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      For my daughter and all the graduates: As one chapter ends, another begins. Don’t write someone else’s story—write your own.

      Write it boldly, write it true.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
          
        “In every man sleeps a prophet, and when he wakes, there is a little more evil in the world.”

        EMIL CIORAN
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      CAROLINE

      It was a day like any other September day. It might’ve been raining, or maybe it was sunny. It didn’t matter on a day that carried such weight. It was the normalcy that sticks with me. Lights turned on and off. The occasional siren sounded on the streets outside. The sharp scent of citrusy dish soap clung to my hands. Notifications popped up on my phone, unaware of the enormity of what was happening.

      My fingers trembled as I zipped the last suitcase. Fractures deep in my chest threatened to bring me to my knees, rendering me immobile. My heart didn’t want to leave, but my survival instincts overrode emotion.

      I stared at the door for hours. A weak voice begged to just leave a note, but I couldn’t be that person. I’d like to think I sat there, sitting beside my luggage, remembering our past, but that wouldn’t be true. I chanted to myself, in a near-meditative trance, wearing a crisp, ironed blouse and navy slacks that would garner Gwyneth Paltrow’s approval. Make-up lightly done, hair glossy and smooth, gold Cartier bracelets on one wrist, and a gold diamond-encrusted Rolex on the other. My pale pink nails were freshly manicured. If the paparazzi lingered outside, the photographs would present a well put-together person departing her home with luggage.

      My nerves churned. I hoped for luck, to exit unobserved. The last thing I wanted was to have my photograph circulate, fueling rumors of marital strife.

      I imagined an unnamed source might say they’ve sensed issues for months. A writer would speculate that Dorian and Caroline Moore haven’t been seen together since the MOMA exhibit two months prior. A body language expert might decode a photograph from two years prior to one snapped when we’d been ducking paparazzi: See how she’s changed? Her arms are wrapped around her middle; she’s crouching forward like she doesn’t want him touching her, and they aren’t making eye contact. I stopped reading the articles when my mind picked up the writing habit.

      The lock clicked. I swallowed.

      My spine stiffened. My chest ached.

      The door opened.

      His gaze tracked me and the two silver Rimowa suitcases—post-wedding gifts. Before, I had owned standard fare. To the average pedestrian, the replacements might appear ordinary, but to those in the know, they’re among the most expensive on the market. Understated luxury. Something I hadn’t picked up on right out of college but quickly came to understand to be a requirement for a Moore.

      Wordlessly, Dorian closed the door, and the lock clicked.

      When he faced me again, his shoulders sagged, I think. Time may have painted that flicker of emotion in the recesses of my memory. His freshly shaven jaw held no discernible emotion.

      “So this is it.”

      It wasn’t a question, but rather a statement of expectation.

      “Where will you go?”

      “I’ll stay at my parents.” In Connecticut, the paparazzi would be less present. At his urging, I quit my job after we got married. The ever-present paparazzi unnerved me, and my colleagues began to see me as a celebrity instead of a junior-level account manager. Ironically, if he’d supported me or helped me find a way to continue with my career, I might have thrived.

      Although…thrived is a strong verb. It’s possible I wouldn’t have suffocated.

      Anger surfaced with the memory of my resignation. If I recalled correctly, I’d made no attempt to conceal the emotion on that day in our townhome.

      “You won’t get a dollar more than the prenuptial agreement allows. You know that, right?”

      His statement struck like a scalpel—deliberate and strategic. When Dorian chose to speak, he did so with intention.

      “I don’t want a fight.”

      I want my sanity. My confidence. My sense of worth.

      He stood there by my suitcases. Unreadable. Silent.

      I don’t know what I expected or why I waited for hours for an awkward interlude. It was a marriage no one wanted, and it ran its course. My marriage failed, and there was little point in staying when my efforts weren’t wanted.

      When I stood, I swiped my palms against my trousers and noticed how cold my hands had grown.

      Are photographers outside? The question died on my tongue. It didn’t matter.

      A thousand regrets weighed down my chest, and a singular hope kept it functioning. Maybe, just maybe, he does want me to stay. Maybe he’ll want to make the effort.

      But if he had nothing to say, neither did I.

      My hand fell to the luggage handle, and his covered mine.

      He cupped my cheek and forced me to look up into his glassy eyes.

      Silent tears leaked from eyes that hadn’t seen me in months.

      And then his lips covered mine, and I splintered. His touch stemmed the tearful tide. I clung to him, leaning on his strength.

      When he broke the kiss, he breathed into my ear. “One last time?”

      That’s what he wanted. Sex.

      His last words to me.

      A gut punch. But also a confirming blow, one that told me there was no point in staying. I don’t remember saying anything. I only remember walking through the door.

      As feared, when I exited the townhome, I faced a flash of lights.

      One photographer with a long-range lens across the street. Two photographers close to my left. My good side. Almost as if he planned it.

      He could have. We had a security camera in our living area accessible via his phone. He could have seen me and my suitcases and known exactly what was coming.

      I held my head high.

      “Where are you going, Mrs. Moore?”

      “Are the rumors true?”

      “Caroline, are you separating?”

      I forced a cold, cordial smile. A barely there smile that straddled the line of detached model and wealthy philanthropist with a disdain for the media.

      How did they know? Did he leak it?

      Newspaper photographs struggle to capture nuance. The captions from that day spoke of a tear-streaked face, but my stoic expression concealed the evidence. Social media, however, was full of photos and commentary filled with vitriol. How could it be otherwise?

      After all, I walked away from a golden boy, an American prince, a billionaire. Stupid, crazy, cheating slut, ice-cold, plastic, full of filler, greedy, social climber. They didn’t know what exactly I might have done to be thrown out of the gilded castle, but one thing was certain: in the court of public opinion, I held the blame.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      CAROLINE

      Seven years later

      

      The conference room door remains closed. Smoked glass walls bar any view of what’s happening inside. My job as an analyst is to read the signs splashed across newspapers and in briefings, but there are days I wish I weren’t so aware.

      For those of us specializing in counter-terrorism and a nuanced global news cycle, these are fragile times. This truth feels truer with every passing day. When one works for a black ops company that takes untouchable covert assignments, closed doors are unnerving.

      My friend, Sophia Sullivan, encouraged me to apply for a position at Arrow Tactical, one of many companies within her father’s investment portfolio, but one with personal ties for Sophia. When she was fifteen, she was kidnapped, and the founders of Arrow Tactical rescued her. Her experience put her on the law enforcement path, and as an FBI-turned-CIA operative, she maintains close contacts with Arrow, as they do work for many intelligence agencies around the world.

      There was no posted open position, but she told me they could use someone like me. I suspect she saw how miserable I was working for an ogre in a position with limited growth opportunities and asked her father for a favor.

      Sophia and I met years ago at The Farm, the CIA’s training program. From what I’ve observed, Sophia has worked closely on multiple projects with Arrow Tactical. So closely, the lines between Arrow and the CIA blur. The company takes on projects governments won’t touch, or at least, they won’t touch without plausible deniability.

      The conference room door opens, and Sophia’s gaze connects with mine, her blue eyes sharp and focused. She walks directly to me through the maze of cubicles.

      Does she want to grab coffee, or does she need to speak to me about something going on in that conference room?

      Banking on the former, I open my desk drawer and remove my purse.

      “Come with me,” she says in a low voice, the same decibel level we’ve all been using since threat levels rose and the cubicles filled with those who typically work remotely.

      I follow my friend through the stairwell door. She stops mid-flight.

      “How’d your date go last night?”

      The stainless-steel banister digs into my back as I lean against it. I’m on the higher step, and the advantageous position gives me the opportunity to study my friend. Her assessing eyes are slightly bloodshot, and small wisps of hair frame her face, evading the band she’s used to pull back her blonde hair. Wrinkles mar her white button-down blouse, and it’s not even nine in the morning. Her lipstick is long gone. The tilt of her head, the crossed arms, her pressed lips—she didn’t pull me out here to ask me about last night’s dinner.

      My dinner date was with a colleague, and I never would’ve agreed to a date with him if it weren’t for Sophia’s urging. Sophia and Stella, our human resources director, of all people, kept prodding me to give the tall, dark, and handsome former military man a chance. They applied all the adjectives. Pushed and prodded. Give him a chance. You never know…

      Still, Sophia’s not vested in Luke. And even if she’s curious, she could just text me—without leaving the conference room.

      “You didn’t call me out here to ask about my date,” I say, insistent we get to the reason we’re in a stairwell.

      “No, I didn’t,” she admits, stepping back until her back presses to the opposite railing. It’s classic Sophia. One arm crossed over her stomach, fingers still. “You know I value your intelligence and believe you are a strong addition to Arrow based on your merits, right?”

      My personal history prevented me from ever being considered for field work, so from the very get-go, I focused on becoming an analyst. Does my consistent focus make me better than other analysts? No.

      “What’s going on?”

      She tucks an errant wisp behind her ear.

      “Sophia, just say it.”

      “I want to bring you in on a project. Or, well, it’s an investigation.”

      “But?”

      “There’s no but, it’s… You have to be okay with it, and I wanted to ask you in private.”

      I scan the stairwell and the eaves. “There’s got to be a security camera in here somewhere.”

      Her exhale sends a strand of hair northward. “Probably. But at least I can ask you away from the others.”

      “Ask me what?”

      “We’re investigating Dorian.”

      My chest squeezes. It’s the only physical warning sign from the mention of my ex. I can believe Dorian broke the law. He’s a man with a high disdain for regulation and billions to pay a legal team. But why would the CIA care about an American breaking the law in the US? That’s not their territory. If the CIA didn’t hire Arrow, who did? Arrow only takes projects with a client attached.

      “Why? What did he do?”

      “He’s a person of interest.”

      So they don’t have anything on him. They won’t find anything either. If he broke the law, he’s too smart to get caught.

      Sophia’s quiet, thoughtful. Purposeful.

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “You were married to him. Your perspective is valuable.”

      “Do you want to ask me questions?” I haven’t seen Dorian in seven years. “Or do you want me to join the project team? Is this a project?”

      “Yes, it’s a highly confidential and critical project, and we want you to join the team. But I won’t mention your connection to Dorian unless you feel comfortable.”

      “But if I am comfortable⁠—”

      “Your input would be of high value.”

      “How would I even join the team without—” I wouldn’t. She’s not really asking. This is my heads-up so I’m not blindsided in a room full of men.

      “It’s fine, Sophia. My marriage isn’t a secret.” Not exactly. “Let’s go. Time is of the essence, right? I left hot coffee on my desk. Let me grab it, and I’ll meet you there.”

      She smiles, visibly relaxed. She’d been tense, worried how I’d take her request. I climb the stairs, releasing a sigh.

      What have you gotten yourself into, Dorian?

      “And that date? Yes? No?” Sophia calls from behind me in her standard, relaxed tone.

      “I swear. You and Stella need to find a new television series to entertain you.”

      “I half-expected Stella to be at your desk this morning.”

      “She texted at six.”

      Behind me, Sophia laughs, the sound light, airy, and out of place, given the reason we’re in the stairwell. Some people hate their exes, but I’m not one of them. Our marriage failed, but I never hated my husband. A queasiness sets into the pit of my belly.

      “You know, if things don’t work out with Luke, Stella mentioned Ethan is overdue for leave.”

      Stella’s son is in Special Forces, following in Trevor’s steps. Trevor, Stella’s husband, is also one of the Arrow Tactical founders and a former SEAL. Based on the photos in her office, Ethan’s handsome. “Isn’t Ethan younger than me?”

      “As if that would matter to Stella.”

      Fair. Stella jokes about being a cougar, but you’d never know she’s the older spouse when looking at her and Trevor. She’s aged well, and while he’s physically fit and hot as hell, he’s got a lot of gray, especially in his beard. And he adores his wife.

      “Ethan’s actually a couple of years older than us.”

      “Huh.” If I’m thirty-one, and her son is older than me, how old is Stella?

      I pull open the stairwell door, and our conversation stops as several people seated in cubicles, headphones or earbuds in place, look our way.

      With one quick detour to grab my coffee and laptop, I catch up to Sophia before she steps inside the conference room.

      Trevor sits beside Ryan Wolfgang, who is also a founding partner, and I’m his direct report. Ryan oversees mission strategy and client management, and Trevor functions as a coach and trainer to the operatives Arrow hires. All of the founders are long-time friends.

      “Caroline, the CIA, NSA, and Homeland Security have granted security clearance for you to join our team,” Ryan says.

      Wow. Three US intelligence agencies. What the hell have you done, Dorian?

      “Welcome to Project Unity,” Ryan continues. “Later, Sophia will provide a complete briefing. Over the last several weeks, allied intelligence services have gathered evidence that a multipronged attack is in the works. Planned timing remains unknown, as does the architect. Small-scale attacks have been occurring across Europe over the last six weeks, and we believe those are designed as tests and point to a larger, coordinated attack.”

      I’m familiar with the attacks Ryan is referencing. I keep up with the news.

      How would global attacks relate to Dorian? I read in an article recently that Zenith, the company he founded the last year we lived together, has the most extensive satellite network in the world. Governments are Zenith’s clients. Dorian wouldn’t attack his clients.

      Ryan continues with the update in a staid monotone. “Chemical weapons were stolen from a factory in North Korea. We’ve located the ship carrying the weapons and are tracking it via satellite to gain a better understanding of its intent before we disarm it. Transcontinental wires on the Atlantic Ocean floor were tampered with and damaged. Sources are telling us an EMP attack is likely. Plans to disable GPS across the United States are being circulated online.”

      An electromagnetic pulse, or EMP, attack is a high-intensity burst of electromagnetic energy that can disable or destroy electronic devices and electrical infrastructure. It would cause widespread power grid failure and halt communications. Coupled with plans to disable GPS, mass hysteria might be the goal. These days, everyone, from ambulances to delivery services, relies on GPS. But GPS goes beyond getting around. Military operations, telecommunications, and financial systems would be impacted. They’re talking a black swan event.

      “That would be next to impossible to accomplish.” I can’t stop myself from interrupting. “The US government has measures in place to protect GPS infrastructure and can selectively deny or degrade signals if needed.”

      “We didn’t consider the threat to be high risk either, but two days ago, security at a ground control station in Nebraska was taken out by a sniper. Again, it appears these are tests to prepare for a full-scale attack,” Ryan says.

      “Chat boards have been whispering about EMP attacks for years,” I say, skeptical that this is any more than fear-mongering propaganda.

      Homeland Security monitors the threat. At the CIA, we worked with Homeland Security on threat assessment, as an EMP attack would have a global impact.

      “True,” Ryan agrees. “Our assignment is to determine who is behind the recent attacks. Global tensions and concerns are rising. Russia and China are obvious suspects, but they deny culpability.”

      They always deny culpability.

      Last night, during dinner with Luke, our discussion circled world events and risks. All roads lead to Russia. That’s what Luke said.

      I’m fairly certain he’s working on this project. I’ve seen him enter and exit the conference room. Is that why he kept talking about world news last night? He couldn’t get his mind off work. I can commiserate.

      “Intelligence services across the world, the CIA included, are analyzing involvement from an opposing country. Project Unity has tasked Arrow with gaining intel on alternate possibilities.

      “We have intercepted messages and threats from someone identifying as Prophet. There are no known groups or countries that identify as that name, and that has fostered a belief in the intelligence community that we might be dealing with one person or a small group,” Ryan concludes.

      The screen on the back wall lights up, and a list of names in black font on a white background show. I fumble for my glasses.

      With my glasses on, I scan the list, and my breathing slows and skin cools. Sophia pulling me aside before bringing me in here makes more sense now.

      Amir Nooyi

      Geoff Mansueto

      Jiang Tu

      Paola Droga

      William Pearson

      Halston Moore

      Dorian Moore

      I blink rapidly, zeroing in on the last two listed names. They’re all well-connected multibillionaires. An investigation into any of these men would require a covert approach. Dorian and Halston, his father, are the only two Americans on the list.

      Rumors about a cabal of powerful men pulling strings have existed for decades. We’d be better off if such a cabal existed, as the truth is worse—no one is in control.

      I recently debriefed an asset Arrow helped secure overseas. He’d been working deep undercover, investigating the syndicate, an alliance of powerful men—the men listed on the screen.

      “Those listed are all part of a global alliance that has recently fractured and, as such, are persons of interest,” Ryan continues. “One theory is that one, or several, of these men is behind the plan and, possibly, identifying as Prophet.

      “MI5, the British secret service, is investigating Amir Nooyi.

      “Geoff Mansueto is a biotech engineer and a high-profile owner of Streamline Media. He resides in Australia, and ASIO, the Australian secret service, is monitoring him.

      “Jiang Tu, a Chinese business magnate, went missing about two months ago. Sources say he’s being held by Xi against his will. If this is correct, he’s not a party to this.

      “William Pearson, the CEO of Brookline, is Canadian. We’re working jointly with CSIS, Canadian intelligence, to assess the likelihood of his involvement.

      “Halston and Dorian Moore are Americans. They currently reside in a compound in Colorado.” The black screen on the wall flickers to display satellite imagery of wooded mountains. “This is Halston Moore’s compound in Colorado. He’s a founding member of the fractured alliance. His compound includes eight hundred acres of heavily wooded land. He’s steadily increased security over the years.”

      Haltson Moore, Dorian’s father, is an eccentric billionaire and possesses agoraphobic tendencies. He’s not on the CIA watch list, or at least he wasn’t the last time I checked.

      “The Moores have the contacts and the means to orchestrate the multipronged threat we are witnessing.” Ryan pointedly looks at me. “Dorian Moore’s name is also being floated as a replacement for chief of staff.”

      Halston always wanted his son to enter politics. “Conklin is stepping down?”

      “Those are the rumors. It gives our investigation into the Moore men more weight, and a greater requirement for secrecy.”

      “If an official government body investigates, it could be seen as playing politics,” I state.

      “Precisely,” Ryan confirms.

      “Caroline, you were married to Dorian Moore. What can you tell us about him?” Sophia asks, voice low, as if utilizing a low volume makes the question less intrusive.

      When we went through The Farm together, I wasn’t the only candidate with a failed marriage, but I was the only well-known person in our class. I entered the class with my maiden name and never spoke of Dorian Moore, but reverting my name did nothing to diminish the class’s awareness. It took years before second glances and whispers became rare occurrences.

      Giving me a heads-up was the right thing for Sophia to do. Otherwise, my reaction might have been overwhelmingly defensive.

      But she did give me a heads-up, and this isn’t personal. I clear my throat and address the question. “Halston Moore doesn’t have a military background, and while he’s politically engaged, he’s a both-sideser, meaning he donates to any party that can benefit his businesses. In most elections, he donates to both candidates to ensure he has a seat at the table, no matter who wins, and he has done this for decades. He’s invested in the government as it exists today. In his early nineties, Halston Moore doesn’t fit the profile of a terrorist.” The temptation to shrink beneath Ryan’s stern gaze threatens to unnerve me, but I sit straighter in my seat. The intel I possess is only valuable if I share it. “If you are asking my opinion, he strikes me as a highly unlikely participant in a plan against the United States.”

      “And his son?” Ryan asks.

      Brown eyes rimmed in gold flash, dark wavy hair, and a distinct jaw line set with determination and drive flicker.

      “A reliable source claims Dorian Moore is the mastermind. His travel records support the claim,” Sophia says.

      Dorian is many things, but a terrorist isn’t one of them. That wouldn’t change over time. The source is wrong.

      “He’s a pacifist,” I say. “Is there any evidence, other than this one source, that ties…” I can’t continue. The accusation is ludicrous.

      “He has motive,” Ryan says. “If you buy into uncertainty leading to additional government contracts for his company.”

      That’s weak. They’re off. Dorian inherited wealth. Money doesn’t motivate him.

      “A member of the Five Eyes located a detailed plan to disable GPS systems,” Sophia says.

      Formed after World War II, the Five Eyes is an intelligence alliance comprising Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, and the United States.

      “The plan includes broadcasting powerful signals to overwhelm GPS receivers and transmit false GPS signals to deceive receivers. When we reviewed who within the United States possessed those resources and technological capabilities… well, it’s a short list.”

      I reread the list of names.

      “Dorian Moore owns a satellite business,” I say, trying to remember the details. He’d been excited about the concept when we were together. Given his wealth, his businesses grew quickly.

      “They own more satellites than any country in the world,” Ryan says, which corroborates the business article I read.

      “Leasing satellites to countries is a significant source of revenue. All the more reason Dorian wouldn’t be a part of an EMP attack that destroys satellites.” My gaze falls on Sophia. She must see that this is a preposterous theory. Is that why she asked me in here? To back her position?

      “They stand to profit handsomely if the US is forced to lease satellites post-attack,” Ryan says.

      Trevor taps the table and shifts in his seat. His expression is grim. “We’ve analyzed the compound. If we could find a way in, we could set up surveillance and determine if he’s a threat.”

      “That would be against the law,” I say, stating the obvious.

      “That’s why they hired us,” Trevor answers matter-of-factly. His tone isn’t mean, but his comment puts me in my place. “If I’m hearing you correctly, you don’t believe it’s him. Unfortunately, we need proof of his innocence or guilt. That’s our assignment. How familiar are you with the compound?”

      “Not very,” I admit. “It’s been years.”

      They’re calling it a compound, but I remember a luxurious mountain home near Telluride.

      “Do you remember if they outsource security? We considered creating an electrical issue and sending in our utility men, but they’ve got backup generators. It’s not an ideal plan.”

      “Mr. Moore, Dorian’s father, Halston, is a highly suspicious individual. Even if you could get a utility worker on the property, they wouldn’t be left alone. He did deep background checks on his cleaning service. Mr. Moore has friends on the intelligence committee, and he’s heard stories. It’s something he used to talk about. He employs former Secret Service on his security team, and no, he doesn’t outsource.”

      Ryan nods, satisfied with my answer.

      “What kind of surveillance are you planning?” I ask Trevor. “Physical? Electronic? Computer?” Social media surveillance would be pointless. If he has a presence, a PR agency is behind it.

      “All of the above. We’d like to get someone into his office, or offices, to plant cameras, or at the very least, microphones. Nothing we obtain could be used in court, but if he’s involved⁠—”

      “You’ll know better where to look to gain evidence,” I say before he can finish his thought. “And I assume you can’t tap his phones?”

      “On a typical American citizen, it could be easily done. But with the Moores, any communication we access on one of their phones can safely be assumed they’re okay with being public,” Sophia says.

      She’s probably right. They’re hyperaware of taps.

      “We aren’t looking to build a case for prosecution,” Trevor says. “We’re looking to stop them.”

      “Our aim is to dismantle the attack, and if we can’t do that, to mount a multipronged defense that prevents the attack from doing any damage,” Ryan says. “And to ensure we have evidence that prevents the wrong party, or in this case, countries, from being blamed.”

      I exhale, understanding the situation.

      “If we’re wrong, we exonerate the Moore men. Remove them from the persons of interest list,” Sophia says, her direct eye contact communicating volumes. She’s looking to me for a solution.

      “If you want to get someone into his compound, then I’m your best bet.” I eye Sophia, wondering if this was her objective all along. “For the record, I don’t believe Dorian would do this. But I can access his home. He won’t turn me away.”

      “You’re not trained to be in the field,” Sophia interjects. “What if I come with you, as your friend? We’ll say we were in the area.”

      I haven’t seen him in seven years, and I’m coming by to say hello with my friend tagging along?

      “It’s best if I go alone.”

      Dorian Moore is an all-consuming alpha male, and I left him to preserve my sanity and dignity, but they’re off on this. The Moores have the means, but not the motive.

      As a counter-terrorist analyst, I have the expertise and knowledge to confirm the Moore men do not match a terrorist profile. But based on recent intel, a threat looms. As Americans, we prefer to believe the threat is abroad. Before a world war commences, we need confirmation.

      I understand the logic. And the truth is, I have unfinished business that I’ve been putting off. Perhaps this is fate’s way of telling me it’s time I face my past and bury it once and for all.
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      CAROLINE

      “You ready?” Sophia asks.

      I spent the day prepping with the team and being instructed on the surveillance devices. Yes, I’m Langley-trained, but I’ve never served in the field.

      “You sound worried.”

      Her doe-eyed expression says she’s definitely worried. I understand. If anything were to happen to me, she’d bear the guilt.

      “He might not be the man you remember.” She twists a pen top in her fingers, and I release an exhausted sigh.

      There are two sides to Dorian. The side I fell in love with, and the emotionless, egocentric, cold individual I left. Neither of those sides are dangerous.

      “Dorian won’t hurt me. Even if he’s behind this, he won’t hurt me.” Dorian can be emotionally distant and cruel, but he’d never physically hurt me.

      For a time there, Dorian Moore was a media darling. The nephew of an American president and the son of a multibillionaire, he is American royalty. But after our split, he shunned publicity. Perhaps his fall from press pet status contributed to his placement on the persons of interest list. He’s wealthy and shrouded in mystery, after all.

      When I noticed his presence on tabloid covers diminished, I assumed he’d found someone, and she convinced him to step away from the limelight. I assumed she achieved what I hadn’t. My assumption could still be correct.

      Arrow Tactical, and apparently, intelligence agencies the world over, are placing trust in this informant who holds the Moore men accountable. But tipsters are notoriously unreliable. An unnamed insider could be anyone from the hotdog vendor on a street to a senator with a vendetta. I asked for information on the contact but was told that, for the source’s safety, they were not disclosing the information.

      Sophia’s decision to bring me in and leverage my connection is wise. If there’s a planned attack, there’s an undeniable benefit to shortening the suspect list. My connection has value.

      “There are other ways we can get what we need,” Sophia says.

      “Would you stop? It’s fine. It’s a chance to work in the field.”

      CIA candidates technically don’t know what they’ll be assigned to after going through training, but I never stood a chance of a coveted spy role, thanks to my marriage. Facial recognition will almost always recognize me, even if hardly anyone recognizes me on the street these days.

      Stella joins us. She’s juggling a bottle of wine, three hard plastic wineglasses, and a corkscrew.

      “Got your flight booked,” Stella announces. “Let’s head to the rooftop. We can watch the sunset and hear all about your date with Mr. Sexy.”

      “Oh, yes. Luke.” Sophia’s devilish grin says she’s aware I’d rather not chat about my date.

      I wish I’d never mentioned Luke to these two. It’s not until I push open the heavy door to the roof and suck in the salty air do I find calm. I’ve been jittery all day, and while I’d like to lie to myself and claim it’s due to the unexpected turn of events at work, I’m well aware of the truth.

      Stella starts unscrewing the cork, and Sophia sets the glasses down on one of the small tables. The setting sun colors the horizon salmon pink with flecks of gold, crossing the Pacific in the distance. I’ve always loved the view from the rooftop of Arrow’s offices. Sitting up here, seeing the tops of palm trees and cyclists in the street, you’d never know it’s December. At street level, it’s a different story, full of reminders, with decorations adorning the light poles and every business featuring a holiday window display.

      “So, Luke…” Sophia says.

      “We had one dinner,” I say. We also had a lunch date, but I don’t need to remind these two. “I enjoy talking with him. He keeps up with current events.” I keep my voice flat to set expectations.

      “I may have screwed things up,” Sophia says with a scrunch of her nose. “Don’t be mad.”

      What could she do? “Oh, my god.” I can’t believe her. “Do not tell me you planned a double date.”

      “What? No. Double dates aren’t Fisher’s thing.”

      That’s good to know, and one more reason to like Fisher. She got together with her husband on her first assignment in the field. I was one of the few within the CIA who knew they were dating back then. They’ve been married for years.

      “Luke’s on the ground support team. He asked why you were selected to go on-site.” Sophia’s hands flutter, a defensive motion of hers when she thinks she needs to explain herself, which means she told him everything. “He’s on the team. It’s not information we keep secret.”

      “You didn’t tell him you’d been married before?” Stella asks, picking up on the issue.

      “We didn’t discuss prior relationships.” They both look at me like I’ve got a bloody nose. “One dinner,” I remind them. “I wasn’t keeping it a secret. It’s fine.”

      “I get that,” Stella says. “I was married before Trevor, and I rarely talk about that asshole.”

      “I didn’t know that,” I say.

      Stella’s never mentioned a prior marriage, but why would she? That’s exactly the point I was making.

      Stella passes me a glass of wine, and I gladly take it.

      “Was it a bad divorce?” Stella asks.

      “Nooo.” I draw the word out, remembering that painful time. But, I mean, are there any good divorces?

      “He’s richer than Jack Sullivan, isn’t he?” Stella asks. “You must’ve walked away with a mint.”

      I sip my wine rather than dignify that with a response.

      “And no,” Stella says, “we didn’t do a detailed background report on you when you were hired. Since you were coming from the CIA and were referred by Sophia, we did the minimum. I just know you don’t have debt.”

      “That’s where I’m not feeling good about this plan,” Sophia says. “Are you certain he doesn’t know what you do?”

      “Like I told the team, he has no knowledge that I ever worked for the CIA. I applied to Langley after we separated.”

      “But couldn’t a friend in common have told him?”

      “If you have these concerns, why didn’t you speak up at the meeting?”

      She licks her upper lip. Hesitant. “Because I didn’t want to cast doubt on your ability to do this.”

      “You recommended me as a hire and didn’t want to look bad.”

      “That’s not it at all,” Sophia says, a tad too defensively to be believable.

      “All right. I’m a little lost here,” Stella says. “I think we got off track.”

      I close my eyes and tilt my head back, stretching my throat. Sophia is not my enemy. She’s one of my closest friends.

      “It’s been years since he’s contacted me,” I say, swirling the wine. “As far as my friends know, I work for a bank. It’s the easy answer to give, since no one asks about a boring corporate job.”

      When I walked away from Dorian, I walked away from our mutual friends, too. I exited his world, or more like fled. “If he ever ran into a mutual acquaintance, which is doubtful, that’s what he’d hear.”

      “You’re lucky you didn’t have kids with him,” Stella says. Her eyes widen. “Do you have kids?”

      I half-chuckle. “A child would’ve shown on my health insurance forms, Stella.”

      “Unless they were on his. Someone that wealthy probably has an executive health care plan and doesn’t need health insurance. His net worth is what? Over two hundred billion?”

      Hmm. That’s true. I don’t remember what he did for health insurance. We had private doctors from a concierge healthcare practice. The best of the best. I’d walk into a medical practice, and they knew me. I never showed a card or paid for anything.

      “How do you think he’ll react when you knock on his door?” Stella asks.

      “You mean show up at his gate,” I correct. Is this impromptu cocktail hour more of a second prep meeting than curiosity about my dinner date?

      I glance between the two women. There’s no reason for me to bottle this inside. If Stella ran a full background report on me, she’d pick up on it quickly.

      “He’s expecting me. Either me or a lawyer. I’m sure he’s wondering what’s taken me so long.”

      Sophia cuts her eyes to me. She’s quick. Always has been.

      “Your divorce still isn’t settled? I’ve heard of divorces taking years…my parents, for one,” she says, clearly doing math in her head. “I told you if you needed money, I’d give it to you.”

      Her exasperation is almost endearing. As if borrowing money from a friend, or my parents, is an easy choice.

      “I know it sounds crazy.”

      Stella’s mouth forms a circle. “Honey, how many years have you been dealing with lawyers?” she asks.

      “I moved out when I was twenty-four. I’m thirty-one now.”

      “Honey.”

      I let out a sigh. “I haven’t fought him because he could easily out-lawyer me.”

      “So what’s…” Stella’s confused expression is almost comical. At least, it would be if the joke wasn’t on me.

      “After I left, I thought he’d send divorce papers. He didn’t. I eventually found a website, you know, one of those that still cost money, but it’s way cheaper than a lawyer?” They both nod. “Let’s call it GetADivorce.com. I don’t really know what it was, but I mailed him the papers. I figured his lawyers would take one look at it and they’d mark it up or whatever, and I’d sign whatever he sent back.”

      “But?”

      “He sent an email stating that I owed him half of this land I inherited. It pissed me off.” I meet Sophia’s gaze. She remembers this. She has to. I fumed to her for hours.

      “You’re still fighting over that land?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I told him I disagreed. Via email. I clarified that by waiving my rights to the amount stipulated in the prenup, he should waive any claim on the land I inherited during our marriage.”

      “And?”

      “Nothing. I never heard from him.”

      They’re both staring at me like I’m a fool, and I get it—I’d give them the same treatment if the situation were reversed.

      “I should’ve followed up. I understand. I probably should’ve hired a lawyer, but I figured there was no need. I thought he would meet someone and need the divorce. He’d send me papers to sign, and it would be over.”

      “What about taxes?” Sophia asks.

      “Filing single.” I shrug. You’re not required by law to claim a marital deduction.

      “Did he?” Sophia asks.

      “I assume so. I doubt he cares about the marital deduction on his taxes. What do you save? Fifteen hundred bucks?” I haven’t looked in ages, but for someone like Dorian, the amount is less than what he carries in cash in his wallet.

      “What land?” Sophia asks.

      “A small tract in Georgia he’s never even visited.” I grit my teeth, thinking about the nerve he possessed to claim he had a right to what I came into during our two-year marriage, whereas I signed a prenup limiting my claims.

      “You never had a lawyer look at the prenup, did you?” Stella slaps her palm against her forehead. “Girlfriend. What were you thinking?”

      I open my mouth.

      “Don’t tell me. You were in love. And you thought you’d be married forever.”

      I shrug. I don’t know what the hell I was thinking. I was twenty-fucking-two.

      Stella snaps her fingers. “Maybe he’s trying to hold on to you. Maybe that’s why he never followed up with a revised agreement or signed the one you gave him.”

      “No.” I set the glass down, having lost my appetite. “He moved on within days of me walking out.” I see the questions in Stella’s eyes. “Lots of salacious photos of him with models. Our separation was publicized and promptly forgotten. Page Six news for a day. He and his flavor of the hour garnered publicity for weeks.” I slap my hand on the table. “Anyway, that’s why he’ll see me when I arrive. My visit won’t surprise him. And it’s overdue.”

      “Is he the angry type?”

      At Stella’s serious tone, I put a reassuring hand over hers. “No. It was never like that. I promise. And…” I look to Sophia. “I understand why he’s a person of interest. I do. But you’re off. I’ll do this so the team can zero in on the correct target more quickly.”

      “You keep saying he’s innocent, but you haven’t spoken to him in years. People change,” Sophia says.

      “There’s a limit to how much a man can change.” The thing about Dorian is that there’s the business alphahole who’s a condescending jerk, but then there’s the sweats and tee guy who flew from London to Boston to take care of me when I had the flu. “He’s not behind this.”

      “He’s spent years outside the country.”

      I understand Sophia’s skepticism.

      “I’m going in prepared. Chances are, he’ll take one look at me, go to his computer, and print out a divorce agreement he probably didn’t even realize I never received and signed, and then he’ll whisk me out of his office so he can jump on his next call. He’ll tell me I’m welcome to hang around until the driver can come and get me. He might even ask me to stay for dinner. Maybe. Unless he’s in a relationship. Which is very possible.” Envisioning the meeting cuts, but it shouldn’t—not after all this time. I avoid my friends’ gazes and keep it all cut and dry, as it should be. “I’ll be escorted to his office. We’ll have an awkward conversation. With luck, I’ll have a chance to deposit a listening device. When he excuses me, I’ll walk around the house and see what else I can do. Maybe ask if I can say hello to his father. I’ll take photos. Leave behind what I can while claiming the driver is delayed in picking me up. I’ll be back by the weekend.”

      “This sounds to me like a two birds, one stone situation,” Stella pipes in. “Fate stepping in to wrap up the past and set you on a new path for the future. Trust me, you’re gonna feel so much better once you have the divorce finalized and you never have to speak to the douche canoe again.”

      “It is behind me.” I never think about the marriage. Or, I should say, I rarely think about that part of my life. “It’s a technicality. That’s all.” He’s not a douche, or at least, I never thought of him that way. But I do love how Stella leaps to my side, no questions asked.

      “If he thinks you’re there to get his money… You’ve got ways to get in touch with us, right?” Stella looks at Sophia. “I only booked a flight for her. Why isn’t a team going?”

      “She assured us it wasn’t necessary, so we nixed a team,” Sophia says. “Although Luke disagreed strongly. He’s campaigning to set up in Denver so we’ll have resources nearby.”

      Stella pats my hand. “This is good. Get this buttoned up and behind you so you can move on. I like that Luke is concerned. There’s nothing hotter than a protective military guy.” She grins.

      “Stella, curb your enthusiasm. Luke is nice, but nothing is going to happen with us.”

      “Did you not have a good time?”

      “He’s nice.”

      “Well, that’s the kiss of death,” Stella says, and Sophia laughs. “What was his out?”

      “Come again?”

      Stella looks back and forth between Sophia and me. “Oh, come on, you know. The ins and outs. Singles these days have a list.”

      “I’ve never heard of this.”

      Sophia shakes her head and lifts her eyebrows, gesturing that she’s never heard it either.

      The look Stella gives me says that this is why I’m still single; she might be on to something.

      “What did he do that turned you off? Whatever it was, that’s on your out list. Something that gives you the ick. Like, for some women, it’s a velcro wallet. Boom. Out.” She gestures with her thumb over her shoulder.

      I shake my head, half-laughing. A list? Really?

      “Oh, come on,” Stella pleads. “I need to know. I have to prep Ethan.”

      “I’m sure Ethan would love for his mom to set him up on a date,” Sophia says.

      “If I don’t, he’ll stay single forever,” Stella retorts.

      The door creaks open, and Trevor holds out a cell. “Ethan’s on the line.”

      Stella jumps and runs for the phone. They exit together, and I look to Sophia for an explanation.

      “He’s been on a mission and couldn’t contact them.”

      “A mission like disabling the ship with the chemical weapons?” Ethan’s Special Forces, but they’ve been tight-lipped with specifics.

      “It’s possible.” Sophia shrugs. “I can’t believe you’re still married. I could’ve gotten you lawyers. Good lawyers. He’s not unbeatable.”

      Perhaps. But our legal system favors the wealthy. And Dorian’s wealth is unfathomable to someone like me. Dorian is Halston Moore’s only child. When, at fifty-two, Halston became a single father, he steered his only son into the family business. Halston Moore Sr., Dorian’s grandfather, was one of the original founders of Bedrock Advisory, one of the world’s leading providers of investment, advisory, and risk management solutions. On top of generational wealth, Dorian stands to inherit an inordinate sum. Plus, from what I’ve read, Zenith, the company he founded and hasn’t taken public, is considered to be one of the most valuable privately held companies in the world.

      When I met Dorian at a pub during my study abroad, I was oblivious. He’d been a good-looking grad student with a lopsided smile, unruly curly hair, and a dimple. Our gazes locked, and well…he had me before hello.

      “I don’t like this,” Sophia says, her tone somber.

      “Ryan expects me to do it.” My tone is a little colder than I intend, but he’s my boss. She’s not. And if she were completely against it, she would’ve never brought me in.

      “Doesn’t mean I like it.”

      In the CIA, we learn to do plenty that we don’t like.

      “He has on-site security. This isn’t a risk-free op.” Sophia’s doubling down, but I can, too.

      “He won’t hurt me.” I understand her fear, but he won’t.

      “If he did, he’d never be caught. Not with his wealth. That kind of awareness can go to a man’s head. Promise me you’ll be careful.”

      I nod at Sophia, knowing her concern comes from a place of professional assessment and friendship. “I’ll be careful,” I promise, but there’s a part of me that knows entering Dorian’s world again is like stepping into quicksand—familiar and dangerous all at once. But there’s another voice, too, quieter but just as insistent, reminding me of that lopsided smile in an Oxford pub, and wondering if I’m really going there to investigate him… or to face what I left behind. Either way, I’m already crossing a threshold I swore I never would again.
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      DORIAN MOORE

      A fog clouds my sleep-deprived mind, blurring the numbers before me. Outside, a white contrail mocks me as it bisects the crisp blue Denver sky high above the Rocky Mountains. What I wouldn’t give to be the pilot of that jet. No phone calls, no reports, no meetings. Solitude and clear blue skies.

      “Mr. Moore?”

      My assistant stands three feet from my desk. His blue-and-black-striped tie hangs too far left, exposing the line of buttons on his Oxford. My gaze locks on the one undone button.

      “What is it, Jay?”

      “Mr. Cromwell would like to see you if you have a minute. I know you reserved this time, but I told him I’d check.”

      Geoffrey Cromwell, my father’s personal financial advisor, strides in, pretending to be unaware that my assistant planned to ask for permission to meet.

      “I’d like a coffee. Black,” he says as he takes a seat, discreetly adjusting his silver tie and smoothing the material on his navy pinstripe trousers. He recently stopped coloring his hair black, and the overabundance of white gives the appearance of thinning. Once I adjust to the shock of white, I probably won’t notice anymore.

      Why am I even registering the man’s hair?

      “I’d like a fresh cup, too,” I say, breathing deeply in an attempt to ignore the dull pain emanating behind my temples. “Thank you, Jay.”

      “Did you see the portfolio adjustments I’m making?”

      With a push, I roll my office chair to the right for a better view around my monitors.

      “Interesting shifts.”

      I don’t particularly care what Geoffrey does with the portfolios he manages for my father, but his moves intrigue me.

      “Heavy on gold, oil, and gas.” Years ago, Geoffrey bought heavily into crypto. I doubted him, but that move paid off. “And now you’re sitting here. Something you want to share?”

      As a board member of Bedrock Advisory, I have reams of reports from the industry’s brightest. I’m not a trader, but speculation interests me. Geoffrey Cromwell’s speculative record speaks of someone with insider knowledge, the kind that would land him in jail if he ever slips. It’s fitting that Dad plucked him out of obscurity and claimed him.

      “At your next board meeting, encourage your team to follow my strategy.”

      I meet his gaze head-on. The man has twenty years on me, but he can fuck all the way off.

      “Surely you’re up on the news,” he says, adjusting his position in the seat and smoothing his dress shirt, before crossing an ankle over his knee. It’s a casual position, but he’s never relaxed. Always fidgeting. That’s probably why I always expect him to come in with news that he lost a lot of Dad’s money, but he consistently outperforms my personal team.

      Jay hustles in with steaming black porcelain coffee mugs. I wait until he sets my new mug down, removes the old one, and
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