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At four o’clock on Saturday afternoon, FBI Special Agent Dawna Shepherd finally understood.

Two Russian mobsters had secretly engineered her vacation at SpyGirl Fantasy Camp so that they could kill her.

Until that moment, she hadn’t guessed she was targeted for execution. She’d blamed the two near-death experiences earlier in the week on her poor physical condition and dull wits.

On Tuesday, while firing her weapon from a moving vehicle during a mock car chase across Baja California, her door had whipped open and her seatbelt torn loose. Only quick reflexes kept her in the car.

Forty-eight hours later, running a surveillance detection route in downtown Tecate, she’d narrowly avoided being sideswiped by a speeding Jeep Cherokee with tinted glass and an inattentive driver.

Risk was part of fantasy adventures.

Off the shooting range, camp organizers substituted paint guns for real weapons and took other precautions. Still, the exercises were dangerous.

She’d signed a waiver, agreeing the camp had no responsibility if she was injured. Alarmed by her lousy performance, she’d skipped yesterday’s interrogation roleplay.

Instead, she’d scheduled an extra session in the fitness center with her camp-supplied personal trainer.

Her best friend and fellow camper Ladyshimarray Harms had opted for the pseudo-KGB arrest and grilling. She’d been impressed by the actors playing the Russian intelligence agents and she’d snapped their photo with her cell.

That Saturday afternoon, she shared it with Dawna.

The two campers were having their hair done in the resort’s Rainbow Zen Spa. The salon air was steamy, scented with shampoo, permanent solution, and hair-coloring chemicals.

Ladyshimarray had pulled up the picture and passed her phone to Dawna.

Dawna glanced casually at the snap and froze.

The sight of the two Slavic faces sent an icy shiver rippling down her spine.

The dead-eyed man with the shaved skull had a thick scar slashing from the corner of one eye to the crown of his head. Unmistakably Yuri Glatzov.

Beside him was Niko Umanski. His shaggy hair didn’t mask the torn remnants of left ear disfiguring his profile.

She’d been stalking these two Russians for over a year. Of course, her name was on their hit list.

Shaken, she forced herself to keep her head immobile. She didn’t want to make it difficult for the stylist to add caramel and biscuit highlights to her blonde curls.

From the adjacent chair, Ladyshimarray made eye contact in the mirror. She beamed, apparently satisfied by the effect of her picture.

“I told you they were scary,” Ladyshimarray said. “I didn’t confess to being a spy, but after five minutes with them, I sure felt like doing that.”

The stylist was braiding Ladyshimarry’s ebony locks and weaving them into an elegant bun.

In a few hours, the camp finale would take place—Casino Night in the five-star resort’s exotic gaming rooms. The SpyGirl contingent would be surrounded by handsome croupiers and other staffers posing as admiring guests.

With her hair twisted off her face, Ladyshimarray’s violet eyes seemed even larger against her glossy chestnut skin.

“Great actors,” she said.

“Great,” Dawna agreed, her tone neutral.

She and Ladyshimarray were enjoying treatment five of the SpyGirl spa package. Massage, leg wax, body polish, and facials had come earlier.

Hopefully, as soon as their stylists finished, she could grab a minute alone with Ladyshimarray to explain the problem.

That opportunity came at five o’clock.

Wrapped in terrycloth robes, the two sat outside by the koi pond while waiting their turns with the manicurists. The scent of bougainvillea hung in the soft, spring air.

Shaded by Baja’s Mt. Kuchumaa, Dawna sipped her mojito and identified the men in Ladyshimarray’s photo.

“Yuri and Niko are middle management for the Russian mob,” she said. “They were convincing as interrogators because those guys know all the old KGB tricks.”

Last year, Dawna had been working out of the FBI’s New York field office, gathering financial data needed to bust two related Russian-American organized crime enterprises.

She told Ladyshimarray that the sprawling scheme had laundered millions in illegal gambling proceeds through hundreds of bank accounts and shell companies in Cyprus and the United States.

A half dozen of the thirty men indicted had managed to avoid arrest.

Dawna concluded, “The big boss escaped to Moscow. We tracked Yuri and Niko to Miami, where they disappeared. Three months ago, I picked them up in Cleveland and followed them west. The Denver field office was about to move in when they vanished. Hadn’t occurred to me they’d hide out at a resort in Baja.”

“Can’t be a coincidence.” Ladyshimarray’s husky voice was filled with apology.

She’d already admitted to her role in the subterfuge.

Dawna’s mistake had been mentioning to her sisters that she’d gotten a letter telling her she’d won a bargain trip to SpyGirl Fantasy Camp.

Concerned that Dawna was taking too long to emerge from post-breakup depression, Bettijean and Crystal Gayle had immediately offered to make the vacation their birthday present to Dawna.

Together, they’d enlisted Ladyshimarray in their plan. All three women agreed that Dawna had been in a funk since hunky Liam Tracey ended his torrid fling with her.

As Dawna’s best friend, Ladyshimarray had agreed to make sure the sisterly gift was accepted. She’d begged Dawna to accompany her on her dream vacation.

An ex-Secret Service agent specializing in counterfeiting, Ladyshimarray now grasped that the Russians were behind the bargain offer.

“The great deal was part of their scheme to get you here,” she said to Dawna. “Me and Bettijean and Crystal Gayle were accidentally co-opted into the plan.”

“Had to be what happened.” Later, Dawna’d figure out how Yuri and Niko had worked their scam. Most likely it was only one of several ploys they’d tried to bring her within reach.

Right now, the details didn’t matter.

“Soon as I made my reservation,” Dawna said, “they started preparing my ‘accidents’. Lucky thing I bailed yesterday. Or I’d’ve been alone with them in that interrogation room.”

“Something would have gone fatally wrong.”

Ladyshimarray grimaced. “Yuri assured me that they’ll be at the casino tonight. Dangerous for you. Could be planning to drop polonium in your champagne cocktail.”

“So far only Putin’s lackeys can put their hands on that kind of stuff,” Dawna said. “US-based mobsters are limited to the usual methods.”

She squared her shoulders. “Confronting them in the casino will give us an advantage. They’ve been indicted only for financial crimes. They won’t want the surveillance tape to show them murdering a federal agent. I can’t pass up this opportunity to nail them.”
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“Be tough to make a righteous bust,” Ladyshimarray said. “No easy way to hide a weapon under a long clingy dress.”

“We’ll have to be creative.”

Dawna visualized the floor-length number on loan to her from the camp. Strapless black satin with cut-outs on both sides of her spine and a thigh-high slit in the skirt.

The dress hadn’t been designed for carrying concealed.

All week long, the camp had offered the usual covert ops fantasy entertainment, letting campers play with firearms and practice evasive driving.

On this final day, the focus shifted to the glamorous side of espionage. Emulating master seducer Agent 007, tonight all SpyGirl campers would be dressed to kill.

Appearing in the casino professionally made up, coiffed, and gowned was part of the fun.

“We’ll be so nonthreatening in our fancy clothes,” Dawna added, “we won’t spook Yuri and Niko into disappearing again.”

Ladyshimarray snorted. “I’m waiting to hear how we get from there to being a real threat to those dudes.”

“I’m still working that out.”

Dawna had met the Treasury agent while they both were assigned as instructors at the International Law Enforcement Academy in Budapest. They’d teamed up to protect a witness testifying against a Polish mobster.

Ladyshimarray knew first-hand how quickly things could fall apart in the field.

“We’ll figure out the details before we make our entrance,” Dawna concluded.

The spa’s young Mayan assistant interrupted, summoning them back indoors. During her manicure, Dawna
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