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Flames licked up the walls of the old palace, once the home to the exiled Portuguese royal family in the early nineteenth century. The paint bubbled and popped until, at last, the fire’s heat burned through the plaster. The fire didn’t stop at the walls; its angry destruction made short work of the dried, mummified remains of ancient Egyptians stored behind plexiglass. Papyrus and shabtis met a similar fate. Butterfly, bug, and arachnid collections disappeared in a matter of seconds as the inferno ripped through their cases. Feathered Incan fans disappeared into smoke, and pottery, wedding accessories from another time in human history, shattered and melted from the intense heat. The angry fire demon tore through dozens of rooms filled with the two hundred-year-old collection of the country’s prized artifacts—over twenty million in all. Within hours of the first spark, the roof collapsed, and the fiery fingers no longer simply glowed and snapped from behind the dozens of fragmented windows, instead burst upward, allowing the black, sooty smoke to blend into the inky sky. By morning, only the façade of the exterior shell remained of the palatial structure, and a devastating number of cultural artifacts lay destroyed in a pile of smoldering rubble, slag, and cinders.
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“Of course, Jilly. If that’s what you want, and you’re sure you don’t need me to stay?” I fidgeted with the red Swingline stapler on my desk, reminiscent of the movie Office Space; I’d scored it at a Yankee Swap gift exchange years ago. It moved with me from job to job and had become a talisman of sorts.  

“No, I insist,” my sister said through the phone. “Tony is here. Mom’s coming out for a few days. I’ll be well taken care of.” Tony was my sister’s almost live-in boyfriend, and a paramedic working for Alexandria, Virginia. He was more than capable of helping take care of Jilly during her latest calamity. “I don’t want you to lose your vouchers,” she continued. “Besides, you need this vacation.”

“Yeah, well, so do you. Are you sure the doc won’t let you come? I could wheel you around and we can drink piña coladas at the pool,” I said, grasping at straws.

“I wish, Rina. Doc says, because of the surgery, blood clots are a factor which increases exponentially if I fly.”

I sighed. “I get it. I’m just bummed. You and I were both recovered, and I was looking forward to our relaxing girls’ only vacation. I can’t believe you’re back in the hospital.”

“I know, it sucks. It also means that I’ll be starting school on crutches. Ugh. Why don’t you see if Mike can join you? Even if only for a few days. You guys could use a little hubba-hubba time. Am I right?” If a wink-wink could be heard across the phone lines, Jillian just delivered it.

My sister’s suggestion wasn’t a bad idea. When we were together, Mike and I . . . worked. However, in the past few months, a disconnect had developed. He’d been busy with a handful of cases, and I’d been swamped with our legislative docket at the National Health Advocacy Alliance (NHAA), where I worked as director of federal government relations and advocacy; in other words, I was a lobbyist. In addition to the heavy workload, I’d been shoehorning physical therapy sessions into my calendar to recover from a knee injury. We’d simply had less time for each other. With Congress finally adjourning for the month of August, I could breathe. “You’re right. I’ll see if he can get any time off.”

“I’ve got to go; the doc just came in with a bunch of interns to poke and prod me. Talk later.” She hung up before I could say goodbye. 

I scrolled through the contacts on my cell phone, stopping at Finnegan, and pressed the little phone icon to dial his number. I know, it was pathetic that I didn’t have my boyfriend’s phone number memorized. I was terrible with numbers. Mike worked cybercrimes for the FBI and normally locked his personal phone up before entering the inner sanctum of his unit, which is why it surprised me when he answered.

“K.C., what’s up?”

“Hey, I didn’t expect you to answer. I figured you’d be busy doing special FBI stuff.”

“Should I hang up?”

“Ha ha. No, I was wondering if you could take any time off in the next ten days?”

His breath puffed across the line. “Jillian won’t be able to go with you?”

“Nope. She can’t fly so soon after surgery.”

“Well, that sucks.”

“So, what about it? Wanna fly down to Cancun and spend some time having fun in the sun with me?” I spun the stapler in a circle.

He didn’t respond.

“Wait! Before you answer, let me provide you a full picture of the fabulous adventure that awaits. White sandy beaches, multiple blue sparkling pools with not one, not two, but three, that’s right, folks,” —I held three fingers in the air— “three swim-up bars. Nightlife includes the famous— or should I say, infamous—Coco Bongo, where it’s not just a party, it’s an ex-per-i-ence.” I reeled off the brochure’s highlights in a carnival barker voice, which drew a chuckle from Mike. “Aaand in case you haven’t been sold by the leisure, we can provide something to stimulate the mind as well. Behind door number one, we have a visit to the Mayan ruins of Chichén Itzá, where YOU can visit one of the New Seven Wonders of the World, the famous El Castillo Pyramid. And for all you exercise lovers, you can enjoy windsurfing, paddle boarding, and canoeing along the lagoon. So, what say you, Mike Finnegan? Are you up for the adventure of a lifetime with your lover?” 

I waited. Nothing. Crickets. 

“I’m not talking the whole ten days. I’m thinking just a long weekend. Maybe you could take off a Monday, or Friday?” My voice petered out. “Uh, Mike, are you still there?” I tapped the speaker.

“Yeah, I’m still here.” His sigh blew at me. “Ah, jeez. That sounds really great. And I would absolutely love to join you. It’s not as though I don’t have some vacation time coming.”

“I hear a ‘but’ coming. . . .”

“But . . . since this was supposed to be a girls’ trip with your sister—which I totally support—I . . . well . . . I took on a new case. I’ll be leaving the day before you.”

My shoulders deflated and the hopeful smile I’d been wearing slid away. “I get it.”

“K.C., I’m so sor—”

“No problem.” I cut off his apology. “It’s totally last minute. I’d be surprised if you could get away on such short notice.”

“Aw, honey, I’m sorry your sister couldn’t make it with you. What about your mom? Can she go with you?”

I leaned my forehead against my palm. “No, she’s coming here to help Jillian.”

“I see. Yeah, that makes sense.”

My coworker Rodrigo arrived in my doorway and knocked on the frame. 

“Listen, I’ve got to go,” I told Mike.

“Wait, are we still on for dinner tonight?” Mike asked.

“Yes, of course.” I tried to infuse some enthusiasm into my tone. “My place. Seven.”

“Great. I’ll bring the wine and salad. See you then.”

I hung up and tossed my phone on the desk with a little more force than necessary. It slid across the surface, knocking aside a pen, and came to a stop hanging half off the edge. 

Rodrigo strolled in, pushed the phone firmly back on the desk, took a seat in the guest chair, and crossed his legs. “Trouble with your dashing Fed?”

I glared at Rodrigo, taking in his perfectly ironed, pale pink button-down, black tie with purple polka dots, gray slacks, and a matching gray vest. The pink suited his dark Puerto Rican skin tone.

“That bad?” He smoothed the sharp crease in his pants. “C’mon, now. Tell Rodrigo your problems. Maybe I can help fix them.”

I rolled my eyes. “There’s nothing wrong with Mike and me. If you want to know, Jillian broke her leg roller skating last night. It was a compound fracture, and they had to put pins in it. She’ll be laid up for at least eight weeks. And because she had to have surgery, she can’t fly—”

“Because she could get blood clots,” Rodrigo finished for me. “Wait, did you say roller skating?”

I nodded. “The local community theater was having a fundraiser at the roller rink for their fall musical. My sister volunteered to be the costume mistress.” I delivered a wry smile. “It’s been a long time since my sister’s been up on roller skates.”

“That stinks.”

“Tell me about it.” I spun my Swingline in circles. “I asked Mike, to see if he could get away for a day to two, you know, come for a long weekend—”

“He can’t.”

“No. He took a new case that has him traveling out of town. He took it knowing I’d be away for the week.”

Rodrigo shook his head sympathetically. “What about taking your mom?”

“She’s coming here to take care of Jilly.”

Rodrigo laid a hand atop my spinning stapler and moved it out of my reach. “What about your friend from your old job, you know, the one I met at lunch?”

“Latesha?”

“Yeah, that’s the one. She’s fun. You two would have a great time.”

I cocked my head. “Well, if it’s her was-band’s week with the kids, she might be able to get away. With Congress on break, everyone’s got a little breathing room. . . .”

“What are you waiting for?” He pushed the cell phone in front of me. I gazed at the blank screen. Rodrigo gave it another nudge my way. “Call her.”

“Okay, I will.” I didn’t need to scroll through my contacts. My old office number was one of the few numbers embedded in my brain. I spun my chair away from Rodrigo to look out my office window. The automated phone tree operator greeted me, and I dialed Latesha’s extension.

“Latesha Jones.”

“Hey, Latesha, it’s Karina.”

“Well, hello! Getting excited about your trip to Mexico? When do you leave?”

“That’s what I was calling about. Something’s happened.”

“What’s going on, sugar?” she asked with concern in her voice.

“My sister was supposed to go with me, you know, but she broke her leg and the doc says she can’t go. So . . . I was wondering, if next week was your week with the kiddos, and if not, would you be interested in spending some time in Cancun?” The last came out in a rush. 

“Girl, you know I’d love to go to the beach with you. It is my ex’s week with the kids. But . . .” 

I cringed, waiting for the excuse. 

“The week after that, I’m taking the kids to Disney,” she wailed. 

“Oh, that’s right. I remember you mentioned getting tickets last year.” I tried to keep my tone upbeat. “So, it’s coming up. That sounds like a grand time, Latesha. The kids will love it.”

She moaned.

“What? What’s wrong with Disney?”

“There is nothing grand about Disney in the summer. It’s expensive. A million degrees in Florida. A gajillion people are there, so the lines are hours long. The kids get exhausted. There will be whining and a daily meltdown. They’ll bicker about which ride to go on or what souvenir to buy or where to eat. Inevitably, someone will get sick from a ride that I warned them not to go on or because they ate too much junk food. And the throwing up will happen either in the rental car or on my shoes. It’s a horror show.” 

I couldn’t help my mirth. “C’mon, it won’t be that bad.”

“Oh, yes it will,” she replied in a deeply serious tone.

“But you’ll be making memories with your kids. It’ll be wonderful,” I assured her.

“Oh, I know. The lengths we go to in order to make idyllic memories for our children. I swear, I must have been out of my mind to schedule a trip to Disney in August. Especially now that I know I could be sipping mojitos on the beach with you,” she cried.

I couldn’t help the continued laughter. “I think Disney is compulsory when you have kids. When it’s all over, you’ll be glad you went.”

“Lordy-bee, I hope so.”

“When you get back, we’ll have lunch and you can regale me with the adventure.”

“It’s a date,” she declared.

I hung up with a grin on my face, in a mildly better mood due to Latesha’s comical histrionics.

“So, I gather Latesha’s a no?” 

I’d forgotten Rodrigo was still in my office, and I rotated around to face him. “She’s going to Disney with her kids. Maybe I should just cancel this trip.”

“Are your tickets refundable?”

I shook my head. “I used a bunch of points and prepaid for a cheaper room rate. I needed to cancel at least two weeks ahead of time, and even then, they would have charged me a cancellation fee.”

Rodrigo crossed his arms and eyed me. “I think you should go. Have you ever been on a vacation like this by yourself?”

“No.”

“I read an article in Cosmo—” I opened my mouth to say something derogatory, but Rodrigo’s open palm stopped me. “I know what you’re going to say, but hear me out. The article was talking about all the things you should do before you turn forty. One of the checklist items was taking a vacation by yourself. It talked about going outside your comfort zone and learning to enjoy your own company and doing some introspection.”

“I live by myself. I know how to enjoy my own company,” I stated drily. 

“Yes, but you’ll be out of your element.” He held up his pointer finger. “You can meet new people. Something you’d be less likely to do with your sister in tow.”

“Not necessarily,” I said defensively.

“Well, this way, you’ll meet new people without a wingman.”

“Or I’ll be the sad spinster sitting at the pool all by myself.”

It was Rodrigo’s turn to roll his eyes. “Not if you plan on wearing a bikini. The men will flock. Trust me.” He made a flicking motion with his hand, pretending to brush aside long hair. “Your chestnut mane, long legs, and curves will captivate them.” With a flourish, he pretended to remove a pair of sunglasses. “Once they see your sea-glass-green eyes, they’ll be lost forever.”

Embarrassment burned my cheeks, and I delivered a faltering laugh. “Okay. Enough about my trip. What about yours? Aren’t you leaving next week to go with Alfonse to his big chef’s convention?” Alfonse was Rodrigo’s partner, and an executive chef at a five-star French restaurant in downtown D.C.

“Yes.” He wouldn’t meet my gaze, flicking off a piece of lint from his sleeve instead.

“What’s that all about?”

“It’s nothing.” He uncrossed his legs.

My brows rose at his stonewalling.

“Don’t look at me that way.” He tsked and held up both hands in surrender. “Fine. This is the fifth time I’ve gone to this convention. And while it’s all rah-rah for Alfonse. It gets . . . old. I haven’t done the spouse registration the past two years. The tours start at the most ungodly hours, not taking into account the tastings and drinking that keeps us up late.” He shook his head. “That’s not a vacation for me. Most spouses don’t have time to go all week to the convention. So I end up taking my own tours. Which, I’ll have you know,” he said in response to my ironic stare, “I have done and enjoyed. But, it’s in Chicago—again.” He flopped back in the chair, allowing his arms to hang slack past the armrests and his head to loll back. “And I’ve done Chicago. I mean D-O-N-E. You have to realize, for Alfonse, it’s catching up with friends, meetings, competitions, certification exams” —he ticked off each item with a raised finger— “and an awards ceremony, which is a total yawn. He’s not up for any awards this year, so I asked if we could skip it, but his friend Jackson is up for some super-duper chef award and he must go.” Rodrigo said the last in an imitation of Alphonse’s French accent, accompanying his statement with an exaggerated eyeroll.

“Then why are you going?”

He shrugged. “It always happens in August, so I figure—since most of the office clears out with Congress—why not go? The first time, he was up for an award and I wanted to see him win, which he did. And we’ve gone to some good places, like Vegas and Miami. Besides, I feel as though I should support him.”

“Does he go to our conference with you?”

Rodrigo stared at me for a moment before answering, “No. He can’t take the time away from the restaurant.”

I shrugged. “I think it’s sweet you go to support him. Besides, I’m sure you’ll find fun in Chicago.”

“I suppose,” he mumbled, staring off into space.

The desk phone rang, and my boss’s name flashed across the LED. “It’s Hasina.”

“Catch you later.” Rodrigo exited, pulling my door closed behind him. 
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Chapter Two
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I laid the takeout bag of food on the floor and hunted for the condo keys inside my purse. 

“Smells delicious. What are you having?”

I jumped and spun around, my heart knocking at a brisk beat. “Mrs. Thundermuffin, I didn’t hear you.”

My petite neighbor, who lived around the corner and with whom I shared a wall, stood less than six feet away. I must have been far inside my own head not to have noticed her approach. She wore a multi-colored, calf-length patchwork skirt with a pair of purple high-heeled cowboy boots. A bright yellow tunic and matching fascinator atop her neon pink hair finished off the ensemble. To say that Mrs. Thundermuffin’s fashion sense was eccentric would be an understatement. I worked very hard to keep my face in a position I termed “interested neutrality,” a facial expression I developed during law school. Her outfits were always so outrageous, they made me want to laugh; however, the last thing I ever wanted was to cause embarrassment to such a sweet lady. 

“You do seem to be distracted. What is it? Kill off any new congressmen or senators lately?”

I sputtered.

She grinned. “Close your mouth, dear. I know you didn’t kill that senator. But you uncovered who did. Didn’t you?”

My mouth snapped shut. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Mrs. Thundermuffin.”

“It’ll be our secret.” She winked, and I was stymied for a response. 

She was referencing a recent “adventure”—as I liked to call them, although Mike would argue they were scrapes, plights, or jams—where a sitting senator . . . well, not to beat around the bush . . . basically died at my feet. With the help of Rodrigo, I uncovered a multimillion-dollar conspiracy, but not until two more people were dead and we had been put on the killers’ hitlist. A number of people, including some at the FBI, had worked hard to keep my name out of the press. 

“It’s good to see you back on your feet. Your knee injury all healed?”

I looked down. “Yes. The knee is back to full capacity. Thanks for asking.”

Mrs. Thundermuffin sniffed. “Smells like Italian.” 

“What?”

“Your dinner, dearie. Italian?”

“Oh.” I glanced at the bag at my feet. “Fettuccini Alla Bolognese. I wasn’t up for cooking.”

“Is your boyfriend coming over for dinner?”

“As a matter of fact, he is.”

“Such a nice fellow. Always so polite when I see him.”

I felt like I was getting the approval of a grandmother or aging aunt. “Thank you.”

“And so handsome, with all that dark hair and dark brooding eyes.” She wiggled her brows. “Looks like one of those handsome superheroes from Hollywood. Like that Doctor Strange fellow, he’s one of my favorites.” My face must have lost that careful expression of interested neutrality, because she continued, “Oh, don’t look so surprised, Karina, dear. I’m up on all that Marvel Universe stuff. Mr. Albert and I like to catch the matinee showings. Only five dollars” —she splayed her hand at me— “with our senior discount.”

My fingers closed around the keys. I wanted to get inside, but if I went in, I’d have to invite in Mrs. Thundermuffin. Normally, I would invite her to join me and we’d enjoy a drink together, but tonight, I simply wasn’t up for it. “Um, was there something you needed, Mrs. Thundermuffin?”

“As a matter of fact, there is. I have to leave town rather unexpectedly and I was hoping you could pick up my mail,” she said.

I stuck the condo key in the lock and twisted. “Well, I can certainly do so for the next few days, but you see, I’m leaving for my own trip on Saturday.” 

“Then it works out just fine. I’ve put a stop-mail order in starting on Saturday. But there is a particular package on the way. Would you mind retrieving it from the mailroom when it arrives and holding on to it until we both return?”

“Sure. How long will you be gone?”

“It’s unclear.” She leaned closer and whispered, “My grandnephew seems to have gotten himself in a bit of a pickle and I’m going down to help him.”

“Where are you headed?” I whispered back.

“Mexico.” She spoke in her normal voice, so I returned to mine.

“What a surprise. I’m headed to Mexico myself. Cancun. What about you?”

“Mexico City.”

I grimaced. “Are you sure you need to go there? I’ve heard Mexico City can be dangerous.”

“Don’t worry about me, dearie. I speak many languages, including Español.” She flicked her wrist and the half dozen bangles there made a lovely jingling sound.

“I’ve never asked, Mrs. Thundermuffin, what did you do before you retired?”

“Oh, a bit of this and that, working for the government, you know. Don’t we all?” she said in a fadeaway voice. “Well, anyway, thanks for doing me a solid. Isn’t that the expression the young people use these days when you perform a favor—doing me a solid?”

I bit my lip to keep from laughing. “That is correct, Mrs. Thundermuffin.”

“You needn’t laugh.”

Chastised, the smile disappeared immediately.

“I like to keep up with social changes, you know,” she continued. “The young programmer in 205 put me on the Instagram. He also tried to set me up on Twitter and Facebook, but I refused. ‘Only one thing, Jonathan,’ I said. I simply don’t have enough time to keep up with all the social medias. In the end, we decided on the Instagram.” She flashed a set of pearly white dentures. “Not to toot my own horn, but I’m quite popular. I have sixty-six followers at last count. Some of them are gentlemen. Strangers.” She winked.

“Good for you. What’s your handle?”

“That little ‘at’ symbol” —she made a circling motion with her pointer finger— “LadyThundermuffin.”

I bit the inside of my cheek. With a handle like that, I was surprised she didn’t have six thousand followers. “I’ll have to follow you.”

“Thank you, dear. And I’ll follow you back, of course. Now, your dinner is getting cold. Here’s my mailbox key.” She fumbled in her pocket. “I’m number fifty-nine. Right next to yours.”

I took the key. “No problem.”

“Be sure to slather up with sunscreen. The sun is quite strong down there, being so much closer to the equator, and your fair skin will burn easily.”

“Will do,” I said to her retreating back. Her colorful outfit brightened the neutral beige hallway as her cowboy boots clattered down the hall. She did a funny little dance step around the corner, and at that very moment, I decided I wanted to become like Mrs. Thundermuffin when I grew up.

Half an hour later, as I finished plating the takeout, Mike’s key rattled in the lock. 

“What on earth did you make? It smells delicious.” He entered the kitchen and kissed the back of my neck. “I see you started cocktails without me.” He referred to the half-empty glass of pinot grigio in my hand.

“I didn’t make anything. Our favorite Italian restaurant made us some fettucine. My heart wasn’t into cooking tonight. It came with salad, so you can stick your bag in the fridge for another time. Would you like a glass of this white, or do you want to open the red?” I indicated the bottle he pulled out of his grocery bag. 

“White is fine with me.” He tossed the bag of salad in the fridge and watched me as I poured him a glass of the pinot grigio and put it on the kitchen island next to his plate. 

“You seem rather . . . melancholy. Is it the wine, or the trip?”

I climbed onto a stool and sighed, placing my chin in my hand. “It’s the trip. My mom can’t come because she’s taking care of Jilly. I tried Latesha, but she’s already taking time off the following week. You can’t come. There’s really no one else I can think to call who could take off time so last minute. It just sucks.”

Mike sat on the stool next to mine and stared at me for a beat before giving a snort. “First world problems.”

I delivered him a side-eye. 

“Don’t give me that look. It’s too bad that Jillian can’t go with you, but you’re spending ten days at a beautiful resort in paradise. You listed a dozen different activities that you can do while you are there. And” —he O’d his mouth and put a hand up— “you could actually, you know, relax. Read a book. Sit by the pool and sip daiquiris. Get a tan.”

“All right, smartass, I get it. Don’t look a gift horse and all that. Rodrigo basically told me the same thing.”

He gave me a hard stare. “I think you need this trip. You’ve been working ninety-to-nothing, even while recovering from your knee injury. You could use some down time.”

“Right back atcha.” 

“Actually, my workload has been normal. Yours has been off the charts. When was the last time you got a full eight hours of sleep?” He gently touched the bags beneath my eyes—bags I’d had to hide with more and more makeup lately. His dark gaze was alert and caring. In the past two weeks, my own had become droopy and bloodshot. I’d even developed a stress twitch in the corner of my left eye, which wiggled on and off throughout the day, driving me crazy. “You’ve had a helluva time lately. Are you afraid to go alone? Or to be alone without work to bury yourself in order to occupy your mind?”  

He was right. Of course. 

“Neither,” I lied, throwing back the last of my wine. “It would just be nice to have company on my vacation.”

“K.C., have you contacted the psychologist I recommended?”

I snorted. “When would I have time for that? Between work, appointments, and physical therapy, there is no time to add any more doctors into my schedule. Besides, I’m just fine.”

His gaze became pointed. I didn’t need ESP to know what was on his mind. “You need a break. You’re worn out and cranky. Something’s changed.” He tilted his head. “You haven’t been the same since your sister—"

Mentally pulling up my big girl panties, I held up a hand to stop him. “You needn’t go on. You’re right. This trip will be good for me. A full night’s sleep and some R&R will be beneficial. I’m sure when I return, I’ll be back to my jolly old self.”

Mike looked as though he wanted to say more.

I glanced away and scooped up a pile of salad. “Anything interesting happen at work?” I asked.

After a moment of excruciating silence, Mike must have accepted my change of subject. “As a matter of fact . . .” 
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Chapter Three
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Tuesday morning, the alarm blasted me out of a deep sleep. I slammed the button and rolled over—to an empty bed. Mike hadn’t spent the night. I recalled crawling into bed around nine, laptop in hand, with plans to clean out some email. Glancing over, I found the laptop closed, sitting on my bedside table with a sticky note attached to it. 

Mike’s bold handwriting scribbled across the paper.


Have an early meeting. Gone home to let you sleep. Text you later. 

Love, M



Gee, I’m a fun date. I crumpled the note and tossed it in the general direction of the wastebasket next to my dresser. It dropped into the metal receptacle with a quiet thunk. 

“Huh.”  Figuring it was a good omen for the day, I got out of bed, slightly more cheerful than I had been in . . . well, let’s just say it’d been awhile since I’d gotten out of bed with anything resembling a spring in my step. 

An hour later, the smell of coffee and cinnamon toast filled my two-bedroom condo as I trotted around in my pantsuit and high heels, methodically gathering the day’s necessities. With my to-go cup of java in one hand, I placed my laptop bag by the front door next to my purse. Then I packed a gym bag with sneakers, shorts, and a T-shirt. 

Last week, the doctor and my physical therapist had given me a clean bill of health and encouraged me to return fully to my normal physical activities. That same afternoon I made arrangements to get in a self-defense class at Silverthorne Security before heading out on vacation. 

Silverthorne was a private security firm in Washington, D.C. The staff, or at least the few staff members I’d met, was comprised of former military special operations guys. They provided security for foreign diplomats in Washington and a variety of other services, including private investigation. They also worked overseas. Mike once told me that when you wanted to generate a small country coup d’état, you called Silverthorne. I’m fairly sure they performed black op missions for the CIA, though I’d never received confirmation when I asked. I’d stumbled across Silverthorne when, unbeknownst to me, they’d been hired to protect me from a mafia threat that I’d been blissfully unaware of until one of said mafia thugs attacked me in the back stairwell of my building. Ever since that incident, I’d been taking private self-defense classes from one or another of the Silverthorne guys. 

Mike was not thrilled about my relationship with Silverthorne. He thought they worked in the gray areas of the law, and he might have had a better idea of what they did than I. However, back in May something happened that may have altered his feelings, because when I told him I had arranged a self-defense class, he hadn’t delivered his usual disapproving face. Instead, he’d nodded approvingly and said, “Good!”

So, after a relatively slow day at work, I was ready to get back into fighting mode. I’d always found a workout with one of the boys helped release the frustrations of the day, something I’d come to miss over the past few months as I healed. 

As I parked in front of the large, nondescript warehouse, the front door opened, revealing a figure I knew well. A little over six feet tall, Rick, the head of Silverthorne Security, nicely filled out his worn jeans and black polo. The muscular biceps were noticeable and firm, but not obscenely bulging. His BMI probably ranged within the zone of perfection. 

I waved, pulling my bag from the trunk of my beat-up Honda. “How’s it going, Rick? Haven’t seen you in a while.”

A small grin spread across his face as he strolled out to meet me. “What happened to Batman?”

I’d nicknamed him Batman because of the way he swooped in and out of my life—more often than not, getting me out of hot water. “Hmm.” I put a finger to my lips and cocked my head. “I don’t know if I can continue with that moniker. Now that I know your last name, it’s like the mystery is gone.”

He took the pink-and-white striped duffle from my grasp and hung it on his shoulder. “You don’t know where I live.”

I slammed my trunk closed. It didn’t catch the first time and I tried again. “Do you live in a cave?” I teased.

“No.” Together we slammed the trunk shut and it finally caught. “Cardinal, when are you going to get a new car?” he asked as he pointed to the fist-sized dent in my rear bumper.

“Never. I’m taking a page out of your book. I plan to hold on to it until it becomes a classic.” I winked. Rick sometimes drove a 1970 Ford Torino Cobra Jet, a badass muscle car. 

Those slate gray eyes shot me a disbelieving stare. “It’s a Honda Accord. It’ll never be a classic.”

“Shh, you’re ruining my delusions of grandeur.” I sighed. “Seriously, I’m waiting until I hit the jackpot.”

He gave me a hard stare. 

“Ugh. I know what you’re going to say, but there’s no way I could’ve taken that money. Besides, considering everything you did to help me in May, I’m fairly certain I’ve run through quite a bit of my retainer.”

He grunted, opening the door for me. “Not even close.”

My brows rose in surprise, but I didn’t probe deeper. “So, who’s on the list to toss me around today? Jin? Josh? Some unwitting newbie? Wait.” I halted. “This is new.”

The long beige hallway had been painted a soft teal, and the old brown carpet replaced with a rustic gray wood laminate, but the biggest change was the addition of a reception
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