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        St. Petersburg, FL. Tuesday 11.12p.m.

      

      

      The air outside was thick with a coming storm. A heavy and oppressive heat that made sweat slide down the small of her back.

      Black leggings. Black, sweat-wicking, long-sleeved running shirt. Beat-up, black Converse shoes. If anyone saw her, she could easily argue being out for a run. At night. In Florida.

      Ponytail. Black headband. She’d even stuck a device that looked a whole lot like a phone in the side pocket of her leggings and she had Bluetooth earbuds in.

      No music playing.

      A woman alone, jogging at night and listening to music? Not unless asking for trouble was the mission objective.

      Victoria ran down the sidewalk through the retirement community like any other jogger. Two streets ahead of where she wanted to be, Victoria ducked off the sidewalk between two trees.

      Second building on the left. Fifth apartment. Sliding door from the tiny, fenced-in patio. It was open a couple of millimeters. Far enough that cool air from inside wafted out through the gap.

      “Probably a trap.”

      She wasn’t naïve. Maybe she never had been, given everything that’d happened to her since the day she was born. Then again, after what happened the past few months, she should probably be a little more relaxed than normal right now. She was basically on vacation—though it didn’t look like anyone’s ordinary idea of taking a break. No one would find her at some beachfront tiki bar celebrating the massive victory of bringing down a whole cabal of dirty FBI agents laced throughout the agency on the West Coast.

      Bribery. Corruption. It made her sick, the things people with power did to those who couldn’t defend themselves. She had a particular hate for people who were supposed to work for truth and justice—for good—and yet used that position to hurt others. But she’d exposed them. After five years of work, Victoria and her team had brought darkness out into the light of day.

      A couple of their suspects had gone to ground, running and hiding like rats headed back to the dark, but the majority had been caught. Victoria had no doubts the others would be rooted out as well. Soon enough.

      But this mission had nothing to do with that. Her job with the Northwest Counter-Terrorism Taskforce was done.

      Mission accomplished.

      Victoria slid the patio door open and listened. Sure, she could use the front door. But what kind of former spy would she be if she walked in the front door, her face on camera for all to see?

      She shoved the door closed so all the air conditioning didn’t leak out into the night. She might be an old spy, but she wasn’t reckless.

      Then she made her way between the armchair and coffee table, over to her grandfather’s bedroom.

      Something’s wrong.

      Those latent instincts hadn’t ever failed her. Not once. Victoria reached for the device in the pocket of her leggings. Before she could get her fingers between the stretchy material and the hard plastic of the stun gun, someone slammed into the back of her.

      Victoria hit the linoleum of the hallway floor. Her knee and hip—and almost her nose—cracked the floor. She hissed out a breath between pursed lips as a much heavier body landed on hers.

      She wriggled, trying to get him off.

      His hands roamed places they shouldn’t. “Been waiting for you.”

      Old fear fingered at the edges of her consciousness, frozen talons waiting to scratch her until she couldn’t move from the onslaught.

      Victoria bent one leg, planted her foot and pushed off the floor. She rolled to the side and the man slid off. She scrabbled out of reach, pulling out her stun gun as she moved and got up.

      Light.

      She reached to flip the switch, but he was up. And he was on her again. The press of his body against hers, pinning her to the wall. He grabbed her ponytail, tugging her head back. She winced but didn’t let up, fumbling for the switch.

      There.

      Light flooded the hallway. He moved enough in his surprise that Victoria could twist her arm around. She jabbed him in the side and twisted, following it up with an uppercut that glanced off his chin.

      The hallway was wide to accommodate her grandfather’s occasional need for a wheelchair. She lifted her foot and utilized the extra space to kick the man in the stomach.

      He dropped to the floor.

      Victoria tugged off the man’s ski mask while he moaned. He tried to kick out at her with his boot. She shifted out of the way, then rolled him and sat on the back of his thighs. From that spot, she could rifle through his jeans pockets. No phone. No wallet. No visible tattoos that might clue her in as to who he was and where he’d come from.

      “So who are you?”

      This was no random breaking and entering. He was here because she was here.

      When he didn’t answer, she tried a different question. “How did you know I would be here?”

      And where was her grandfather? He should be in his bed sleeping. This guy better have left him there, or he would find out quick, the consequences of hurting someone she cared about.

      Victoria reached around the front of his thigh and pressed her fingers into the man’s sciatic nerve, halfway between his knee and groin.

      He shifted immediately. A hiss of pain. An attempt at escape, to make the sensation stop. If she did let him up, he’d have to try and stumble away with a numb foot.

      “Who do you work for?”

      Before he could answer, she heard a noise. The hallway. Someone was coming.

      Ditching the pressure point, Victoria used the stun gun to zap the man with her into unconsciousness. She pulled the closet door open and dragged him in there. She just had time to pull his feet inside before the voices turned the corner into the hall.

      “The light is on. He’s probably hiding.” It was a woman, though she evidently had a smoking issue. “Crazy old coot says his granddaughter is a spy. Like the CIA, you know? He says she visits him after every mission.”

      Victoria stared through the crack between the door and the frame, praying they wouldn’t see her. No. She already had plenty of evidence to know prayer didn’t really work. No matter that everyone on her team now believed. They were all about praying and sharing what God was doing in their lives. She’d already decided it wasn’t for her, and she didn’t want to be around when they learned it was all a farce.

      If she was found here, stuffed in a closet with an unconscious man, then she would deal with it. On her own.

      Like she dealt with everything else in her life.

      She ducked back deeper into the closet as they walked past the door. Down the hall to her grandfather’s room.

      “Jacob?”

      Victoria waited.

      “Jacob, are you here?”

      She heard the shower door open, then the click as it was closed again.

      “Alert security. We need to know if he’s still in the building.” The footsteps back down the hall to the front door were much more clipped. The sound of someone moving quickly and taking charge of the situation.

      The man on the floor behind her moaned.

      They were going to look in here. Of course they would, because they’d have to search everywhere for her grandfather. Which meant she needed to come up with an explanation fast.

      She heard the front door squeak, and peeked out. The hall was clear.

      Victoria tied the guy’s hands behind his back with a winter scarf her grandfather did not need for those humid Florida seasons. She’d been meaning to borrow it from him this year, but at least it would come in handy now.

      As soon as he started to wake enough to move, she hauled him to his feet and dragged him down the hall to the bedroom so she could look around.

      He hadn’t packed up to leave. His suitcase was still here, as was his medication.

      “Where is he?”

      She shoved the man against the wall beside the window so his nose squished against the paint. Very satisfying. He put his hands on her because he thought he could do whatever he wanted to. She wasn’t going to let that go without a little recompense. That was the way the world worked.

      She put pressure on him until he winced. “What did you do with him?”

      He hissed out a breath between clenched teeth. There wasn’t time to get the answers she needed. Not here, at least.

      Victoria relieved some of the pressure off the man in order to unlock the window and push it up. It would throw off the cops, or whoever investigated his disappearance, but there was nothing else that could be done.

      She shoved the man out the window, then jumped out herself. She yanked him by the arm and walked him across the lawn to a utility shed, picked the lock and then pushed him inside. He stumbled over a lawnmower and ended up sitting on the wheel.

      “Talk.”

      “Not gonna happen.” His voice held a slight slur, probably from being unconscious.

      “Where is my grandfather?”

      There were no other leads to follow unless he talked. This man had been sent here, and she had to know what he knew.

      “Are you FBI? Someone with a beef who thinks I wronged them?” Plenty of those in the world. Didn’t matter that she’d been working for the US government. She had enough enemies to fill a recital hall.

      Sometimes that fact hit her. Like a wave broke over her, and she wondered if she should just give up. Go home…or to a quiet place.

      But trouble would follow her there, too.

      It always did.

      “Who sent you here?” Victoria balled her fist and punched the guy. “Took my grandfather, waited around for me to show up. You have to know who I am. So who sent you?”

      Why here.

      Why now.

      She couldn’t get bogged down with the questions.

      “Thought you’d strike a blow to his operation.” He spoke around bloody teeth. “High and mighty, but not invulnerable.”

      “So this is revenge?”

      “He wants you put down. Fast and hard, he said. Recompense for what you did in California.”

      Victoria didn’t move. She didn’t react either, at least not outwardly. She had negotiated with a very bad guy to turn state’s evidence against a group of corrupt FBI agents who he had bribed into working for him.

      And in return, he’d targeted her grandfather?

      No. That was just…no.

      It had been a last ditch effort to make the best of a bad decision. Yes, she’d let someone that one of her team members cared about swing in the breeze. That had backfired in a serious way. If Sal hadn’t gotten to her fast enough, Allyson would have been carved up. Literally and figuratively.

      Allyson was safe now.

      Victoria had fulfilled her mission objective. She’d uncovered those FBI agents who had been associated with Allumbaugh’s bad business. Most had been arrested. Some were still on the run. It wasn’t her job to wipe the floor after, even if it was her mess. She wasn’t the kind of person they wanted to stay around and help, only to reinforce the fact her presence had been necessary in the first place. No FBI agent wanted to be reminded there had been a disease in their ranks. Official word was that the agency planned to do their own cleanup.

      Which left her…where?

      Here.

      Police sirens rang outside. The cops had been called, possibly even responding to a resident going missing. Or maybe the break-in and possible abduction.

      “Where is my grandfather?”

      “You think finding him is going to be the end of it?” He grinned, flashing blood and enamel. “He’s after blood, and he’s only just getting started.”

      Victoria secured him to a barrel of sand and left a note for the cops to read when they discovered him here.

      Two minutes later she was back on her jog, pounding the sidewalk to where she’d left her rental car.
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        Seattle, WA. Tuesday 8.42p.m.

      

      

      He pulled out the chair and sat. “I’m Assistant Director Mark Welvern, Seattle FBI office.” He motioned to the man sitting beside him wearing a considerably nicer suit. “This is Dennis Pacer. Assistant US Attorney.”

      All the while his stomach twinged, reminding Mark he’d had his insides shredded by a high caliber rifle round only a couple of months ago now. Too bad. No time to wallow, there was way too much work to do.

      The man across from them didn’t look up from the table. The two week growth of beard shifted though, a face made for only himself. He knew this was Seattle. He’d been flown here just yesterday. One of six FBI agents they’d recently arrested.

      So far, they’d attempted to climb the pecking order of this criminal group. At least, as best they’d been able to figure out who was who and where they fit.

      This one was at the top.

      “And you’re Steven Bordeaux. Born and raised in Tennessee, but you dropped the accent pretty quickly at that Yankee college, didn’t you? Criminal justice major.” Mark glanced up from the paper. “Guess you didn’t learn much.” He studied the file again, though he knew it all by heart. He’d been knee-deep in this guy’s personal and professional life for hours now. “Joined the FBI. Played at being the good guy, doing all the right things. Under the table, you’re taking bribes. Payoffs. Banking cash in a Cayman Island’s account.”

      The man shifted in his seat, handcuffs clinking. Orange jumpsuit. He’d be an old man before he saw the light of day as a free man. What would it take to get him to give up what he knew in exchange for a deal?

      “You’ve lost a lot. I’ll give you that.” Mark leaned back in the chair, refusing to allow either of the men in the room—or anyone watching through the window, for that matter—know his wound hurt still. Sure, they knew he wasn’t yet fully recovered. He was on desk duty only. He was also the boss of the whole office, answering only to the director of the FBI.

      Mark continued, “All those cards, fallen down now. Nothing to do but pick up the pieces and try to salvage what remains of your life.”

      “You’re gonna do that for me?” His face was carefully blank.

      “You should know by now, you don’t get something for nothing.” This man knew better than most. He’d been an agent for nearly two decades. Almost as long as Mark who’d spent his forty-fourth birthday unconscious in the hospital a few weeks ago.

      “So I roll over on…who? And I get a deal, or something?” A tone leaked into Bordeaux’s words. He shifted one shoulder, like a half shrug. As though he had nothing better to do, and there was nothing major happening in his life right now. Like an indictment.

      Mark glanced at the A-USA, as though he hadn’t already discussed this option with Pacer.

      The man sat stone faced as he stared down the corrupt FBI agent. “That all depends on what you have to offer.”

      “You aren’t the one in charge, Bordeaux. You’re not the head of the snake, but I think you know who is.” Mark folded his arms as though, like the agent in cuffs, he had all day to wait instead of it being after nine at night now, and after a seriously long day.

      Actually, it had been a long month.

      The dirty FBI agents they’d uncovered had been entirely too coordinated in their efforts to not be in communication with each other—or at the least, receiving orders somehow. From someone. Had they found any indication at all that there’d been messages, coded or otherwise? Nope. Nada. It was starting to irritate Mark, cleaning up this mess. Seemed like with everything they uncovered, it was worse than they’d previously imagined.

      Men and women who had used the badge—the same one he wore—to hurt people. To try and get rich. Mark said, “We need to know who is in charge and where to find him.”

      “So I just roll over? Then he finds me in prison, and I bleed out on the floor.”

      Pacer said, “Protection can be part of the deal. If necessary.”

      Mark didn’t figure that would be effective, given who they were up against—FBI agents with contacts on both sides. A foot in polite society and the other in the underbelly, where people took cash to end someone’s life.

      Bordeaux shook his head. “If I’m in prison, I’m still breathing. I talk. That’s done.”

      Someone with reach. Someone with the reputation of disposing problems.

      Pacer flipped the page in the file and tugged over a slip of paper no bigger than a cocktail napkin. Bordeaux read it as well, though from upside down. The letters were small but block capitals. Mark watched him absorb what was there without even asking the question. He saw the flex in the man’s jaw muscle as he bit down on his molars.

      The paper read Oscar Langdon. A name currently number seven on the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted list. A man responsible for bombings across Europe and one in Denver last year that’d killed hundreds. A man who traded in black market antiquities, art and artifacts, as well as anything he could get paid to pass along in a deal.

      A man whose face nobody knew.

      What it had to do with corrupt FBI agents, Mark didn’t know. But there had to be a connection. One that seemed above his pay grade, given how it had been done.

      Pacer said, “Well?”

      Bordeaux sniffed. “You want Oscar Langdon? You think you’re fishing in a lake, you don’t even realize that lake feeds the whole ocean. You’re rounding up all the bass, you don’t even realize a shark is going to bite you.”

      “So help us get Langdon.” Mark leaned forward. “Before he bites.”

      “Langdon.” Bordeaux sniffed. “Got no clue, do you? You want Langdon, why don’t you talk to Victoria Bramlyn? The woman’s been on a fishing expedition of her own, exposing all this ‘corruption’ like we’re the only ones with something to hide.”

      “Victoria?” Mark shook his head. “That’s who you’re going to flip this back on?”

      She’d done her job, and then she’d left town. He’d left her countless messages, but she hadn’t returned a single one. Now he was done calling. He had enough to do, between healing from a gunshot wound to the chest and taking out the trash in his office.

      Mark had been forced to prove to the Office of Professional Responsibility that he was still an honorable agent who upheld his oath. Every man and woman who worked here were, these days, glancing sideways at each other almost constantly. Wondering who would be swept up next. Cuffs on. Marched out.

      Now it was all about figuring out what the fallout would be. Working on repairing the reputation of the FBI which had taken a serious hit in the media and on social lately.

      “Victoria Bramlyn is only interested in one thing. Victoria Bramlyn.” Bordeaux leaned across the table. “All she wants to do is prove her ridiculous theory correct. Salvage what’s left of her career and her reputation.”

      Like the FBI? Mark dismissed that idea so he didn’t get distracted by more thoughts of Victoria. He knew she’d had an operation go wrong years ago. She’d thought agents from the FBI might have been involved, but since when was that common knowledge? He’d cautioned her to play it close to her, considering she hadn’t exactly had proof.

      Mostly, he cared about her and she’d gotten hurt. Mark had been forced to deal with the fact her job was seriously dangerous, and she might not actually outlive it. Things weren’t much better now. He’d only just learned how to temper his reaction to hearing about her escapades. Along with how she continually pushed him away, “for his own good” as she called it, didn’t make for a very happy Mark. It just made for a life where he had plenty of time for overtime, and working long cases into the weekend.

      Which he had to admit had benefited his career.

      Bordeaux said, “Blaming the FBI for what happened to her? It was Oscar Langdon.”

      “She believed in a link between Langdon and the FBI,” Pacer commented. “What do you think about that?”

      “It was probably she who breached security and sold all that information. The FBI was just someone convenient to blame, and now she’s at it again.” Bordeaux lifted his hands and made air quotes. “‘Cleaning out the corruption’ like it’s not obvious she just wants someone to blame for her mistakes, a way to pass off responsibility. How do you know she isn’t in on it?”

      “She isn’t.” Mark realized what he’d said, and what it sounded like, after the words were out.

      Bordeaux leaned back in his chair. “Is that how it is? I heard you two were close.”

      “She’s an old family friend.” Mark said, “And that bit about responsibility was rich, coming from you.”

      “Sure she is.” Bordeaux said, “And you’ve got enough work cleaning up the FBI on the West Coast to worry about Langdon and Victoria Bramlyn. Not enough time for all of it, so I guess you’ll just have to let that go. Your priority is the FBI, right?”

      Mark nodded. “That’s right.”

      And yet, he’d managed to help Victoria before, plenty of times.

      Did she return his calls, though? No. No, she didn’t.

      “Anyway, how do you know Victoria isn’t the one who is Langdon?”

      Pacer said, “What? Seriously, you’re telling us Victoria is Langdon?”

      “With a guy who could pose as him, a front man. She could pull off being the person behind the screen.” Bordeaux shrugged. “You know she could.”

      Mark did, but that was hardly the point. The woman’s skills weren’t in question here. “Tell us where you got your instructions from. You coordinated bad men. My count, you had three guys picking up payoffs and leaving them where you were told to, right? So how did you log the money, and how did you know where to do the drops?”

      There had to be cell phones they hadn’t found. Or an app built in that left no traces of the conversations. Mark was getting more and more irritated the longer it took for them to get an answer. He was even starting to wonder if someone down in forensics was hindering their search for it.

      “Victoria Bramlyn isn’t the terrorist Oscar Langdon.” Mark shook his head. “And that’s not why we’re here. You swore an oath, and then you betrayed that oath. You know the rules and you know how this will go now.”

      Victoria had been in Mark’s life for as long as he could remember. If there was anyone he was certain was not a black market arms dealer, it was her.

      Pacer took up right where he left off. “Unless you have something to give us, we can’t offer you anything.”

      Bordeaux stared right at Mark. “Watch your backs.”

      “Is that a threat?” Pacer asked him.

      Bordeaux gave a tiny shake of his head. Not to Pacer. But it was a threat to Mark and probably Victoria as well. Watch your backs. She knew that, didn’t she? Otherwise there was no way for him to tell her. The woman wasn’t dumb. She knew there was the possibility of retaliation. Enough to be taking precautions. Wherever she was, whatever she was doing.

      “Tell us where to find the agent, or whoever is in charge of your little corrupt gang.”

      Bordeaux only chuckled. “Too late to find them now.”

      Mark’s phone rang in his pocket. He stood. “You’ll have to excuse me for a moment.” He pulled it out as he stepped into the hallway and swiped to answer. “Welvern.”

      “Yes, Mr. Welvern. This is Bridget over at Gracious Living. I’m calling about Jacob Bramlyn. I’m afraid there’s been an incident.”
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        Orlando, FL. Wednesday 12.07a.m.

      

      

      Victoria stared at the phone in her hand, thumb hovering over the play button. She just needed a second to collect herself before she finished watching the feed of Mark interviewing that agent. Just a moment, that was all. Just a moment to think before she got back on task.

      Her grandfather was missing—she could think of little else. The police were investigating, and she’d sent an email to the committee to find out which detectives were on the case. She wanted to know they were the very best—and if they weren’t, well, she had no problem waltzing in and making their lives miserable. Victoria reserved the right to throw her credentials around in any given situation.

      Mark had interviewed the FBI agents he had in custody today, so she needed to keep tabs on that.

      Then there was her team, reassigned to work—still as a group for the most part—under Homeland Security, at their Seattle office. Niall, the NCIS agent, had a desk at the NCIS office on the Navy base close by.

      Her task force. The one that wasn’t hers anymore, not officially. She’d formed the group by handpicking agents from all different federal branches. They had successfully combatted domestic terrorism for nearly five years now, working in their own way to fight that fight. They’d arrested some serious players and brought down Kennowich’s entire operation, just to name one.

      Sure, she’d planned on using Kennowich as a witness in her case against these dirty FBI agents, but that had been a means to an end. He wouldn’t have walked free. She made sure that didn’t happen to men who hurt people the way Kennowich had done.

      Something she would have liked to have explained to Sal, her US Marshal team member. If he actually answered the phone.

      She wanted to call him now and ask if he’d help with the search for her grandfather, but she doubted he’d pick up. Even weeks later it seemed he hadn’t forgiven her.

      Sal and Allyson had both quit their jobs and “retired” to Wyoming. Formerly an ATF agent, Allyson was now apparently working in a coffee shop that was also a bookstore. Victoria had found Sal’s name on the ballot for the upcoming sheriff’s election. How they’d managed all that in just a few weeks was baffling, but apparently they’d figured out what they wanted. Each other. And they no longer wanted to wait to get it.

      A truck door slammed and a family got out of the vehicle that had just parked. The man walked around to the back door and pulled it open. He lifted a child out and carried him to the door of their room while the woman gathered up handfuls of bulging bags. Souvenirs. A day at the park.

      Victoria smiled to herself.

      How many times had she nearly just bought a ticket to that park just so she could go, even though it would be by herself? She didn’t want to think about the photo she’d seen, years ago now, of a family all at Disneyland. Standing in front of that castle, wearing the mouse ears. Smiling. Tired, but so happy.

      She looked down at her phone. That life wasn’t hers, and she was old enough to know it never would be. Old enough she might even have outlived her ability to have children, considering she was pushing forty-six. Not that she’d want to give her DNA to an innocent human. Talk about a life sentence.

      It was why she’d worked to keep a relationship with her grandfather. Because he was her stepfather’s dad and also, out of her entire family—what there was left of it—she’d actually liked him, despite how he treated her sometimes. Now he occasionally had no idea who she was, but she still made sure to visit when she could.

      He was missing.

      Because of her.

      She bit her lips together. Sal would help, or at least he had the ability to find people in a way she’d never seen before.

      Victoria pressed play on the phone screen, the cord running to her earbuds. The interviewee, Steven Bordeaux, knew he was going down. She wanted to make sure he never walked free after what he’d done.

      His sardonic tone filled her ears. “You want Oscar Langdon? You think you’re fishing in a lake, you don’t even realize that lake feeds the whole ocean. You’re rounding up all the bass, you don’t even realize a shark is going to bite you.”

      “So help us get Langdon.” Mark’s voice. “Before he bites.”

      She shut her eyes. Just hearing him was like being there, beside him. Even just having his voice echo in her head, talking to someone else. A long time ago, she’d vowed to have him in her life any way she could get him. Lately, that had involved sitting beside his bed while he recovered from a gunshot wound.

      “Langdon.” Bordeaux went quiet for a second. “Got no clue, do you? You want Langdon, why don’t you talk to Victoria Bramlyn? The woman’s been on a fishing expedition of her own, exposing all this ‘corruption’ like we’re the only ones with something to hide.”

      “Victoria?” That was Mark. “That’s who you’re going to flip this back on?”

      Victoria paused the recording again. Pacer had to have given Mark the name Oscar Langdon. She’d made sure that Mark didn’t know Langdon was the one behind her last mission for the CIA. The one where she’d been betrayed by someone and left for dead.

      That was a different life, and yet it seemed intent on bleeding back into now.

      Dirty FBI agents. That was what she’d suspected years ago when everything had collapsed around her. And so she’d had a committee formed in Washington so she could go after FBI corruption under their authority. Now that she’d done it, she could move on. Right? And yet Pacer was throwing around Langdon’s name.

      What did that have to do with these FBI agents? Unless he thought they worked for Langdon, or that they had at one point. Or Pacer thought the man on the FBI’s Most Wanted list was an FBI agent.

      She shook her head. No.

      And yet…

      Bordeaux was throwing her name around, trying to get suspicion placed on her. Victoria turned her wrist so she could see the skin on the inside of her forearm. She had every reason to be afraid if they started investigating her and a connection to Langdon. Because when she’d been betrayed, they’d left a breadcrumb in her life that lead straight back to them.

      One she’d be hard pushed to argue with.

      She needed to call Mark. To warn him that this might get worse. That he might hear her name a whole lot more. She trusted him and had confided in him probably more than was wise. Definitely more than her gag order allowed her to say. But it was Mark. Given all they’d been through, she was sure that trust went both ways.

      She pulled the earbuds from her ear and tucked them in her purse. Probably a better conversation to have in person, considering she was going to have to plead her case a little. It occurred to her, and not for the first time, that talking to him was a little like going to confession. Always had been and maybe that would never change.

      It didn’t take her long to get packed up and book a flight for first thing tomorrow.

      While back in Seattle, she could check on her team as well. By the time she did both things there would probably be movement on the hunt for her grandfather, and she’d hopefully be able to come back. Have a regular visit where she walked through the front door, and they sat down for some tea.

      She slept a couple of hours, then more on the plane. With a connecting flight in Salt Lake City, Victoria had time for an extra-large, black coffee. But not before she used the facilities. They were always packed, normally. She walked farther and found an out-of-the-way bathroom just so she could avoid the press of humanity for a little while. She could get the drink on the way back to her next gate.

      The door clicked behind her.

      A toilet flushed and an older woman dragged her suitcase out without washing her hands. Victoria made a face no one saw and headed to a stall. She pushed the door open, purse swinging against her side.

      Before she stepped inside, someone shoved her.

      She flung out a hand, but there was nothing there. After stumbling onto the toilet seat, she turned herself around and kicked up at her assailant, jabbing her heel into the person’s thigh.

      A woman this time. She cried out.

      Dressed like any other traveler. Leggings and a T-shirt. Running shoes.

      Victoria dropped the purse and lifted her hands, curling her fingers into fists.

      The woman grinned. Never mind that she looked like a muscly soccer mom. “This is gonna be fun.”

      She launched herself at Victoria in the small space. Victoria swiped away both of the woman’s attempts to hit her. She grabbed the woman’s shoulders and pulled one knee up into her stomach. “Guess they didn’t fully brief you on who I am.”

      The woman chuckled, though out of breath.

      The next blow came out of nowhere. Before she realized what’d happened, Victoria fell against the side of the stall. Head butt. She grunted. Why did those always hurt so much? Usually on both sides. But this woman seemed unaffected.

      Her fist darted toward Victoria’s left side. Something sharp jabbed into her. When she pulled her hand back, Victoria realized it was plastic ware from a restaurant. Not a weapon security would have seen. She’d probably grabbed it on the way. Following Victoria. Stalking her.

      She tried to breathe around the pain as she locked her knees. There was no way she was going to end up on the floor.

      Victoria grabbed her purse as she straightened and threw it at the woman. She brought her arms up to defend herself. The purse hit the woman’s hands and face. Victoria punched her in the stomach. It hurt a lot, but she did it. Then she kicked the woman again, and when she was down, slammed her head onto the tile floor.

      Someone entered the bathroom. The young woman tugged on her companion’s arm, probably her daughter, and the two of them left.

      Victoria went through the woman’s pockets. All she found was a picture of herself. Nothing else, not even ID. Victoria shoved the photo into a pocket in her purse. Then she pulled out a penlight. She lifted the woman’s arm and shone the black light on the skin on the inside of her forearm.

      Bingo. She lifted her own arm and shone it there as well. Like it would have disappeared since the last time? She shook her head and stowed her flashlight before clambering to her feet with a hiss.

      She grabbed a bundle of paper towels and shoved them over the wound, between her blouse and her skin. Who knew what that woman had hit? She held her elbow over the suit jacket she wore and checked her hair in the mirror before leaving the bathroom.

      Now she really needed that coffee.

      Victoria strode out of the bathroom just as security raced there from the opposite direction. She followed the signs for baggage claim and took that way out of the airport, hailing a cab at the curb.

      She needed clothes and a new way home if Langdon knew she was here—plus security would be looking for her. Probably she also needed stitches. Then a rental car, which she’d drive to Boise. She could fly to Seattle from there. It would take all day, but what else was there to do? She had to get home.

      In the cab, Victoria pulled out her phone and stared at it for a while.

      Then she called Talia.
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        Seattle, WA. Thursday 6.47p.m.

      

      

      Mark showed his badge and got checked in through security at the office of Homeland Security in downtown Seattle. It wasn’t far from the FBI office, but he’d had to finish up his work day before he could get over here. Thankfully Talia was still in the office.

      The guard handed him a badge. “Know where you’re going?”

      He nodded. “They’re expecting me.” Mark didn’t need any help. If he ran into the assistant director here, he’d have to do all that posturing. The part where he had to try and prove he was still a good FBI agent, while the man gave him kudos for sticking with it. Then they’d commiserate with each other on how on earth it could have happened, and how long it would take to clean up. It would be even longer before the FBI got its good standing back.

      Kind of like how the DEA had to keep their nose clean and their agency out of the news, after stories broke of what agents had been getting up to in South America.

      The FBI had a serious PR problem to work through. Agents turning up to crime scenes would have to fight through the distrust. Judges would think twice before trusting their investigations. Cops would hesitate before calling them in.

      Mark sighed as he stepped off the elevator.

      “Wow, that’s a long face if ever I’ve seen one.” Talia shot him a smile as she wandered over on her heels.

      He smiled and opened his arms. She walked into his hug long enough for a quick squeeze and then stepped back. “Mason know you’re working late?”

      “He has a big assignment right now, so he had to cancel dinner.” She shrugged. “So we ordered take out and I decided to wait for you. I’m assuming you need…” She waved at her computer. The skills she had were legendary, even outside of the federal world. She’d been an NSA analyst and now…

      “You guys really work for Homeland now?” There was no one else in here. The office looked dark and dreary, the only windows showed the office building next door. No view. Not like the last office they’d had, which gave them a sweet panorama of downtown.

      This was a step down if ever he’d seen one.

      “We have our own cases.” She motioned him to a chair and then sat in her own. “They know where our skills lie and Dakota is Homeland, so we had an in.” Talia shrugged one shoulder. “We’re good.”

      He studied her for a second, to make sure that was true, and then said, “Any idea where Victoria is?”

      “Florida, last I heard.” She glanced at the papers on her desk, and closed a file. Then she turned a quizzical expression his way. “Why do you ask?”

      He opened his mouth, halfway sure of what he wanted to say. Before he could get out a word, the elevator doors opened. Josh and Dakota strode out, laughing and carrying take-out bags.

      “You’re here.” Josh set his bags down and stuck his hand out. “How are things?”

      “Busy.”

      “And the…” he motioned to Mark’s abdomen.

      “Recovering. Good time to be doing desk work and weeks of interviews.”

      Josh nodded. Beyond him, Dakota was mouthing something to Talia. The NSA analyst said, “Mark was about to explain why he’s so interested in where Victoria is.” She actually folded her arms. “Has she called you back yet?”

      She really wanted to get in the middle of that? Also there was the question of why she’d have a problem with it. Though, the fact she seemed intent on protecting her friend was something he could definitely get behind.

      “Let’s eat. Then Mark can talk.” Josh opened all the cartons.

      Dakota uncovered paper plates and plastic forks, and Talia grudgingly handed him bottled water.

      “Thank you.”

      He knew she didn’t necessarily like where the team was at now. He didn’t blame her, since it was pretty much like the band had broken up. Niall worked at the naval base. Haley wasn’t their office manager anymore and had gone to work at a bank. Josh and Dakota couldn’t even bring their dog into work now.

      They all sat, and Josh prayed. After Mark said, “Amen,” he asked, “When’s the wedding?”

      “Two weeks.” Josh grinned. Dakota shot him a smile.

      “Yeah, yeah.” Talia shoved a piece of chicken in her mouth. After she’d swallowed, she said, “Mark still needs to tell us why he’s so interested in Victoria.”

      He ate a couple of bites, realizing he was hungrier than he’d thought. When it had abated a little, he said, “You aren’t worried about her?”

      “I didn’t say that. But the fact is, she can take care of herself.”

      “Maybe.”

      Dakota said, “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He didn’t like the idea that he was going to have to justify himself to them, but since that seemed to be the theme of this month, he swallowed it. “Victoria and I have, in some way or another, always been in each other’s lives. We probably always will be.”

      “I thought you were dancing around a relationship.” Talia eyed him. “You’re just friends?”

      “It’s…more complicated than that. But I care about her, and I do what I can to help her be safe. But she’s Victoria. I don’t always get the whole story.” Something they had experienced themselves.

      Josh said, “She has her own agenda.”

      Mark shrugged. “She’s always done what she thought was right.”

      “Like lying to us that the task force was about terrorism when we were actually investigating the FBI the whole time?”

      Mark studied Dakota. He guessed Victoria had been uninvited from the wedding at this point. “It wasn’t about terrorism? You didn’t stop any attacks or arrest anyone that wasn’t FBI?”

      “Ask Sal.” She shrugged. “Victoria left Ally out to dry.”

      Mark shook his head. This was a serious change of tune if Dakota had switched sides from Team Victoria to Team Allyson. He blew out a breath. “I’m not going to defend her. She wouldn’t want me to.”

      Talia said, “You’ve known each other for years?”

      Dakota waved her fork at him. “I thought you were just someone she knew from the FBI. You guys were working this corruption case from the beginning?”

      “Not as such. My getting shot threw a wrench in that, but I’d filled in the director. And her friends in Washington did the rest. The whole thing broke open when I was barely out of the hospital and continued throughout the time I was at home recuperating. I managed to spearhead an investigation from there. Making sure everyone was on the same page and we had what we needed before she took everything to the US Attorney’s office.”

      “And she never thought we’d want to know?” Dakota looked hurt for the first time ever.

      Mark said, “She wouldn’t have even thought to read you in. It was her investigation, her deal. Your judgment would have been clouded, which would have led to things that could have tarnished your credibility within the federal community.”

      The truth was, having been a spy meant Victoria was much more inclined to cross lines these agents—or he—would never even consider. She operated under a different set of rules.

      Dakota didn’t say anything, because he was right. She was all about justice. Victoria had, in effect, saved Dakota from herself by not allowing her to know there was massive corruption in the FBI. She would have gone on a one-woman crusade to root out the problem. And it probably would have destroyed her career. It might have even cost her life. Or her upcoming marriage.

      Victoria knew where her team members were; engaged and happy. All of them.

      “She would never have allowed you to carry this,” he said softly. “She wanted you to be happy.”

      Talia set her drink down. “What about her? She doesn’t get to be happy?”

      Mark was never going to tell them about all the reasons why Victoria thought she didn’t deserve to have happiness for herself. He gave them an answer that might satisfy them. “She was engaged once.” He even shrugged his shoulder, so they’d think it wasn’t a big deal. “It didn’t work out.”

      “First I’m hearing of it.” Dakota didn’t believe him. She looked suspicious.

      “Was it you?”

      Josh’s question surprised him. Mark shook his head. “Another spy.”

      Mark’s feelings about that were his own, belonging to no one but him. Not even Victoria was privy to that. Still, he figured she knew. After all, they’d been in each other’s lives through so much, and there was no sign that would abate.

      “Sometimes she’ll go…under the radar.” Mark tried to figure out how to explain it. “But this time, I have reason to believe she might be in danger. The agents I’m interviewing have been pointing fingers, and her name keeps coming up.”

      Dakota shot him a look. “Is that any wonder? She does what she wants.”

      “She’s your friend.”

      “Maybe. She was my boss. But you know what? Friends trust each other. They share.”

      He nearly smiled, but didn’t think that would be a good idea. “So you shared with her?”

      “I told her everything. Because she demanded full disclosure. Did she return that favor? No.”

      “She has reasons.” Victoria didn’t trust easily, but Dakota wouldn’t accept that. “She does what she can.”

      “Why do you defend her?”

      Mark closed his mouth. Then he turned to Talia. “Have you heard from her?” He wanted to warn her that Victoria was being dragged into the fallout. That was why he’d come, not so he could get grilled about Victoria and give away his feelings for her.

      “Why?”

      “You said she was in Florida. When was that?”

      Talia’s eyebrow rose. “Why?”

      “Her grandfather went missing. I’d like to know if she was there for that, or if she even knows it happened.”

      Dakota said, “Bypassing the fact she has family she also never told us about, how do you know her grandfather went missing?”

      “I’m the emergency contact at the assisted living home where he lives.”

      Dakota closed her mouth. Talia opened hers, hesitated and then said, “You are?”

      “I told you, we’ve known each other for years. She needed someone who could be called at any time. Especially while she was on assignment. Sometimes they last weeks, sometimes months. In her late twenties, she went undercover for two years.”

      “She called me at lunchtime.”

      Mark waited for Talia to say more.

      After a full minute, she said, “Fine...she didn’t sound all right but called because she needed a flight from Boise to Seattle. She should have touched down an hour ago.”

      The muscles around his wound tensed, sparking pain. “What do you mean, she didn’t sound right?”

      Talia shrugged. “She said she was driving. Maybe that’s true.”

      He said, “Anything else?”

      Dakota shifted in her chair. “I thought she could take care of herself.”

      He shot her a look. Josh just seemed uncomfortable, torn between his wife’s hurt and the safety of a woman he respected.

      “She can.” He glanced at the other woman. “Talia?”

      She shrugged. “I asked her if she was okay. She muttered something about needing a bear, whatever that means, and then she hung up.”

      Mark tossed his plate in the closest trash can and strode to the elevator. He jabbed the button and tapped his foot while he waited for the car to come.
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