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      I was recruited by the NSA at fifteen.

      It seems young, I know. But, I was ripe for it. All they needed was the carrot.

      Revenge.

      As I lay in the cold sterile hospital bed, anonymous government men whispered, “Come work for us.”

      I ignored them, lost in a haze of agony...and grief. The beep of the machines barely registered. Constant pain splintered through my leg and arm.

      Help us catch the terrorists who killed your family. Your mother, father, brother.

      All dead. Even with my eyes closed, damn, I could hear the whoosh as the armored car went up in a fireball, smell the burning flesh, and feel the impact of my right side hitting the limestone steps. The only reason I wasn’t dead now was because I’d been throwing a tantrum.

      A silly, childish tantrum had saved my life.

      In my hospital room, the radio murmured with the top song of the day, Cutting Crew, singing about dying in their arms. Those foolish singers had no clue.

      They didn’t kill you.

      I wasn’t dead. I knew that. But in an instant my world had shattered. I’d watched my family blow up. Despair settled over me, weighing me down.

      Come work for us.

      I could have resisted. Did resist. Unable to make an effort to do anything but drown in an abyss of pain.

      You can help stop this from happening again.

      What did it matter? They were dead, all dead. Then, with a logic designed to convince me, they succeeded. What if they get your little sister?

      Fear crystallized in my heart. Not Bella. Not her too. I couldn’t bear it.

      Work for us. Train with us, they murmured. We’ll keep Isabella safe.

      I would do anything to protect my little sister. And so I said yes.

      My childhood was over, as dead and gone as my family. To keep Bella safe, they told her I died too. The NSA became my life. I trained, attended college, learned the business of espionage, excelled in the business of revenge.

      The only one who knows about Bella is Carson, my handler. I keep tabs, mostly electronic, on Bella. Without his knowledge, of course.

      I don’t want anyone to use her against me.

      Then again, I don’t exist.
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      Blowback (bloʹ bak) n. A deadly, unintended consequence of a covert operation.

      Eerie blue light penetrated my consciousness first. The regulated thump-thump of tires pounded in my head, echoing with fierce resonance.

      Where the hell was I? Why did I feel like this? I kept my eyes closed, knowing pretense was paramount to my survival. Wherever I was, it wasn’t normal.

      Ha. My life would never be normal.

      I tracked back to my last memory. I’d hooked up with a guy. Had relatively indiscriminate sex with him.

      I inhaled shallowly, carefully, not wanting to give away anything. I still smelled like sex. Really great sex.

      I wanted to smile but kept my expression lax.

      I’d longed to stay in that bed. Sleep with him. Just sleep with the comforting warmth of another human being. The ache had been so intense that as soon as he dozed off--I left.

      That was my last memory.

      “You can stop pretending.”

      I continued to fake sleep. I didn’t know that male voice. It was bland, not angry, but with a slight smirk, as if he knew something I didn’t.

      “You should be awake by now. We calibrate our doses very carefully.”

      That statement raised so many questions, I decided to comply with his unspoken request and let my eyes drift open. I calculated we were moving at a speed of about thirty miles per hour. Suburban, blacked out windows, bulletproof glass. The blue light came from the interior dome in the big SUV.

      “The light is to protect your eyes. The drug affects your pupil’s ability to dilate and contract.”

      What drug? I kept silent.

      “Not very curious, are you?”

      My last conscious memory was from the motel off of 295 near Alexandria around nine in the evening. It was pitch dark out now, so I’d been out for awhile.

      Lucas. Could the guy have been a plant? Possible. Since he was my last clear memory, it made sense.

      I sifted through the spaghetti of my brain. For the past two days, I’d been undercover, shadowing Staci Grant’s life. Last night, I’d encountered Lucas Goodman, who’d been looking for Staci and thought he’d found her when he found me. The sexual heat between us had been instantaneous and mutual. A few sweaty hours later, I’d left, confident my movements as Staci had been tracked. My cover had been working.

      They’d kidnapped Staci.

      Excellent.

      I was right where I needed to be.

      Now I needed answers. My task was to discover why CIA, DIA, and NSA agents were being kidnapped, the method of interrogation, and who was doing the kidnapping. The answers would be coming. I just had to be ready.

      I settled into the backseat of the car to wait, taking in details. Mistake number one. They hadn’t taken my ring, so the satellite audio transmitter should work. I twisted the unusual ring with my thumb and pressed the citrine stone twice. I was now sending voice-activated recordings back to Carson.

      Mistake number two. They’d cuffed my hands, in front, but left my legs unshackled.

      They’d taken my government firearm but missed the knife in the sheath at my waist. Mistake number three. Always, always check everywhere for hidden weapons.

      Although my mind was the most powerful weapon I had.

      My watch was gone and my government-issue GPS with it. Slouching to the side, I got a better view of the dashboard panel. My kidnapper had conveniently supplied me with another GPS system, live and tracking.

      Coordinates. Latitude–47. Longitude–122. I was in the Pacific Northwest. I looked out the misted window to see a reflection of the Space Needle and pinpointed my location as Seattle. I was a long way from Virginia.

      I returned my gaze to the kidnapper. Subject was male, small head, blond hair gelled into little spikes, crescent-shaped birthmark below his right ear.

      The car rolled to a stop. The rocking intensified my queasy stomach. I ignored it.

      “We’re here.”

      Here was a warehouse near the water. The guy wasn’t rough but the sudden motion as he lugged me out of the SUV caused my stomach to roil.

      I breathed in the cold, damp air through my nose, trying to quell the nausea. As he led me toward a semi-truck trailer, I noted the parking lot was empty except for one other truck and a car, too far away and too dark to make out details. The warehouse, constructed with long cinder block walls interrupted by doors at twenty foot intervals, was to my left and behind me.

      The trailer was modified from a regular shipping container, doors locked up tight in the back, with another entrance on the side. It looked as if the stairs were all one solid block which could fold up into the interior of the trailer.

      The recessed entrance looked exactly like an old-fashioned front door complete with screen door. A porch light flicked on. The screen door wheezed open as a dark-haired woman in a white coat stepped out onto the platform.

      The light behind her filled the doorway with shadows. I couldn’t make out her features but I caught a furtive movement, the light illuminating her hand as she tucked a syringe into her pocket.

      “Thank you. You can go now.” She nodded regally to the man holding me. Her melodic voice held a hint of Asia, probably second-generation American.

      He promptly let go of my arm and walked away. They must believe that the plastic restraint cuffs would be a big deterrent to resistance. The click of his heels echoed in the silence as she stared at me, her hands clasped tightly in front of her, so tightly her knuckles showed white.

      There was something in her stance--tension, stress? I eased back a step.

      “Welcome.” She put a hand on the railing and took a step down. Then she hesitated and glanced back at the open doorway. “We won’t hurt you.”

      I thought about the syringe in her pocket. No thank you.

      I’d had drug resistance training but honestly I didn’t want to put it to the test. At least, not yet. Although if that scenario became unavoidable and they pumped me full of drugs, the transmitter in my ring guaranteed I would get the information Carson and the NSA needed.

      All of the kidnapped agents had an unidentified drug in their bloodstream and unknown consequences from those drugs. We had no idea what national secrets they’d given away or what kind of long-term effects were possible from the drug cocktail most likely in that syringe. My job was to get myself kidnapped, acquire the drugs, identify the perpetrators, and get out before they could accomplish their objective.

      I wobbled as if unsteady on my feet and eased back two steps, assessing my position.

      As the Suburban left, the beam from the head lamps shone on her. The shape of her face and the tilt of her eyes marked her as Chinese. Lines of strain curled around her mouth, the expression was supposed to be a smile but came off as more of a grimace. “Come with me.”

      I don’t think so.

      I’d expected the kidnapping, the intel suggested that Staci Grant would be next. I’d planned to resist at first. I didn’t want to make it too easy for them to subdue me. Carson was supposed to have a team on standby waiting to capture the kidnappers after I completed my objectives. But since we hadn’t planned for a cross country abduction–all of the other kidnappings had been local and accomplished within a matter of several hours–it would most likely take a little time before the extraction team got here.

      If they got here.

      I pivoted and ran for the warehouse door nearest me. Her footsteps rang on the metal steps as she followed.

      “She’s getting away.” A man’s shout, older, deeper, slightly frantic, registered as I reached the door. Two against one. More difficult, but not impossible. Woman, older man. Until I saw his physique, I couldn’t judge who was more dangerous.

      “I’ve got it,” the woman replied and sprinted toward me.

      I yanked on the handle, flung the door open, and slid inside. The heavy metal swung shut with an ominous clang.

      Obviously, the drugs were making me melodramatic.

      The warehouse was dimly lit. Industrial metal lights hung from the ceiling, their muted pink glow making the surroundings blurry. Metal shelving separated the concrete floor into long, wide aisles. Three tiers of jumbo shelves housed wooden pallets of goods. I stood at the end of one aisle.

      I hustled over two aisles, pulling the knife from the sheath at my waist as I went. The restraint cuffs at my wrists took a few swipes before slicing clean through.

      I grabbed some small ceramic rice bowls and shoved them into my jacket pockets. Mistake number four. They’d let me keep my jacket.

      The door banged open.

      “Don’t let her escape.” I could hear the man huffing, and a rhythmic thumping noise as they pursued.

      “She won’t escape,” the woman replied grimly from somewhere behind me.

      I stalked down the industrial cement aisle, my footsteps silent. Glancing around, I searched for another way out.

      “Please don’t try to escape, Agent Hunt.” The man’s plea had a desperate edge to it.

      My legs faltered. I wanted to stop, stand rooted to the floor. Only training kept me moving.

      He’d spoken my real name. My real name, not the cover I was using for this assignment. So who did they really want?

      Me, Jamie Hunt, NSA agent? Or Staci Grant, CIA officer?
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      I had assumed they kidnapped Staci. Apparently I’d been wrong.

      I had more immediate problems. My plan to eventually let them ‘catch’ me rapidly shifted as details clicked. This was not like the other abductions.

      Counting on the insertion team to pick me up after this additional snafu was too optimistic. I didn’t like the deviations from their prior kidnappings. Something was wrong.

      They were going to find me if I didn’t get it in gear.

      Up. I could go up.

      The metal shelving had slats in the girders that would work. I monkey-climbed up the structure, like I did the rock climbing wall at the NSA gym. The climb wasn’t difficult. The rough metal edges should have been hell on my hands, but I climbed without pain.

      When I reached the top, I stared at the mess of cuts and traces of blood on my fingers. It should hurt more.

      “Come now, Jamie. This won’t hurt a bit.” With a hint of Irish in his voice, the placating words betrayed his place. The slight echo could be distorting the sound, but I had a bead on his position. He was one row over and halfway down the aisle. No other footsteps, so no guards. Hopefully.

      A break between pallets came into view. Squeezing between shrink-wrapped bottles of Windex, I paused. With the knife I ripped through the plastic then grabbed a bottle of cleaner and stuffed that in my jacket as well.

      “Resistance is futile.” The guy moved closer, the thump muffled on the cement floor. “Always wanted to say that.”

      “Wait until we restrain her.” The white-coated lady was in front of me now. Both were near the exit. Excellent.

      I kept quiet, peering around the pallets, searching for a way to move over a few rows. Even one would be beneficial.

      Paranoid years of studying exits everywhere gave me an edge. All warehouse stores were basically the same, so another row or two over should be a set of doors.

      “Your nearest exit is blocked off. You’re trapped.”

      Ah-ah-ah. Never give up any information.

      “Come now. We’ve got to get to it. I don’t have time to waste.” He said irritably, “The others were not this difficult.”

      “The others were unconscious,” the woman muttered.

      I spotted an electrical cord drooping down across the aisle. I jumped up, pulled the cord down, and then tugged to make sure it would hold my weight. The tension indicated enough support. A deep breath and a Tarzan swing later, I landed on top of the shelving across the aisle.

      I tossed the bottle of Windex over two more aisles.

      “Where is she?”

      “We’ll get her,” the woman soothed. “The drugs should be messing with her perception.”

      What drugs? Were they the same drugs they’d given to everyone else? My coordination hadn’t suffered. So far the only thing off was the halo around light, my blurred vision, and an increased tolerance for pain.

      Any hope of letting this mission proceed was gone.

      I tiptoed across the top of the pallets working my way to the end. I’d be out of here in a minute. Although once I got out, I’d have a new set of problems. This guy knew my real name.

      I waited behind a pallet of Veuve Cliquot champagne about thirty feet up.

      The woman guarded my planned exit door, hands in her pockets. Holding the syringe? More funky drugs or something lethal? I had no intention of getting up close and personal with that needle.

      “We aren’t going to hurt you.” The guy was nearing the end of the row. “You’ll be happier when we get through with you.”

      “Shush,” the woman hissed.

      “Susan, girl, it doesn’t hurt anything to tell her. She won’t remember anyway.” He treated her like he was indulging a child.

      “Never influence the data with your own conclusions. You taught me that.”

      The man responded analytically, “Obviously Agent Hunt’s physical abilities are fantastic. Can’t wait to get her in the lab, run some tests.”

      Lab? Could that be what the truck out front was? Some sort of rolling laboratory. Why? And why bring me all the way to Seattle? Everyone else had been kidnapped close to their home base and only gone for a few hours.

      Somewhere a cell phone rang. The woman paced in front of the door, her heels rat-a-tat-tatted a quickening rhythm, transmitting her nerves.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” she whispered. In a louder voice, she said, “They’ll be back soon. We may have to abort.”

      Great. We were going to have company. Time to go.

      I sheathed the knife. I couldn’t risk planting it in one of them. I might need it later. Reaching into my jacket, I pulled out the rice bowl. Perfect.

      “Nonsense. Agent Hunt,” he called imperiously, “Do you feel you have any weaknesses?”

      “I think we should wait,” the woman burst out. “Refine.”

      “No time,” he growled. “The program is in place.”

      “But--”

      “Remember your incentive.”

      “I’m hardly likely to forget.” I heard the grim resolve in her tone. “I will do what has to be done.”

      While she was resolute, he seemed fanatic. Agents with a mission were dangerous; fanatics with an agenda difficult to identify were unpredictable and unstable. Not a good combination.

      He thumped closer. I chanced a look. He was older but not old. Maybe early to mid-50's. But the cane was definitely for use, not effect. He glanced left, then right. “Come on out, love.”

      Not a chance. I had to trust my instincts and assume my cover had been compromised.

      “We’ve got Lucas Smith.”

      Lucas Smith? The guy I met yesterday? The guy I’d had the most incredible sex with? Plant or collateral damage?

      A momentary loneliness stabbed through me, so powerful I had to ignore it. They were fools if they thought they could use Lucas against me.

      A professional would have known better.

      With one deep calming breath, I centered myself. I calculated the distance and angle of trajectory before launching the bowl. The rice bowl swooped in a neat arc and knocked out syringe lady. Susan. I filed the name away for later.

      She crumpled to the floor with a muffled oomph, the ceramic dish clattering to the ground beside her.

      “Susan?” His footsteps scuffled closer, the thump of the cane more pronounced. “Look, we won’t hurt Lucas. As long as you come out.”

      Sorry man. National security comes first.

      “Interesting,” he murmured. “Our research shows that a woman’s weakness is caring about the fate of others, most especially a threat to someone they care about. Why isn’t this working with you?”

      His casual tone and clear disassociation from his actions was chilling. A weird shiver worked through me. I shrugged the sensation off. He was still giving too much away.

      As he rounded the end of the aisle, I launched the other rice bowl. His body hit the floor with a thud, and his little wire-rimmed glasses and cane tumbled onto the cement.

      “Then you shouldn’t have chosen some guy I just slept with.”

      If they’d wanted to use coercion, Bella would be the only leverage that would work against me. My heart bulleted out of my chest at even the possibility that Bella was in danger. My knees wobbled and I found my balance against the bottles of champagne.

      They hadn’t mentioned Bella. No one knew about her. She was safe.

      I pushed away from the pallet, climbed back down the girders, then jumped the last few feet. I wanted to kick the door open and make tracks. I wasn’t waiting for the extraction team. Company was coming. I forced myself to slow down and assess.

      I examined the cane, but it was just an ordinary wood cane, no hidden compartments or weapons. I checked his pockets. No i.d. That would have been too easy. Then, I grabbed the syringe from the woman and tucked it in my jacket pocket. We needed chemical analysis on that liquid ASAP.

      I also needed transpo. Rifling through the woman’s lab coat, my fingers closed on a key fob. A set of Lexus keys. Just what I needed.

      “Nice ride,” I murmured.

      Eyeing the door, I checked for any kind of trip wire. The guy in the Suburban should be long gone. Hopefully.

      I pushed open the heavy door. No alarm sounded, so I was safe for another minute. As I eyed the lightening sky, the door slammed shut. A sign, Closed For Inventory, fluttered against the door.

      The parking lot was deserted, except for a Costco delivery truck and the Lexus SC320. I headed for the car. I needed to get out of Dodge.

      Tires squealed, warning me--getting away wasn’t going to be as easy as I’d hoped. A black SUV pealed around the corner and rocked to a stop in front of me. The passenger door popped open and the driver yelled, “Get in.”

      My gaze skimmed over tousled dark blond hair, a straight jaw dusted with light stubble, and sensuous lips pressed together in a firm line.

      Lucas Goodman.

      My last memory before lights out happens to show up right when I’m escaping. How convenient.

      A little too convenient.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “There’s no time.” Impatience darkened his gunmetal eyes.

      Nice touch, but I wasn’t buying. I fingered the syringe in my pocket. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’ll explain later.” He revved the engine. “Get in.”

      “You were a lot less evasive when you were trying to sleep with me.”

      “I had a lot more time.”

      The metal door to the warehouse banged open. Syringe lady, her hair askew, staggered into the edging dawn. The overhead light poured down over the doorway, defining the pistol in her hand. The Lexus was too far away.

      My options narrowed.

      Lucas...or syringe lady.

      I vaulted onto the leather seat as the first shot rang out.

      “Drive.”
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      The SUV leapt from zero to seventy-five.

      I now knew two things about Lucas Goodman, he was hell on wheels in and out of bed.

      Susan, the syringe lady ran for her car, shooting as she went. I calculated the angle of her arm and the direction of the weapon barrel. “She’s aiming at the tires.”

      He wrenched the steering wheel, zigging then zagging. The motion rocked my stomach as thoroughly as the truck and I swallowed back bile.

      He drove like a pro. We flew over the sidewalk, screeched sideways and revved up the hill, engine straining toward the ramp to the highway. The GPS voice bleated, “U-turn if possible”, and The Boss belted out Born to Run on the radio.

      How appropriate.

      “We’re going to have company,” he said.

      I pulled her keys from my pocket and jangled them. “Not unless she kept a spare set with that weapon.”

      He shot me a grin, his eyes glittering.

      I whipped the syringe out.

      His grin disappeared, his gaze went back to the empty road. Lucas shifted his shoulder against the driver’s door and propped his elbow on the console, opening up as if he had nothing to hide. “What do you want to know?”

      I wanted to know so many different things that they jumbled in my brain, scrambled because underneath the anger and bravado, a part of me was pleased to see him.

      That made me scowl.

      I was a long way from Virginia. I asked, believing I’d hear a lie, “How’d you find me?”

      “It’s not like you went to Oz.” Lucas avoided my question, but he hadn’t lied. Interesting.

      I waggled the syringe.

      “Right. I put a tracking device in your shoe.”

      “You what?” No way.

      “When you went into the bathroom, I planted a tracker.”

      “Why?”

      “I had a feeling you’d be hard to pin down. And Staci is the only lead I have right now.”

      Something about that statement bothered me, but I couldn’t quite figure out what.

      “I needed to make sure I talked to you again about Johnny.”

      “The kid in the picture you showed me?” John Wishbone. Some kid who was the pretext for contacting Staci. Originally I’d thought he was the contact for getting kidnapped. I’d been sure when I got into the hotel room there’d be a welcoming committee.

      As far as we knew, and they were admitting, none of the agents had any sexual contact before or during their kidnappings.

      Instead we’d stumbled into the room and spontaneously combusted. And then I’d left and been kidnapped.

      “When I packed for my trip, I brought along contingency trackers. Just in case you refused to speak with me at first contact.”

      I stayed silent, analyzing that statement. Instead of refusing to speak to him, we’d ended up in bed together.

      “After our...interaction, I knew if I closed my eyes, you’d be gone,” he volunteered.

      The uncontrollable need to refute his assessment bubbled up. “You don’t know me.”

      His body stayed relaxed and loose, but his gaze skittered from rear view to side mirror checking for tails. “Honey, until a year ago, I was you.”

      “You couldn’t know--”

      He shifted again, curling both hands around the steering wheel, pressing his shoulders against the seat. “Yes. I could.”

      He couldn’t know me. No one did. “So you woke up and thought, hmmm, I guess Staci’s headed West. I’ll hop a plane to keep tracking her.”

      Right.

      He hesitated. “No. I watched you.”

      “You were asleep.”

      “I’m a light sleeper. The door closed, the sound woke me up.”

      Spell it out for me. “And....”

      “I watched you walk back to your car from the window. I saw them tranq you.”

      “Who?” I still couldn’t be sure Lucas wasn’t involved. Was the whole kidnap/syringe/rescue a set up to get me to trust him? Perhaps his ‘rescue’ designed to make me relax my guard. “And how?”

      “They double teamed you. One guy came out of the liquor store and shot the dart, another guy was in the car. They had you inside their car in five seconds. Very practiced. Very smooth.”

      Well-rehearsed. Well-explained. Unless he was one of the guys who took me down. I paused a moment, tucked the keys and syringe back in my right pocket as far away from him as I could.

      “What did they look like?”

      “Pros.”

      The single word raised more questions.

      The only thing I clearly remembered was getting up, pulling on my clothes and the piercing sense of regret when I left.

      The hours in his arms...I’d felt better than I had in a long time. His scent permeated the car, triggering a rush of yearning suspicion should have wiped away.

      But being seduced into treason by a warm male body was not in my game plan.

      Who was this guy?

      “So, being the white knight you are, you immediately rushed over--”

      A red flush stained his cheeks. “I found you didn’t I?”

      “How exactly?”

      “I used a GPS tracker to follow you. At the airport, I finagled the flight plan out of a contact.”

      “Commercial airport?” Private jet. Not military. More privacy, less paperwork. “What if they’d filed a false flight plan?”

      “I still had the tracker on you.”

      “They could have killed me.”

      “If they’d wanted you dead, you’d be dead.” He flattened his lips and I tried to forget the unbelievable things his mouth had done to my body.

      I focused back on my problems. “Did you get any identification on the plane?”

      “Partial I.D. number, no other identifying marks.”

      I needed to assimilate and plan. I had no i.d. for a commercial flight. With one phone call I could get NSA air force transport back to Maryland, but I didn’t want anyone else tracking me.

      I needed to be anonymous a little longer. At least until I could get in touch with Carson and get the syringe contents analyzed. If we could identify the chemical composition, we’d be closer to capturing the people responsible for the kidnappings.

      First things first. I rolled down the window, then tugged off my shoes. Wedged between the heel and the sole was a tiny tracker. I pinched at the device, mentally wincing as tiny cuts on my fingers cracked, burning like acid. I ripped the tracker out of my shoe and flung it out of the car.

      Under the pretense of watching the device fly away, I hung my head out the window. Cool morning air whipped against my cheeks, the wind blew away traces of nausea and the medicinal odor of drug-induced sweat.

      “Damn. That set me back some serious cash.” He sighed.

      “Too bad.” My mind moved at a million miles a minute. “We’ll have to ditch the car. I’m sure they’ve got a trace on the license plate right now.”

      “She wouldn’t have been able to get a clear look. I smudged dirt on the plate.”

      Nice.

      Who was this guy? Not just a regular private investigator, clearly, since he’d followed me across the country.

      “Did you rent it under your own name?”

      He ignored me–which I didn’t like.

      I checked the mirrors again, scanning for followers but the morning horizon was thankfully bare.

      “My turn,” he said.

      I don’t think so.

      “What’s in the syringe?”

      “Nothing you want injected in you.” Snappy, evasive. I liked it.

      As remnants of the kidnapper’s drug wore off, adrenaline rushed through me. Blood pumped faster through my veins, spreading euphoria.

      “You don’t know,” he said.

      It wasn’t enough to make me crash but it brought reality back. What was in that syringe? “You tell me.”

      He could have been involved in my abduction. I had nothing to prove he wasn’t, except gut instinct. And since I kept remembering the sex, my gut was suspect.

      “No idea.” He checked the GPS again. “What did they want?”

      I reviewed the kidnapping. Maybe I’d run too soon. They hadn’t asked about the NSA, CIA, or other agents. They’d only mentioned Lucas.

      I couldn’t quite cross him off my list, even if this setup seemed too elaborate to be real.

      My stomach roiled. The urge to hang my head out the window swelled. I squared my jaw, unwilling to let him see my handicap.

      “You okay?”

      Dammit. He’d noticed.

      “Fine.” Or I would be. As soon as I got this mission back on track. I may have aborted the initial plan but my overall goals remained. To discover who was abducting field agents, why, and then capture the abductors. Copping the syringe was a bonus.

      Six CIA and NSA agents had lost hours of their lives and no one knew what had happened in those lost hours. Traces of Rophynol, a date rape drug, and a Sodium Pentothal derivative, nothing cutting edge, which was surprising, had been found in their bloodstream.

      There were no known connectors between the abducted agents. They were both men and women, from different agencies, from different divisions within the agencies, and with different skill sets.

      Two agents were dead. The real Staci Grant had been killed in a prison uprising in Afghanistan, although only a select few people knew she was dead, and Brad Johnson had been brutally murdered by a suspected double agent.

      It was unclear if the abductions had played a role in exposing the two agents, but the odds that the two agents’ deaths were unconnected were zero.

      National Security was at stake: agents, secrets worldwide may have been compromised.

      The government didn’t know.

      It was up to me to find out.

      First I needed to know what was in my bloodstream. Was it the same combination used on the other abducted agents? “You have any spare syringes lying around?”

      “Fresh out.” He hesitated. “We could buy a disposable storage container and get a urine sample, when we can stop.”

      We couldn’t stop. Yet.

      I ran through possibilities. A urine sample would have a limited time window to capture analysis of substances. And I had no lab source near here.

      “Sweating, upset stomach.” He paused, lifted a hand to my face, and curled his fingers around my chin.

      It was the first time he’d touched me since I’d left that hotel room. The rush of pleasure as his callused fingertips brushed the tender curve of my cheek unsettled me.

      His gray gaze bored into mine, concern etched in the slight crimp of his brow. I wanted to shift, look away, but somehow it was imperative to stand my ground. I held motionless against the silent query.

      He released my chin, returned his gaze to the road. “Pinpoint pupils.”

      The matter of fact analysis threw me again.

      “Any other symptoms?”

      I gripped the keys in my balled fists and experienced a stab of pain as sensation returned. I hadn’t noticed while I’d been climbing.

      Higher tolerance for pain. “No comment.”

      Based on my symptoms, nausea, sweating, vision, pain tolerance--I’d been given some sort of opioid. But since I’d had resistance training, I shouldn’t be so affected.

      “Ever heard of Oxycontin?”

      I sorted through my drug knowledge. Slow release pain medication. Frequently used for terminal cancer patients. “Yeah.”

      “Abuse is on the rise. Popular street drug, hillbilly heroin,” he said.

      Available by prescription or on the street. Difficult to trace. I wouldn’t know without some sort of chemical analysis. “Possible.”

      He cleared his throat. “If they ground it up, it could have been fatal.” And I knew I must have imagined the emotion I heard there.

      “As you can see, it wasn’t.” And I didn’t have time to worry about it.

      I needed to go through the evidence I’d swiped from the warehouse, but not in front of my chauffeur. I deliberately loosened my grip on the keys, and felt a ripple in the metal design of the key fob. Possibly a manufacturing seam but could it be something more? Her keys lay in my pocket like a cement-booted body at the bottom of the river.

      I needed my cell phone. I needed a STU-3 secure line and a chat with Carson.

      My badge was gone.

      Damn. I was going to be red-badged.

      Worst case scenario: They had my keys, my car, my badge. The thieves could infiltrate Crypto City, NSA Headquarters, with the registered car. As long as they didn’t try to bring explosives past the canine unit, they’d get through the security gatehouse.

      But even with the badge, they couldn’t get far. Visitor turnstiles wouldn’t be a problem. But to access top clearance areas, a retina scan was mandatory. And since I still had both my eyeballs....

      “All our secrets safe?”

      Even as I sorted through possible security breaches, I couldn’t miss the bite of sarcasm. I declined to answer. Looking around, I noted we’d spent the last twenty minutes driving south on I-5. “Where are we going?”

      “Where no one will think to look for you.”

      I still wasn’t sure Lucas Goodman was clean, but at the moment, he was my best option. If he was involved, I needed to stay with him, figure out how to identify the people from that warehouse. If he wasn’t part of the conspiracy, I was using him, plain and simple.

      “Where’s that?”

      “My place.”

      I tracked back to our...encounter, yesterday. He’d said he was from San Francisco.

      “No, I wasn’t lying.”

      “San Francisco?”

      “Here we come.”

      Perfect. I had an NSA bolt hole stashed with disguise and identification at the Greyhound Station at 1st and Mission. If it looked like he really wasn’t involved, I’d lose Lucas Goodman after we crossed the Bay Bridge.

      I could pick up my new i.d., get back to D.C., get that liquid analyzed, and figure out what the hell was going on.
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      Ten hours on the road, two rental car switches and no sleep. We’d had no visible sign of pursuit. It should be safe to stop for a few minutes.

      I needed caffeine and I needed it now. “Coffee.”

      “About Johnny---”

      “We’ve been over this.” Ad nauseum. I couldn’t help him find John Wishbone. I wouldn’t help him. Each time he brought up the kid, I gave the same response. His consistent requests for information had almost convinced me that Lucas Goodman had nothing to do with my kidnapping. “No.”

      Lucas rubbed fingers with blunt-tipped nails over his face, his hands rasping against the blond stubble of his beard.

      “I need to find him,” he pressed. “And Staci Grant is my only lead.”

      I never explain myself. Never. Yet fatigue strummed across my nerves and I felt inexplicably compelled to elaborate. “I can’t.”

      His head bobbed once in understanding, but the set of his mouth telegraphed his intent. “I will convince you to help me.”

      Not in this reality. “Whatever gets you through the day, pal.”

      “What gets you through the day?”

      Bella safe. The answer popped into my mind like a psych word association. That’s the only truth that made life worth living.

      I compressed my mouth, not wanting the thought to escape. Staring straight forward, I shifted in the bucket seat of the compact car. We’d traded down about three classes since the SUV.

      I scanned the highway again, but nothing looked out of place. But I had a bad feeling.

      A low-level buzz, something wasn’t right. I couldn’t relax my guard. And I’d feel a lot better if I were more in control.

      “Would you like me to drive?” Pleasant, soothing and probably annoying as hell.

      “Nope.” His response was far too cheerful.

      “You’re sure?” An edge I didn’t want crept into my voice. I was used to being the one in the driver’s seat. Literally.

      “You’re not on the rental car agreement.”

      Lame, very lame.

      He laughed, a rough wheeze of breath. “Okay. So that was lame.”

      He had the disconcerting tendency to voice extremely similar thoughts. It made me wonder....

      Honey. A year ago I was you.

      Since he seemed to understand my thought process, I knew he’d need more. My assets and informants were afraid of me, of what would happen if they messed with me. I’d blown that by having sex with him.

      It’s difficult to scare someone who has seen you naked.

      “You can trust me.” I used my ‘I’m a harmless little female’ smile hoping that would work.

      “Right.” He flipped the blinker and sped down the exit ramp. “Like you trust me?”

      The smile, the tone hadn’t worked. To be honest, I’d have been disappointed if it had. I had to offer something.

      I poured sincerity into my words. “I won’t ditch you.” Not until San Francisco. I needed the ride. And, the timing of his appearance bothered me. So I might as well try to figure out why. Pure coincidence? I didn’t think so.

      “I don’t trust you. You wouldn’t trust me if our situation was reversed.” He zoomed up to the order box of a fast food restaurant. “Maybe if you explain why you’re sticking with me, I’ll believe you.”

      I snorted. This from a man who planted a tracking device in my shoe.

      “Large coffee, two creams and three sweeteners, please.”

      “Right.” He rolled down the window and spoke into the box.

      Four p.m. in Podunk, California. My unease grew.

      I deliberately slowed my breathing. The muscles in my neck were so tense a blind man could have seen them. And, even tired, Lucas Goodman was anything but blind.

      After our word association game, I needed to check on Bella. Now.

      “Ask if they have a library with internet access.”

      He eased the Ford Focus up to the window and asked about a library. The cashier, obviously Latino, responded, “No bibliotecka, esta una cibercafé.”

      Internet café. Wow. Hadn’t seen one of those in a long time, but in this rural town with a significant amount of migrant workers, its existence made sense.

      I leaned toward the open window, ignoring the rush of heat as my breast brushed against the hard plane of his chest. “Donde esta las cibercafé?”

      The cashier rattled off directions in Spanish.

      “Graçias.” I shifted back to my own seat, careful not to let our bodies touch again.

      “Did you get all that?” he asked.

      “Yeah.” As Lucas pulled away, I repeated the directions in English.

      “I take it you want to go there.”

      Not want to. Had to.

      I shrugged, trying to shake off this blossoming unease. “I’d like to check email.” And I wanted to see if my suspicions about the key fob were correct.

      “Find out if security has been breached over in Crypto City?” I didn’t imagine his snide tone now.

      Crypto City was the term for NSA headquarters. But Staci Grant was an adjunct lecturer for the Department of Arabic Language, Literature, and Linguistics at Georgetown.

      If you dug deeper, she was a recruiter for Islamic Fundamentalist groups in the U.S.

      And if you had top level, and I mean top level, security clearance, you knew Staci was an agent for the CIA. Nowhere was the NSA mentioned.

      Suspicion blossomed again.

      I delayed by taking a sip of hot coffee. The burning liquid did nothing to soothe my tight throat. After his little bomb, the adrenaline kick-started me far more quickly than caffeine would.

      “What’s Crypto City?” Playing dumb didn’t suit me. I could do the part, but I didn’t particularly like it. Stupidity was more effective when I sported a slinky dress, high heels, and no bra. A guy’s IQ tended to go south along with his eyes.

      In day-old designer jeans, a sweater, and post-drugging breath the effect was largely wasted.

      He pulled up in front of the café. “I saw your NSA badge.”

      My NSA badge with Staci Grant’s name? When?

      “After.” His gaze poured over my body like warm oil. “When I planted the tracker.”

      Suddenly, I was back in that hotel room, where he’d trailed his hands in the same path his eyes now traced. All the blood in my body pooled low, throbbed between my thighs. Even knowing I didn’t quite trust him, my body ached for that physical connection with him again.

      His eyes were as hot as my body and helplessly, I glanced down to see the bulge in his jeans.

      I couldn’t afford the distraction, the mistake.

      I clenched the door handle, forcing myself away from the edge of insanity.

      I never had more than one sexual encounter with a man. Never. No attachments, no emotional weapons for extortion. I needed to stay secure. For Bella.

      I never broke my rules. But I was tempted.

      And that pissed me off. “I’ll be right back.”

      He slammed the car door shut as I yanked the glass-fronted door to the café open. Someone had spruced up a tired old diner with red and white toile curtains. The linoleum had seen better days, so had the chrome stools and Naugahyde booths in cherry red.

      A silver-speckled curved counter held desktop setups with internet access. My fingers itched to get at a keyboard, but not until I unloaded Lucas.

      He dogged me, invaded my personal space, then whispered, “What’s your real name?”

      He couldn’t know I was undercover as Staci. I curled my body away from him. “Privacy.”

      If we didn’t sit down soon we’d draw the attention of the other patrons. Five for Fighting crooned about not being superman and espresso and steamed milk scented the air as I waited for him to make himself scarce.

      “On one condition.”

      Tension hummed through me. I could disable him, but we needed to be forgettable.

      “What?”

      “You answer ten questions.”

      “One.”

      “Eight.”

      “Three.”

      “Six.”

      “Five.”

      “Deal.” He sauntered over to a booth far away from the counter.

      I finessed the keys. Sometimes being a techno-nerd comes in handy. I hack into computers for the fun of it. Not much else to do when you live alone, work alone, survive alone.

      I accessed Bella’s email, watching her instant message her friends about where to party tonight. For just a moment, I imagined her primping in front of a mirror, playing with eye shadow and lip gloss. Her life was fun, carefree. All the things I’d given up.

      Something within me eased. Bella was safe.

      I touched a finger to the screen. Keep safe, baby girl.

      I erased the footprints from my illegal foray. I’d made sure Bella was safe.

      I glanced quickly at Lucas but he was reading a paper. With a furtive movement, I examined the key fob, eyeing the seam. Pressing on the symbol in the center, the end popped off. I’d been right. The fob hid a computer flash key. I shoved the key into the USB port, accessed my secure and encrypted site and with a few clicks uploaded the scientist’s information on the fob to my untraceable storage account.

      I wanted to take a look at the information I’d found, but the tingling at the back of my neck hadn’t gone away. It was growing stronger. Something was definitely wrong.

      I wiped away the connection info on the hard drive.

      Lucas stood, cased the café. He felt it too. We’d been in one place far too long.

      He strode over to me. “Time to go.”

      “Yeah.” I was already moving.

      We jumped in the car in a synchronized maneuver. Lucas gunned into the back alley, just as a big black Suburban plowed into the parking lot at the diner.

      “Duck.”

      I was one step ahead of him.

      Tracking device, most likely on me. Pretty sure it wasn’t him. We’d switched cars twice, different rental companies, different makes and models. We’d alternated between local roads and freeways.

      At the last place, he’d paid cash and used an ID that identified him as Mark Wesson.

      I dove into the backseat and started stripping.

      Everything came off. Jacket, jeans, sweater, bra, underwear, earrings, knife, even the transmitter ring got rolled into a bundle.

      I saved the syringe. I really wanted to hold onto the key fob/flash key but since I’d already uploaded the information to my storage account, it would have to go. I memorized the design; a silver inlay of a caduceus, a typical symbol representing doctors, set in black onyx.

      As Lucas cruised down the main street toward the highway, he rolled down the window. “My fantasies of you naked again weren’t quite so public,” he said conversationally as he tossed everything into the flowering bushes that divided the road.

      “Can’t go South.” Just in case he didn’t get it.

      “Going North.”

      Excellent.

      We shot up the ramp onto the highway.

      “The engine in this tin can can’t beat their souped up truck.”

      So much for forgettable. We were in deep sh–.

      “Shit. You sure know how to show a guy a good time. Are they going to catch us?”

      Ah-ha. Maybe this is the point where he ‘lets’ them catch me. And again they try to get me to ‘save’ him.

      I lifted my head above the seat, peering out the back window but the highway, full of pick up trucks and compact cars, was blessedly empty of dark blue Suburbans.

      “Have you got a weapon?”

      “Duffel bag,” he said. “Who are they and why do they want you so badly?”

      I ignored him. Besides, I had no idea.

      I rifled through the duffel and pulled out a 9mm Glock. It would come in handy. I placed it gently on the back seat.

      “I hate to ask...but do you have anything else to take off?” His gaze was glued to the rearview mirror.

      I snuck a glance out the back. I could see the SUV. Three quarters of a mile back. The gridlock would keep them there momentarily, but we didn’t have much time.

      “Nope.” I was stark naked.

      “Have you got an implant?”

      “Honey. These puppies are real.” But, shit marie, what if they had access to my implanted, government-issued tracking beacon? I set the Glock on the seat and rummaged through his bag again. “Nail scissors?”

      “Doc kit.”

      I pulled the small scissors out. “Get off at the next exit and turn around.”

      I inhaled deeply, filling my lungs while I probed the base of my hairline. Breathing through my nose, I felt for the tiny scar on the back of my neck.

      Gotcha. I split the tiny scissors open.

      This was going to hurt like hell.
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      With a clean slice, I opened up my skin.

      Warm blood trickled down my back as I dug with the tip of the scissors and fought not to pass out. Finally, I got the tiny chip in my slick fingers.

      I was right. It hurt like hell.

      “Roll down the window and toss this out at the bottom of the next exit.”

      I handed him the bloody lump of tissue and silicon.

      “Jesus, that’s disgusting.”

      Yes. It was.

      He sped down the ramp, launched the beacon out the window, and did a fast u-turn to get back on the highway going south again.

      I ran my fingers along the seams of his duffel looking for any kind of unusual bump or irregularity in the stitching. I didn’t think they were tracking him but it didn’t pay to overlook details.

      Satisfied, I rummaged through his duffel and found a sock. First, I rubbed at my blood-stained fingertips then jammed the cloth against the gouge in my neck.

      I grabbed a white t-shirt, soft from use and scented with bleach, and tugged it over my head. He didn’t have any extra pants. Only some boxers.

      There was something very intimate about wearing his underwear. “No tighty whiteys, huh?”

      “You already knew that.”

      I ignored the rush of heat, as the memory of peeling his boxers down muscled thighs, his erection hot and smooth in the palm of my hand, burned in my brain. I vaulted into the front seat and cranked down my window. The late afternoon breeze cooled the sweat from my face.

      Traffic on the two lane highway was heavy but cruising at sixty-five miles an hour. Factory workers, leaving the bars after tossing back a few cold ones, and business people with suit jackets off and rolled up sleeves, competed to see who would get home first.

      I assessed the traffic, the open median, and the waning sun. A potential nightmare to shoot through but I could, if needed. The weight of the Glock settled in my cut-up hands. I adjusted my grip for maximum efficiency.

      We would pass them in a second.

      I saw the two men in the Suburban just as Lucas jerked the car into the right lane. He’d spotted the sniper rifle too. Clear shot into our car.

      I lunged for the window crank, but it was too late. A dart punctured Lucas’s neck.

      “Same kind--” He slumped over.

      I grabbed the wheel, then crawled on top of him, wrestling to keep the car straight. The driver’s seat of a Ford Focus is not made for one large person. Forget about two regular-sized people. Lucas’s head lolled on my shoulder, while the dead weight of his body pressed against my back. Between his bulk and my height, we were jammed in.

      “Too bad they couldn’t have caught up with us while we were still in the SUV.”

      No answer. I hadn’t really expected one.

      He wasn’t dead. I could feel the slow, somnolent rhythm of his breath along my neck.

      My heart pounded against my rib cage, thudding in double time, booming as if it would leap clear out of my chest. My hands tingled with adrenaline as I gripped the steering wheel in my left and his Glock in my right.

      I needed three hands. Still holding the weapon, I steered with the heel of my right hand and contorted to reach around and yank the dart out of his neck. My gaze shot to the rear view mirror, waiting for our company to find us again. As soon as I could, I pitched the dart out the window in case it housed a homing beacon.

      So far, the Suburban, the only vehicle I’d spotted, wasn’t behind me. Hopefully, I wasn’t up against team surveillance.

      Time to exit.

      Fortunately, I’d planned to get off the freeway again and had already mapped out a route along country roads. I took the second exit and coasted down the ramp. At the bottom, I turned away from the town proper and the smattering of fast food restaurants and gas stations.

      The road quickly turned rural. Grids of fruit trees lined the state route, with the occasional oasis of farm house and out buildings set back a few hundred yards.

      I should dump Lucas.

      It would be easy. And expedient.

      My gaze roved the open landscape, searching for a good place to leave him. After the last eleven hours I’d determined he really did just want information on the kid, Johnny Wishbone.

      He’d wake up eventually. If the dart had the same drug I’d been given, he’d be a little woozy and have a slight sensitivity to light, but basically fine.

      Unless he had some adverse reaction.

      Unless it wasn’t the same drug. I couldn’t be sure. And somehow a sense of responsibility I didn’t want to have, smothered me.

      After about thirty miles, I drove through a small town. A feed store, general store, restaurant and bar all rolled into a single establishment sat on one corner and a gas station on the other. I checked my speed appropriately and knew this was the perfect spot to unload him. But as I crossed through the minuscule town, I left Lucas where he rested, his weight pressing uncomfortably against my back. I estimated I had another hour or so before he woke up, less assuming the dart had been meant for me.

      I forced myself to think logically.

      Something was seriously out of whack. I had people shooting at me with tranquilizer darts instead of bullets. People tracking me when it shouldn’t be possible, followers with high profile tracking capabilities. Two abductors who acted like scientists not like spies.

      Lucas stirred, much sooner than I’d anticipated. A muted groan rumbled from him, pleasantly scrambling my insides. His arms curved around me, snug against my ribs, and his sandpapery cheek rubbed my shoulder.

      A feeling I couldn’t identify curled through me like a warm sip of whiskey.

      Pleasure.

      My body fairly hummed with it.

      I pushed away the traitorous yearning and focused on a safer emotion. Relief. He could pull his weight now. “Excellent. You’re awake.”

      I felt caution return to his body as his mind cleared. “I’m too old for this shit.”

      How old are you? I wanted to ask but it was irrelevant and revealed a weakness I couldn’t afford. Especially now.

      “Thirty-four.”

      He’d done it again. Answered my unspoken question. He removed his arms from my waist, and without the comfort of his embrace, I felt bereft.

      Lucas drew his finger lightly along the curve where my neck met my shoulder. “Holy...heck. That’s where the beacon was?”

      I shrugged.

      Lucas pressed a gentle kiss against my shoulder, reminding me of when my mother used to kiss my aches and pains away with nothing but love.

      The fact that I softened at the brush of his lips was annoying and disconcerting. I couldn’t afford any weakness.

      He stretched, arms over his head, chest hard against my back. His erection swelled against my thinly clad buttocks.

      “Lift your hips up.” The slight rasp in his voice betrayed him.

      I complied.

      He leaned over and pulled himself into the passenger seat. Cloth rustled against skin in an erotic whisper.

      No time for that.

      I focused on the road while Lucas eased the shoulder strap across his body, the click of metal into the buckle loud in the silent car.

      “Buckle up.”

      I shot him an ‘Are you crazy?’ look.

      He grinned, gleaming with amusement. Lucas leaned over, his forearm brushing my breasts as he pulled the belt across my body. I’d fended for myself since I was fifteen. Yet here he was, trying to take care of me. The notion was foreign.

      “I suppose I should be grateful you didn’t just dump me while I was unconscious.”

      Yes. He should.

      I already wondered why I hadn’t.

      He stretched again, muscles and joints popping. “You escaped and took out two people after being doped up like this?”

      My blood iced.

      He’d only seen the woman. My right hand eased toward the grip of the Glock.

      “Two?”

      He lifted a brow, an easy smile on his face. “So far they seem to be working in pairs, so I assumed you had a deuce on your tail in the warehouse. Am I wrong?”

      “You were right.” His explanation made sense. Unobtrusively, I removed my hand from the weapon’s resting spot. “How far to your place?”

      He peered at the road. “Where are we?”

      I named the route and gave him our distance to the main highway.

      “Hour and a half, maybe two.” He rubbed his hands over his eyes. “Question time.”

      I’d promised to answer five questions. Didn’t mean I couldn’t pick and choose which five.

      “The NSA doesn’t have field agents. It’s just a bunch of techno-nerds sitting in remote outpost towers eavesdropping on enemies or allied neighbors.”

      If he wanted to believe that then let him. “That’s not a question.”

      “Right.” He rubbed his hands against his eyes again. Probably feeling the effects of the drug. I ignored any sympathy and tamped down on my relief that he was fine.

      “So you’re an NSA field agent?”

      I yawned.

      “I wouldn’t have answered that one either, but you can’t blame a guy for trying.”

      He was silent for a moment which, I had figured out, meant his brain was ticking along. I forced myself to relax.

      “You aren’t Staci Grant. Her cover is a CIA legend.”

      A legend is a cover story crafted and developed over years.

      Staci Grant was a real person with many layers. On the surface, she was a wealthy woman who occasionally taught college students. Just below the surface, she steered potential recruits toward terrorist organizations. Her position on campus giving her access to young students.

      Another layer down, she worked for the CIA, tracking recruit information. And even further down, she recruited for the CIA. Very few people at the CIA knew she worked for them. Her entire life had been one big cover.

      But he couldn’t know that. He couldn’t.

      The agency had spent years crafting her cover story. As part of the Joint Special Collection Service, the CIA occasionally used clandestine personnel and techniques to assist the NSA. Both agencies had known Staci’s occupation and CIA cover might come in handy.

      Intelligence confirmed that the real Staci Grant had died in a prison uprising in Afghanistan around two months ago, as a prisoner, her cover intact.

      I had to ask. Had to. Why would he even think Staci Grant was a cover? It had taken years to construct.

      I kept my tone casual. “What makes you say that?”

      “I can spot a manufactured background file.”

      It was more imperative than ever that I keep in character. This entire mission was already a goat fuck, but if something in the file gave me away, I needed to know.

      I wouldn’t let him see my insides were churning. I leaned back against the driver’s seat. I’d known he wasn’t just a private investigator, but how could he figure out a manufactured cover? “Huh. How?”

      “I was in the business.”

      “Was?” Anything to keep him talking while I assessed this information. I realized I hadn’t taken him seriously. I was still underestimating him. And that was dangerous. Who was this guy?

      “I got out.” His voice was tight and low.

      I couldn’t imagine getting out. The NSA, my job, my calling, my obsession almost, was my life.

      “Question number one.” Lucas reclined in the seat as if the answer wasn’t of importance. “What is your real name?”

      My real name? The name of the moment. Staci Grant. Whose street profession was terrorist recruitment.

      Through her we’d arrested, detained, or followed hundreds of potential individual threats to the country.

      Suddenly I put it together. Lucas had been looking into Staci Grant because of his...missing person.

      I smiled. “Staci Grant.”

      Lucas sighed. “Fine. I’m going to keep my five questions in reserve.”

      “Four.”

      “Five. You didn’t answer the first one.”
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