you stay back. I don’t know anything about a doctor.”

			He laughed. “Don’t play stupid. All you have to do is tell us the truth and no harm comes to you. But if you hold out...”

			She backed up a step and right into the chest of the shorter Latino. He gripped her upper arms with force. “You hold out and we mess you up. Where’s the doctor? We won’t ask again.” He hurled Spanish slurs and she recognized them. She knew Spanish! At least the bad words. His fingers dug into her arms and she winced. Tears burned her eyes. “You don’t understand. I really can’t help you. I was hurt—”

			“Now you’re hurt,” the jerk gripping her said, and slung her to the ground into a thick puddle of muddy water saturating the grass. His boot landed on the back of her head, forcing her face into the water. Panic raced through her veins and then into her throat, clogging it with a suppressed scream.

			This was going to end terribly.

			Grace’s lungs lit on fire with the need to consume air.

			Suddenly her right foot connected with his groin, as if it had a mind of its own, releasing his boot from her head. She flipped on her back, gulped in the air, rose up and grabbed the man hunching over her by his shirt collar, pulling him toward her and the ground while placing her feet on his chest. She rolled back into the soggy earth, using the momentum to flip the man over her body and into the taller guy.

			They both crumpled into the spongey grass.

			How had she done that? The shorter attacker growled and told the other guy, in Spanish, to get a handle on her. Before she had a good clear thought she launched toward the man making it to his feet and muscled him toward the car, then she shoved his head onto the hood with so much force it reverberated through her entire arm. He collapsed and didn’t move.

			The last assailant grabbed her hair and she bent forward, tossing him over her, then clutched the jack and slammed it into his head.

			Grace dropped it when he went still. Oh no. What had she done? Her body trembled with total fear—from the men, from her behavior. Flight mode kicked in and she sprinted the two miles to the SAR facility.

			She busted into Hollis’s office, startling him out of his chair. “I’m a ninja!” she squawked, panting for breath, dripping wet. “I’m a...ninja!” She frantically shook her head, disbelief washing over her again as the scenario replayed through her brain. “I thought I was a chef or a Girl Scout leader. But I’m a ninja! I’m a ninja—”

			She assaulted a man with a jack! Yes, he came at her first...but she didn’t even hesitate. A weird predatory urge had taken over and she...she... What had she done?

			“Grace,” Hollis said in a calming but wary tone as he swung around the desk, his dark-eyed gaze giving her the strength she needed. “I need you to breathe, honey. Slow down. Let’s press Pause. Get your bearings.” He pushed a mass of wet hair from her face and tipped her chin up so he could look into her eyes. “Focus,” he drawled in his rich baritone voice that always brought her comfort.

			“You don’t understand.” He hadn’t witnessed her takedown, beating them like ragdolls with no thought whatsoever. “I have kung fu moves. And I know Spanish!” She told him in perfect Spanish she was a ninja and she thought she’d killed a man.

			Hollis’s eyes widened. “What man?”

			“Hollis, you know Spanish too?” Of course, he did. He was a former navy SEAL. He’d done a few tours. She was no navy SEAL. But it sure felt like it out there. “I know I’m not making any sense.” Her blood froze and she shivered. The room tipped.

			“You’re going into shock.” Hollis raced to the lockers on the far side of the wall and grabbed a blanket, wrapping it around her. He lifted her eyelids. “Pupils are dilated.” He cupped her face. “Look at me. Inhale. Exhale.” He rubbed her forearms, working to generate body heat, then he enveloped her, working his hands down her back. “Keep breathing.”

			His voice soothed her, his touch eased her knotted muscles as she followed his instructions. Slowly she gained her wits, until the hysteria passed and she could rationally think. “Hollis, two Latino men pulled up behind me on the highway. My tire blew. I’m pretty sure they set it up.” She told him what happened next and how she singlehandedly put them on the ground. Grace had almost been murdered; the fear was overwhelming. Didn’t matter that she had defended herself. She had been harmed. Might be attacked again. She collapsed into his powerful arms. “I can’t be a murderer, Hollis.”

			Hollis held her tighter and she melded into him—a safe place. The safest place she’d been since she’d lost her memory, possibly ever. He smelled like oranges and fabric softener. His dark stubble scraped against her cheek as he soothed her with soft shhs. She peered into his eyes, almost as dark as hers, searching for wisdom, answers...hope.

			“It’s going to be okay. Let’s go to the site. Figure it out.” He lifted the collar of her jacket. “First go get some fatigues and get dry, then meet me here.” She frantically nodded and did as he instructed. When she returned, she’d wrung out her hair and wrapped it in a wet knot at the base of her neck. She wore khaki fatigues and her spare pair of hiking boots she kept at the facility.

			Hollis scrutinized her. “You ready?”

			No. She was terrified. Either someone had mistaken her for someone she wasn’t. Or Grace had secrets that were so dark, she didn’t ever want to remember.

			 

			Hollis kept his emotions close to the vest. He didn’t want to cause further panic, didn’t want Grace to be even more afraid, and showing his concern would set her off. Calmly, he escorted her to his pickup and opened the door for her. “It’s going to be okay,” he reassured her again. When he’d found her two years ago during SAR dive drills in the river, she’d been roughed up and left for dead on the bank. She was seizing and frothing at the mouth. He feared the trauma had affected her brain and she’d never recover. By the time he got her to the hospital, she was unresponsive, but breathing, though shallow. Then she’d slipped into a coma. The Grace he knew today might not be the Grace she used to be.

			He rounded the truck and climbed in the cab. Grace wrung her slender hands—hands that had a few scars—and chewed on lips that should be kissed not tortured with worrisome gnawing. She was beautiful. Lightly bronzed skin—like the sun had kissed her—and hair as thick and black as night matching her eyes, and long lashes that reminded him of a Southern belle fan. She’d been extremely toned and sculpted when he’d found her, which told him she was a health nut, and the dress she’d been wearing exposed most of her back, revealing scars there as well.

			His friend and ER nurse, Daphne, had overstepped HIPAA and confirmed that Grace had past injuries. Broken bones. Two arms. A collarbone. Her right leg. Left ankle. Several fingers. Hollis immediately suspected domestic abuse, but no one came calling for her. He’d called in a favor with an old SEAL buddy who ran a private security company now, but his search hadn’t turned up anything. He had done a missing persons check to see if anyone of her description had vanished around the time Hollis had found Grace, but no one matching her physical appearance had. And without knowing her name, her birthdate or any information that would aid in a background check or missing person’s report, it made things practically impossible. With her scars and broken bones, Hollis and the sheriff had agreed it was best to search for her identity discreetly. If the person who had injured Grace resurfaced, and she didn’t know him or her—and neither did Hollis nor Sheriff Freeman—then Grace was a sitting duck. What quiet investigating and inquiry they had done all hit dead ends. It was as if Grace didn’t exist.

			Except she did and it was mind-boggling. Nothing but grace she survived. Day in and out Hollis came and sat at her bedside, talking with her even though she was unresponsive. He needed to call her something. Grace fit. Thackery was his great grandmother’s name. It wasn’t like he could call her Grace Montgomery. Then one day he was reading her a psalm and her eyelids flickered...once...twice and those coffee bean–colored eyes looked into his. For a split second it was like she knew him. Had heard every word he’d ever spoken or read to her. He thought she might even say his name, but then it registered she had no idea where she was or even who she was. Couldn’t recall a single thing and hysteria had set in.

			He quietly drove through the rain, waiting for her to speak now.

			Finally, she did. She told him in further detail what had happened. “Do you think I learned self-defense?”

			That was the rational woman he’d come to know and admire. He smirked. “Already tossed the ninja theory out? I kinda liked it.”

			Grace playfully frowned at his teasing. “I’m not quiet enough to be a ninja.”

			“I’ll attest. You barreled into my office and scared my socks off.” He glanced in the rearview mirror. Just in case. “It’s possible you learned self-defense or martial arts.” Health nut and martial arts or kickboxing—both great exercises. Or she may have taken it up to protect herself from whoever inflicted those wounds and had broken her body. One theory was her husband or boyfriend discovered she was leaving and tracked her, gave her the beating of her life and left her for dead. But she was wearing a red dress and heels. Someone running away wouldn’t have been in that flimsy—and slightly provocative—dress. There were other theories, but they were darker and Hollis didn’t let his mind wander there.

			“What if I did kill them? What will happen?” she asked softly.

			“It was self-defense.” They approached Grace’s car—no other vehicle around.

			“The truck is gone!” Grace threw off her seat belt and bolted from the vehicle before it got good and stopped, darting toward her car, ignoring the drizzle. “No one is here!” Her voice held a measure of fear and relief. She hadn’t killed anyone. Good. But they were gone and that meant they could return. Not good. Hollis stood beside her and squatted, inspecting the tire.

			“It’s been punctured by a blade of some kind. They must have stabbed it before you left the inn this morning, then followed you waiting on it to blow.”

			“I don’t understand, Hollis. This makes no sense.”

			But it might if she had her memories. “If you gave them a solid whupping like you say you did—if that was a skill they were aware of—then they aren’t going to believe you have no memory.”

			“It’s retrograde amnesia!” she protested and Hollis snorted. “What? What is so amusing?”

			“I doubt two probable criminals care or know much about amnesia. All they know is you kicked their butts from here to Timbuktu, and they’ve gone to lick their injured pride.”

			Grace’s cheeks paled. “And when it’s been mended?”

			“They’ll return with new tactics.” Likely the kind that don’t involve getting too close. That triggered a new wave of panic through his chest, squeezing it tight.

			“Like the kind they can administer from a distance?”

			Too perceptive. He kinda dug it. “I wasn’t going to say that but...yeah.” He changed her tire and wiped his wet, dirty hands on his jeans. “It’ll be okay, though, Grace. I’m not going to let anyone hurt you.”

			“Gonna be on me like blue on sky.”

			He chuckled and opened her driver’s-side door for her. “Something like that.”

			“You know,” she said wistfully, “I’m handy with a needle and thread, and that time Dennis fell into the ravine I knew how to splint his arm. If these guys are looking for a doctor... I could be a doctor or in the medical field too.”

			“Anything is possible. I’ll follow you to the inn. Drive slow on the spare. I’ll have it fixed later today.”

			She nodded and cranked her engine. A doctor? Hmm...doubtful, but for now he’d keep his thoughts to himself. He wasn’t sure he liked where they were going.

			 

			Inside the inn, Grace snagged a leftover cinnamon roll. She deserved it. She also deserved to get clean. Her face was a mess, muddy and streaked from the battle a little over an hour ago.

			“Hollis, I’m going to take care of all this filth. When I’m done, we can get back to the facility. I need to look at the weather satellites, and I know you want to ride out and inspect the waters around the levee.”

			Hollis finished off his roll and nodded. “You really should. You smell.”

			“I do not!”

			Laughing, he held his mug up in a salute and winked. “Maybe not, but you do look like you wallowed in mud.”

			She shuddered. She had and not by choice.

			“I didn’t mean to upset you.” His eyes held concern.

			“You didn’t. I need to clear the gunk off my face.” She headed for the kitchen door.

			“Holler if you need anything.”

			Her place from the kitchen was about fifteen to twenty feet. Grace waved and made her way out the door and along the sidewalk lined with flower pots—the flowers wilting at the merciless and unending rain. It was overcast but warm. After unlocking her door, she stepped inside and tensed.

			Something wasn’t right. Pausing in the entry, she grabbed an umbrella from the wicker basket. Nothing appeared out of sorts. But the eerie sensation skittered across her skin. Everything inside her screamed a warning. Should she call for Hollis? The window in the inn’s kitchen was open. He’d hear. Grace surveyed the open floor plan. To the left of the kitchenette was her bedroom and bathroom. Inching toward her room, her heart galloped. Was she being ridiculous?

			She toed her bedroom door farther open and stepped inside, caught a whiff of musk. The smell zinged along her memory pulling something familiar forward, but it was blurry. She inched into the bathroom, switched on the light and felt a presence behind her.

			Turning, a figure loomed. Throat constricting, adrenaline racing, she didn’t wait for him to tackle her. She went on the offensive and rushed him, but he dodged her. She swung around and his back was to her. Grace instinctively thrust out the umbrella—the hook catching around his neck like a noose. She yanked—choking him—forcing him backward and toward her.

			“You...always...knew how...to make...an entrance...” he sputtered and held his arms out to his side. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

			“Then what are you here for? My valuables? I’ll give you a hint. I don’t have any.” Where on earth did that bravado and snark come from or her instincts to use that umbrella as a weapon?

			“I’m turning around.”

			She recognized his voice now that her ears weren’t buzzing, but her heart was going wild and she itched to run. Run fast and hard.

			With hands raised, Peter Rainey from breakfast faced her. “You can put the umbrella down. Really.”

			She lowered it.

			“I thought you were dead.” He shook his head, eyes wide. “But then three weeks ago I saw you on the national news. In the background while the SAR chief told the world they’d found the little girl their team had been searching for. It was covered almost nightly. I was in shock. Then confused.”

			He was confused? How had he seen her on TV? Hollis had made sure to steer her clear from the media during that hunt for their pastor’s little girl—her scars kept him protective of her, and she appreciated that. She hadn’t found the child for the recognition anyway.

			“Why did you settle down in this Podunk town? Why did you pretend not to know me earlier? And why are you volunteering with Search and Rescue and living under a tin roof?”

			“Why are you under my tin roof? I don’t have any cinnamon rolls here.” Now probably wasn’t the time to go comedic and dry, but a memory teetered on the edge of her mind—she used this kind of banter to do something...what?

			He chuckled. “Always loved that snark. I know you hate me.”

			She did?

			“I’m here to make amends, Max, even though you have every right to stomp me into the ground for betraying you. I should have known better but...”

			Max! Was that her name? Short for Maxine or something? She glanced at the door and her hands shook.

			Peter spotted it. “Are...are you afraid?”

			She was working hard to conceal it; should she not be? “Well, you did betray me.” If she told him her brain had deflated like a balloon and she was at a loss for memory, he might try to hurt her or clam up. He’d asked why she pretended not to know him. Well, he hadn’t acted like he knew her either, so he was hiding something. He was her only link to her past. She had to play the game for as long as she could.

			“Look, I’ll tell you everything, but I may not be the only one who knows you’re alive.”

			Oh so true. She had two creeps coming for her already.

			Peter sighed. “I can help you. I know you have no reason to trust me, but I promise I’m telling you the truth. Where is Dr. Sayer? I can help her too.”

			Her! The doctor had a name and gender. Good, she could work with this. But could she work with this man? What if he tried to betray her again? How did he betray her before? By beating her up and leaving her for dead? Her hands wouldn’t stop shaking, and she bit down on her lip to hide the tremble. What if she didn’t know any more self-defense moves?

			“I didn’t—” He paused, cocked his head and surveyed her. It gave her the shivers but she tried to hold fast. Still, her fingers jittered, causing the umbrella to bounce. He watched it then let his gaze slowly roll over her face and locked onto her eyes again.

			“What’s my name?” He was on to her somehow. The fear. The fear was tipping him off that something was wrong.

			“Peter.”

			He narrowed his eyes and took a step forward. She took a step back and he paused, tipped his head to the side. “What’s your name?”

			Busted. Would he kill her now?

			“Why do you ask?” She tossed a glance at the open door and took another step toward it.

			Peter matched a step forward for every one she took in retreat, surprise in his eyes. “I thought you were toying with me this morning somehow so I didn’t say anything, played the game. But you weren’t up to anything sneaky. You don’t know me. And you don’t know you either. I’m so sorry, Max.”

			“For what?”

			“Everything. It was all lies.”

			“What was all lies? Is my name Max?” she asked, her head spinning. Did she try to run or did she trust this man who admitted to betraying her?

			He glanced out the window and shook his head; he seemed concerned. “No. It’s a nickname. Mad Max.”

			Mad Max? “Am I crazy or something? If you’re not here to hurt me...then tell me who I am.”

			“Max,” he whispered. “Your real name is—”

			Glass shattered and Peter fell to the ground dead. Grace stared at him frozen and stunned, then another bullet slammed into the wall by her head. “Hollis!” she screamed and hit the floor.
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