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THE FILE LAY IN EASY reach, on the conference table. The letters LMAR printed across the front. In another moment she would have it. She reached out.

“I think not.”

Mason. He was like a cat, with more lives. 

“You think wrong,” said Vogel.

Mason’s hand slammed down on the folder, inches from hers. Their eyes met—his with that same arrogant smirk she’d seen a hundred times before, his dark hair perfectly in place. As always, he was impeccably dressed, his wine-red tie in a flawless knot. Vogel couldn’t deny it—under different circumstances, she might . . . But no, he was an international criminal and a murderer. And he kissed like a college freshman. The lines were drawn.

Mason looked at her through steely eyes. “Vogel,” he said coolly, “why do we always seem to have this same discussion?”

Vogel smirked. “Because, Mason, you’re terrible at losing.”

Mason nodded. “A character flaw, I’m afraid, that is permanent.”

She snatched the file away as Mason lunged for her. Instinctively, her hand went for her gun, and she pointed the sleek black barrel directly at his head. He froze, a smile playing across his face.

“Now let’s be practical,” Mason said. “There’s no way out.”

“You always say that.”

A door opened and men in dark fatigues entered, holding assault rifles. Mason’s henchmen. She should have known. They stood on either side of him, with their weapons trained on her like spiders. Vogel counted six in all.

Mason eyed her. “Really, Vogel. I mean, what are your options? Why don’t you just hand that over and we can all sit down?”

A bead of sweat ran down her back. Her shoes were tight, and she hadn’t showered since Wednesday. She felt gross. This was taking longer than expected. They were on the thirtieth floor, standing in front of a series of plate glass windows. Mason was right. There was no way out. 

It was then she heard the roar of the helicopter.

* * *

THE PILOT HELD THE machine in a hover, across from the building. A black metal bird against the night sky. “Approaching extraction zone—300 meters out,” his voice clipped through the comms. “Holding steady.”

The mission was not taking place. Nothing that was happening now would be part of any official record.

“Visual confirmed.” The door gunner crouched in position, his eye on the thermal optic. Everything glowed green. The transponder on Agent Vogel’s belt had given them her position. Vogel was to his left, with a group of armed men behind her. Mason on the right. The shooter placed the crosshairs between them. The objective was not to kill. Rather, to rescue.

* * *

“HOSTILES SPOTTED. WAITING on your go.” Vogel heard the voice in her earpiece and ducked.

Mason saw the flash and barely had enough time to leap out of the way before the

explosion shattered the window. A hail of glass rained down, and a small canister dropped onto the floor. Steel spikes sprang from its sides, holding it in place, as smoke poured from one end. 

Vogel held her breath and grabbed the can with the Kevlar-reinforced cable, attached to it. Her eyes stung as she secured the D-ring to her belt. Even breathing through her nose felt like inhaling fire.

Getting to her feet she snatched the folder from the rubble. The hard part was still to come. Turning to the shattered window Vogel faced a gaping hole that opened to the night sky. The helicopter hovered just thirty yards away, its side door wide open, beckoning.

“It’s been lovely,” she said, turning to Mason, “but I have a flight to catch."

Mason coughed through the smoke as Vogel pressed the button on her transponder. The chopper began to rise.

Stepping to the edge, she took a deep breath and wished she’d chosen a normal profession, like Kristy Hubbard. Closing her eyes, she swallowed hard— and leaped. Vogel hated heights.

Cold air whipped around her, and she had the desperate feeling of plummeting to her death. Then suddenly, the cable snapped taught and she was flying beneath the huge machine. The rhythm of the rotor beating like a drum. Her heart raced as she grabbed the Kevlar, clinging to it she breathed the thick smell of Jet-A exhaust and looked down at the city. 

Wind tore through her hair and a rush of adrenaline shot through her body. No, she thought, as she was slowly winched upward, she made the right choice. Let Kristy Hubbard try this.

* * *
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MASON’S EYES BURNED as he peered through the haze, watching. It was a disaster, of course . . . and yet he had to admire her style. He admired everything about Agent Vogel. The helicopter moved away, and he rubbed his eyes as a breeze blew the remains of smoke from the room.

“Clever, Vogel,” he said, quietly. “Extremely clever.”

* * *

STRONG HANDS GRIPPED her arms, yanking her into the chopper. The roar of the rotors filled her ears as she unclipped the harness. The door slammed shut as Vogel got to her feet, breathless.

“Are you all right?” 

Looking up, she recognized Archer, the director of operations. Her back stiffened. “Mission complete, sir,” she replied, handing him the folder.

The cabin swayed as Archer skimmed the file, eyes narrowing in thought. “We’re heading back to Washington. I want Twelve to see this firsthand.”

“Understood, sir," she nodded.

The director shut the folder and offered a rare smile. “Take a seat, Vogel. You need anything?”

Vogel gave him a weary look. “A drink would be nice, sir.”

* * *

THE AGENCY HEADQUARTERS looked more like a nondescript office building than a den of operatives and espionage planners. A generic modern glass and brick building, in lower Washington D.C., it blended in seamlessly with the surrounding skyscrapers and could pass for the headquarters of any major company - which was largely the point.

Vogel had arrived early and had already gulped down a Danish and two cups of coffee. This succeeded in twisting her stomach into a knot. She stood in front of the restroom mirror and stared at her reflection. She was thirty years old with sandy, shoulder-length blond hair and blue eyes. Eyes, she had been told, that could be warm or deadly cold. There was tension in her face, no doubt about it, and her makeup had been a rush job. But then again, that same person had said she didn’t need makeup. 

She took a step back and evaluated things one last time. A gray business suit with black flats and a cream-colored blouse. That always seemed to work. She wasn’t happy with her hair,  as she hadn’t been to a stylist in months. It would have to wait. The head of the department wanted a briefing, and this always meant one of two things: either the assignment had been a success, or it hadn’t. She never knew until she sat down and Twelve looked at her. If the mission wasn’t a success, there would be hard questions. That part still made her nervous.

“All right,” she said to her reflection. “Show time.” Vogel dug into her purse and produced two pink pills for stomach distress. She swallowed them with water from a paper cup and washed her hands. As she dried them, the door opened, and another woman walked in. She recognized her as Delta. 

“Hi Lora,” Delta smiled, joining her at the sink.

“Hi, Kim.”

Delta sat her purse on the counter and noticed Vogel’s portfolio beside it. “Big day?”

“Very.”

Delta nodded and turned to the mirror. “Don’t worry, you’ll do fine.”

Vogel sighed. She hoped so.

* * *

THE OFFICE OF THE DEPARTMENT head looked exactly as one would expect. Oak desk and thick carpeting, a leather couch no one sat on, and an abstract painting by some obscure artist. Lamps sat on marble end tables with an impressive bookcase with interior lighting as the backdrop. Knickknacks were arranged on the shelves between thick, leather volumes. Vogel glanced at them as she sat on the other side of the desk and wondered if anyone had ever read them. Were they even real?

Vogel crossed her legs for the third time, watching as Twelve scrutinized her report through those librarian glasses. The silence stretched, thick and uncomfortable. Once, Twelve had glanced up to make a note, but otherwise, she hadn’t said a word. Vogel never knew how to handle these moments—it felt like meeting the parents on a first date, awkward and dangerous. Her feet were freezing in her flats, and hunger gnawed at her stomach, which let out a low growl. She coughed, hoping Twelve hadn’t noticed.

If she did, Twelve didn’t acknowledge it. Instead, she looked up from the report. Twelve was older, with short white hair and a stare that could freeze water. Vogel felt the same way now as she’d felt in the principal’s office when she was a kid. Scared to death.

“This is very good work, Vogel,” Twelve said after a moment. “Very impressive.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m not sure we needed the Hollywood ending, but then again, Mason does have a tendency for the melodramatic.”

“He has a tendency to be a horse’s ass,” Vogel blurted before she could catch herself. She bit her lip and Twelve was expressionless as if deciding whether to react.

“Quite,” Twelve said, finally, and closed the folder. “Lora?”

“Yes?” It was slightly unusual for Twelve not to address her by her code name.

“How have you been?”

“Been?”

“Yes, how are things going?”

Vogel stared at her blankly. “I don’t understand.”

“How are you feeling lately?”

“All right, I suppose. Maybe a little fatigued.”

“Trouble sleeping?” 

That was an understatement. She was lucky if she got four hours’ worth a night. “Well, actually, now that you mention it, yes.”

“I don’t doubt it.” Twelve reached for another folder. This one was red. “According to this, in the last three months, you’ve been to England, Thailand, and South America. You’ve completed thirteen assignments and volunteered for additional work in Austria.”

Had she really been on thirteen missions?

“Your last vacation was more than a year ago”—Twelve was still reading—“and you haven’t taken a personal trip in five months.”

Vogel’s stomach chirped again, but this time Twelve was busy shuffling papers. 

“Vogel,” Twelve said, adjusting her glasses. “Your dedication to the agency is admirable. You’re one of our best operatives and your service record is exemplary.”

“Have I done something wrong?”

“No. We’d be having a very different conversation if that were the case. But there’s more to life than work and dedication to the agency.” She closed the folder and looked at Vogel. “When was the last time you saw Richard Davis?”

The question took her by surprise. “Richard?” 

Twelve nodded. “Richard Davis. American. Thirty-two. Nice-looking, with dark hair. Writes for a small Florida newspaper.”

“The Chronicle,” Vogel mumbled.

“Exactly. And he’s also single, according to our most current information.”

Vogel’s chair was suddenly uncomfortable. She squirmed in it. “Twelve, I—”

“When?” The look on Twelve’s face was firm.

“We . . . got together in February. For Valentine’s Day, as a matter of fact.”

“And?”

Vogel met Twelve's eyes, then dropped them to her lap. “It didn’t go well.”

“I see.”

Vogel swallowed. “With all due respect, I really don’t see what any of this has to do with—”

Twelve was already reaching for another folder. “Lora,”—she used the name again—“this agency functions as a team.”

Oh, please not the speech again. Not now. All she wanted to do was just sit at her desk and catch up on paperwork. Maybe eat something chocolate.

“And each member of that team is expected to be at their best mentally, physically, and emotionally. Do you understand?”

“Yes . . . ma’am.”

“Good. Because part of my job is making sure my agents are paying attention to these things.”

“Well, I always try to eat a balanced diet.”

“I’m sure you do. But that’s not exactly what I mean.” She opened a blue folder. “I’m giving you a new assignment.”

Vogel instantly felt better. “Oh, thank you! Where am I going?”

“Lancaster, Florida.”

Her stomach twisted sideways. “Where?”

“You heard me. There’s a chemistry professor at the university who claims he has cracked the invisibility problem. Your job is to investigate and report your findings. If there are any.”

It was a setup. Vogel didn’t like setups. Lancaster was where Richard lived. “But that’s field research. First-year stuff. Any of the new recruits could—”

“He’s a leader in his field and you already know the area. This may just turn out to be something, Vogel. If it does, I want someone who’s an expert. Someone I can count on.”

“Yes, ma’am.” There was a sinking feeling in her chest that went all the way to her shoes.

“Your contact is Simon Blackmarr. He’s giving a lecture at the university tonight on his findings. You are to make contact with him and report on these findings.” Twelve handed the folder to Vogel, who nodded limply.

“Understood.”

Twelve removed her glasses and managed a weak smile. “Sit on the beach, Lora. Lay in the sun. Drink one of those concoctions with the paper umbrellas and look at the ocean. Take some downtime. There will be plenty of work waiting when you come back. You have my word that I won’t give Mason to anyone else.”

Vogel frowned inwardly and put the folder under her arm. “Is that all?”

“That’s all,” said Twelve, turning back to her work. “Dismissed.”

It was like being a teenager who’d just been sentenced to detention. Vogel slipped her purse over her shoulder and stalked out of the office. She would fly to Lancaster, she would talk with the stupid professor, evaluate his work, and complete the assignment. But she wouldn’t contact Richard Davis, and she would not have a nice time. 
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RICHARD DAVIS HAD BEEN at The Lancaster Chronicle, off and on, for five years. He kept saying he was going to get out of it. 

And he meant it. 

There were other papers, and he’d had other offers. The problem was, it would mean giving up his rent-controlled, two-bedroom apartment, with a view of the Gulf of Mexico. And that was a hard give up. Davis loved the beach. Loved taking a dip after a lousy day at work, and loved sitting on the shore in the evening, with a beer, watching the sun drop into the sea.

He had a dead-end job, a cheap car, and so-so living quarters, but he had the beach. And that was more than most people had. So, he dealt with it.

Davis took a bite of the ham sandwich from Andie’s and turned back to the computer monitor on his desk. He was writing another story about a city council meeting.

He knew why. 

It was payback for that incident with the parking commissioner two months ago. It wasn’t his fault. He’d just reported the facts. How could he have known the man was going to have his editor’s car towed?

Davis chewed the sandwich and tried to think of something interesting to say about the coming improvements to the city’s sewer system. There really wasn’t anything. He was still chewing when the phone rang.

“This is Davis,” he said into the receiver.

“What?!” a female voice yelled, on the other end of the phone.

Davis looked into the earpiece. “Come again?”

“I didn’t tell anybody I was going to be here. This is strictly business. Now, what do you want?”

He sat up. “Vogel?”

“Who else?!” she said. “And how the hell did you know I was here?”

“I didn’t. I don’t. Where are you?”

“Here!” said Vogel. “At the Masters Hotel on Fourth Street. The company suite. I check in, get my room key, and the first thing they tell me is someone at The Lancaster Chronicle would like me to call mister Richard Davis. Now, what’s this all about?”

She got loud when she was upset. Davis held the phone away from his ear. 

“Vogel, calm down.”

“I am calm!”

“Look, I didn’t call anybody, I swear. Whoever it was, it wasn’t me.”

“I’ll bet.”

Davis winced. “So, how are you?”

“Lousy!” Vogel’s line went dead.

He rubbed his temples with his forefingers and replaced the receiver. 

Vogel. 

No. They weren’t doing that again. 

No, thank you.

He had a nice, simple thing going with the waitress at Andie’s. She was cute, average, and gave him an extra cookie with his ham sandwich. She also thought writing for the paper was exciting, even if it was about sewer systems. 

Forget it. 

It wasn’t happening. 

He took a sip of cold coffee and refocused on the story. He typed: Things will soon be moving faster than ever in Lancaster . . . The phone rang again.

“Davis,” he said, wedging the receiver between his ear and shoulder.

There was a pause.

“That pizza place over on Harris doesn’t deliver anymore,” said Vogel.

“I know. They stopped a couple of months ago. The owner’s kid started college.”

“I really wanted a large supreme.”

“A supreme would be good.”

Another pause.

“I guess I could probably go get it myself.”

“You probably could.”

“I’ll get the staff to do it”

“That’s another idea.”

Silence.

“I don’t like you anymore,” said Vogel. 

The line went dead again.

Davis replaced the receiver and went back to the story. A shower of improvements will soon be descending on . . .

The desk phone rang again. David sighed.

“Davis,” he re-wedged the receiver.

“The staff won’t do it,” said Vogel. “Something about policy.”

“That stinks.”

“It’s stupid. You have room service, why can’t you send one of these dopes over there to get a lousy pizza? The company would pay for it.”

“You want me to write an article about it?”

“Shut up. I’m not talking to you.”

“Sorry, I got confused.” Davis continued typing on the keyboard. He could hear her walking around her room, unpacking. “What are you in town for?” 

“Nothing. Nothing important, anyway. They think I’m working too hard.”

“Are you?”

“No. Do you want to have dinner?”

Davis moved the receiver to his other ear. “Can’t.”

“Why not?” 

“I’ve got a date.” He grinned. “I’m taking her to a movie.”

Vogel hung up.

Back to his computer.  A river of new developments will soon be flooding Lancaster . . .

The phone exploded.

“With who?!” Vogel said before he could even answer.

“What?”

“Who are you going out with?”

Davis leaned back in his chair. “Her name is Cathy.”

“Cathy?!” 

“Cathy Rogers.”

“What does she do?”

“Works at Andie’s. She rings up my sandwiches. Gives me a free cookie.”

Vogel said something Davis couldn’t print on the front page.

“Anyhow, it was good to hear from you. Keep in touch.”

“Davis, you get over here and pick me up in ten minutes!”

* * *

ALFONZO’S WAS LOCATED on Lakewood Drive. It was Italian and upscale, which is what Vogel wanted. Davis had even put on his coat and straightened his tie. The waiter led them to a spot by the window, with a white tablecloth. Vogel sat down and hung her purse on the back of her chair. Davis picked up a menu and pretended to study it. Vogel glared at him, still irritated.

“Cathy Rogers?!” she finally said.

Davis put down the menu. “You said in the car you didn’t want to talk about it.”

“I don’t. I’m not. Forget it. What do you eat here?”

“Italian food.”

“I don’t want Italian,” she said, grabbing her purse. “Let’s go somewhere else.”

“Vogel, come on.” Davis reached over the table and put his hand on her arm. She looked at him.

“All right.” She replaced the purse. “Just don’t call me Lora anymore. I don’t like it.”

“I didn’t.”

“I thought you did.”

She stared at the menu and had no idea what any of it said. The waiter appeared. He was a thin man with little hair and was dressed in a wine-red suit. Vogel didn’t like him.

“Good evening, my name is Oliver. I’ll be your server tonight. Can I start you off with something?”

“I’ll have a scotch and soda,” said Davis.

“Very good,” breathed Oliver. “And for you miss?”

“Double bourbon. Neat.” 

She looked at the waiter as if he were Mason on the other end of her gun and he shivered.

“Yes ma’am,” Oliver said and quickly scurried away.

“Will you calm down?” Davis said, laying his menu on the table. “This was your idea, remember?”

“No, it wasn’t. It was her idea,” said Vogel. “The whole thing was her idea.”

“Who?”

“Never mind.” She wanted a cigarette. She had been trying to quit for over a year but at times like this, she really wanted a cigarette. Unfortunately, she didn’t have any. “A sandwich shop chick?” she finally said. “Really?”

“What do you care? You didn’t want to get serious, remember? It was too much of an inconvenience.”

“I have a job, Richard.”

“So do I.”

“It takes me all over the place. I never know where I’m going to be going, or what I’m going to be doing.”

“Neither do I. My editor has me running down story leads every day. I never know where I’m going to wind up.”

“It’s not the same thing.”

“It’s exactly the same thing. The difference is, Cathy is okay with it.”

“Cathy doesn’t have to worry about leaping out of a window, with a gun pointed at her head.”

Oliver returned and nervously set the drinks in front of them.

“Thank you,” said Davis.

“Are we ready to order?” asked the waiter.

Vogel still had no idea.

“Could you give us a few more minutes?” asked Davis.

“With pleasure, sir.” The man practically sprinted from the table. Davis had the feeling he was going to call the police.

“Will you relax?” he hissed. “You’re not at the F.B.I. now.”

“I don’t work for the F.B.I. See? You can’t even remember that. No wonder I dumped you.”

“You didn’t dump me, I ran away. Screaming.”

“Like hell. Where did the flowers come from? And the card. ‘My darling, Lora. I count the days, the hours, the minutes—’”

“All right—”

“After I’d told you a million times, I hate being called Lora!”

“Alright, already!” People at another table looked in their direction and Davis covered the side of his face with his hand. “Look, let’s just forget it, okay? What do you want to eat?”

Vogel shrugged, indifferent. “I don’t care. Just order something for me.”

Oliver tiptoed cautiously back to the table. A deliberately non-threatening smile plastered across his face. “So,” he said, in the tone people use to calm wild animals. “Are we ready to order yet?” 

Davis nodded. “I believe so. We’ll have two Caesar salads, two servings of the cannelloni, and a bottle of Merlot.”

Oliver jotted everything down and nodded, approvingly. “Very good, sir,” he said, taking their menus. “I’ll be back with your salads.”

Vogel smiled to herself. Davis had remembered her favorite dish.

* * *

THEY HAD MET SEVERAL years ago by accident. Davis had been writing a series of stories on key city leaders. During the process, he had taken a photo that, for reasons he still didn’t fully understand, was explosive. Vogel had been sent to prevent its appearance in the newspaper. How the agency had known of its existence was never explained. By pure luck, their paths crossed. It was after hours, and he had forgotten something at the office. Turning on the light, he caught her with the negative. In a rare moment of candor, she confessed, but it was only after seeing her credentials as an operative that Davis was convinced not to call the authorities.

Instead, out of mutual respect, they agreed to a cup of coffee. She wasn’t what he’d expected. A bit guarded at first, but she warmed up quickly and seemed genuinely glad to have someone to talk to. On a hunch, Davis had written his phone number on a scrap of paper and slid it across the table. Vogel looked at it for several seconds, surprised, and finally tucked it into her purse. She smiled at him, sideways, and asked the waitress for another cup of coffee. That was when he first knew.

It had been a warm afternoon in May when she told him her real name was Lora and that she had gone to high school in Connecticut. Their first date was pizza and a movie and their first

kiss had been under a tree in the park. She blushed, tried to hide behind her hair, and finally kissed him back.

Two and a half years, later they were having dinner at Alfonzo’s, and he still didn’t know what to make of her. Part of it, of course, was her job. That would always remain a mystery. Where exactly did she work, for example? The agency was called Psi, after the twenty-third letter of the Greek alphabet. She’d shown him her badge and identity card one evening on the sofa, along with her gun. 

Officially they didn’t exist. At least, not in the phone book, and not under any government listing he’d ever seen. He knew the organization fell under the auspices of the intelligence community, but precisely how and where was unclear. The most she would say was that they handled “gray work.” From what he could tell, this included such things as manipulating governments, dictators, evil organizations, corrupt industrialists, and crime lords. Along with various other projects.

He listened to her stories, the ones she could tell, and marveled at all of it. It was hard to believe the woman who was ticklish behind her ribcage and liked cartoons and AC/DC could leap from a burning building or parachute into a foreign country to steal secret documents.

The other part was less easy to pin down. The agent was the most visible part of her, but it was only one part. There was a whole other section she kept hidden behind the cloak and dagger. It was that person he was fascinated by and attracted to. The same person she’d let him see at the diner that first night. The one who couldn’t remember the punch line to jokes and told stories of smoking in the girls’ restroom in eighth grade. 

It was that person he wanted to know more about, and that was the one she felt the least comfortable showing. 

Which was why they hadn’t spoken since February.

Dinner arrived and Vogel waited until she started her cannelloni before she asked him. “Are you busy tonight?”

He had a forkful of salad but set it down. With Vogel, this was always a loaded question. “Why?”

She shrugged. “There’s this thing I’ve got to go to for work. I thought maybe . . . we could go together. If you want.”

“What kind of thing?”

“A lecture thing.”

“A lecture thing?” Davis felt like a parrot. “What’s that?”

Vogel wiped the corner of her mouth with her napkin and rolled her eyes. “It’s nonsense. Some professor at the university says he’s found the key to the invisibility problem. He’s giving a lecture on it tonight and they want me to check it out.”

“Invisibility,” he said slowly. “You mean as in, the invisible man stuff?”

“It’s just an excuse for Twelve to make me take some time off. We get these kinds of reports all the time. They never go anywhere, but we still have to check them out. I just thought you might want to come along.”

Somebody was playing the piano in another part of the restaurant. The tune was familiar

but he couldn’t name it. He actually had nothing planned for the evening. Just a walk on the beach. “Invisibility,” he said again. “That’s not something you hear about every day.”

“I’ll buy you a drink if you say yes.”

“How about a cup of coffee instead? At Morty’s.” 

Morty’s was the diner they’d first frequented. Vogel put her glass down and looked at the tablecloth. A smile played at her lips and Davis thought he saw a tinge of red in her cheeks, but it could have been the wine. 

“All right,” she finally said, looking at him. “But no cream.”

* * *

VOGEL SAT IN THE PASSENGER
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