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MISSION LOG




	AGENT A:	“Do you want to reach out to Winter? Or should I?”

	AGENT B:	“Makes no difference to me, ma’am.”

	AGENT A:	“I think it might.”

	AGENT B:	“Are you afraid I’m going to scare the kid away?”

	AGENT A:	“I do think that’s a possibility, yes.”

	AGENT B:	“I’m a grumpy old man, not a rabid mongoose.”

	AGENT A:	“Your expression scared the daylights out of our interns when you were tracking down those Orange Alerts we got last year. One of them cried because he thought you were mad at him.”

	AGENT B:	“Look, I like Winter Young just fine. But I don’t know how he’ll react to a second mission with us. Pop stars aren’t exactly easy to book, either. And then there’s the issue of the Jackal.”

	AGENT A:	“What’s the issue?”

	AGENT B:	“She’s … not exactly a fan.”

	AGENT A:	“She said they made an effective enough team.”

	AGENT B:	“I believe her exact words were, I’d rather be incarcerated in a Moscow prison than have to work with Winter Young again.”

	AGENT A:	“Niall, my dear, when will you learn that asking the Jackal questions when she has the flu isn’t going to get you accurate answers? If you haven’t noticed, she has found a way to casually ask about him at least once a month since their London mission.”

	AGENT B:	“That doesn’t mean anything.”

	AGENT A:	“Mm.”

	AGENT B:	“What?”

	AGENT A:	“Nothing, I just think you’re being a concerned father.”

	AGENT B:	“I’m not her father.”

	AGENT A:	“I know. But I also know why you’re worried.”

	AGENT B:	“Pray tell, why is that?”

	AGENT A:	“Because this is your last mission with Panacea. Because that means you won’t be here to watch over her anymore. And because you want to protect her, like you always have.”

	AGENT B:	“She’s a grown young lady. And a self-sufficient one at that. She doesn’t need me to protect her, just like she doesn’t need to babysit a spoiled pop star. Again.”

	AGENT A:	“You know it’s okay to be worried about her. And it’s okay to be worried about retiring.”

	AGENT B:	“I’m not worried. I’m looking forward to retirement.”

	AGENT A:	“Are you?”

	AGENT B:	“Well, let’s say, theoretically, that after I retire … I finally ask you out on a real date.”

	AGENT A:	“Then let’s say that I’d accept. Theoretically.”

	AGENT B:	“Wait. Really?”

	AGENT A:	“Theoretically, Niall. But … yes. I would.”

	AGENT B:	“All right, then.”

	AGENT A:	“You’re adorable when you smile.”

	AGENT B:	“You see? An adorable man wouldn’t scare Winter away. Shall I contact him, then? Or do you really insist on doing it yourself?”

	AGENT A:	“Let’s have the Jackal do it. She was his partner. She should know how to get a yes out of him. Besides, she’ll still startle him less than you will.”

	AGENT B:	“I’m amused that you think so. Somehow, I doubt the Jackal is going to go easy on him.”

	AGENT A:	“I don’t think Winter would want it any other way.”

	AGENT B:	“If that’s true, then they’re going to have a great time.”
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All Love Bears a Cost

Honolulu, Oahu 
Hawaii

The forecast had called, as it often did in Honolulu, for scattered showers. But by midafternoon, luck had pushed the warm rains further up the island of Oahu, and instead the skies over Waikiki Beach were dappled with cotton clouds against the late summer blue. The winds were gentle and humid, the ocean changing colors under the shifting sunshine like a mercurial gemstone, from deep jade to a turquoise so searing that the water looked artificial.

It was the perfect day for the interview of the year, and the crowd that had gathered around the stage set up on the sand was frantic. Now and then, excited cheers pulsed through them, like ripples that originated with the boy seated at the center of the stage, his figure shaded under a translucent white canopy, one of his legs crossed casually over the other.

He was dressed in a pale collared shirt and shorts, and smelled like sunscreen, citrus, and salt wind. His hair was thick and messy, so pitch-black that it shone blue under the sun, and his eyes, dark and slender behind a pair of aviators, currently expressed a mixture of politeness and discomfort as he stared at his interviewer.

Winter Young, the most famous superstar in the world, had only agreed to this interview for the sake of his manager, Claire, who’d had to deal with star reporter Evelyn Dace for a year as she tried to nab Winter for a proper interview.

Now the reporter leaned forward from the chair opposite Winter, her green eyes fixed so intently on him that he felt like she could see into his very marrow. He kept his face calm, his own gaze steady and unwavering, a quiet challenge in return.

“Tell me,” Evelyn began in a gentle yet patronizing tone. “Are you currently dating anyone?”

Claire had, as usual, given her a list of approved questions in addition to topics they were to avoid at all costs, but Evelyn had strayed from the list early on—first a pointed comment about Winter’s diet (he didn’t have one), then an off-the-cuff remark about his close relationships with his backup dancers. Now this. Winter could feel the heat rising at his collar, but he couldn’t give her the satisfaction of a response.

So instead, he offered Evelyn a demure, practiced smile and pushed the sleeves of his shirt higher, exposing more of the tattoos decorating his forearms. “Not right now,” he said. “I’ve been too busy with the new album to date.”

Instead of taking his hint to steer the conversation back to the album, the reporter just looked down at her notes slyly, as if she knew there was more Winter wasn’t letting on. “Come now, Winter. You’ve been dropping hints in all your new tracks.”

He shrugged. “Every artist is inspired by life. And love is one of life’s greatest inspirations,” he said, and scattered shrieks came from the crowd.

Evelyn smiled at that, nodding at the career highlights reel playing on the screen behind them. Winter watched the footage of himself as a fourteen-year-old boy, long and lanky like an unsteady colt, newly famous and petrified of crowds, stepping out onto the stage of an arena for the first time.

Sometimes he forgot how young he was when he began this wild journey. Years later, he still found it strange to look back.

“This is my very first concert,” the past version of himself said shyly in the video, offering the crowd his famous, secret smile. And the audience went wild.

Winter glanced away from the screen and back at Evelyn, who had crossed her arms. “Some people say that you’ve reached a renaissance in your work,” she said. “Bolder melodies and complex lyrics hinting at new secrets.”

“Are you some people?”

“Sure. Let’s say I am.”

He took the opportunity to steer the topic back to his album. “Then thank you,” he replied. “There are a lot of tracks I’m excited to share. I hope others can relate—”

The reporter interrupted him. “It seems fairly obvious your growth isn’t just random. You really expect us to believe you don’t have some new passion—new love—inspiring you?” She was not letting him go easily. “What really changed—or better yet, who changed you?”

Sydney Cossette.

Her name sprang unbidden to Winter’s mind, and he had to force himself to keep his expression neutral.

Sometimes Winter forgot that, for a month, he had been an actual secret agent.

Sometimes, what happened last year—that he’d been recruited to work undercover for an intelligence agency called the Panacea Group to help take down a billionaire tycoon—still seemed like a fever dream. Sometimes he forgot that the girl who’d posed as his bodyguard back then was really a secret agent assigned to be his partner.

Sydney Cossette.

If only they’d given in to being so much more.

They’d hated each other at first, and then they’d become allies. And then … well, they’d had a moment with each other that went beyond friendship. And now it didn’t matter, because they’d probably never see each other again.

His thoughts about her had been hourly for the first few weeks after he left London to recuperate fully at home, sometimes so overpowering that he could barely bring himself to get out of bed. But now they had faded to something manageable, the image of her small, fierce face framed with blond hair pushed inevitably aside for the crowd of concerts and parties and banquets and galas and interviews that all came back with regular force once he returned to his work.

Sometimes he forgot entirely, and that strange world felt so distant that he wondered if perhaps he had imagined the whole thing.

But sometimes he would walk past a cobblestone street or a quiet, hedged garden. Sometimes he would see an elegant bridge or a particular frame of airplane. Sometimes he would see a messy blond bob in the crowd. And those thoughts would return to his mind.

She would return.

He coped the only way he knew how: by writing. For the past half year, he’d written music like a boy possessed, gotten out some of the best songs of his life, filled an entire stack of little notebooks that sat teetering on his work desk at home. It felt like a guiding light had switched on in his mind, and all he had to do was follow it and the notes would come pouring out of him.

He snapped back to the present, waving at the crowd by way of answering the reporter’s question. Cheers momentarily drowned out anything and everything.

He smiled at them again before turning back to the reporter. “I’ve just been grateful lately,” he said. “Any romance in my new lyrics is inspired by that, by gratitude for what my fans have given me. That’s it.”

Evelyn’s jaw tightened slightly, a flicker of annoyance crossing her face. Winter’s eyes darted for a moment to Claire, who was standing at the edge of the stage with her arms crossed, her lips flattened into a line. Their eyes met, and she gave him a near-imperceptible shake of her head.

Hang in there, she seemed to say. Time’s almost up.

“That’s a lovely statement,” Evelyn said, her gentle smile so professional that it grated on Winter’s nerves. “There’s been a real sense of joy in your recent music, nevertheless. Perhaps you’ve been able to put aside some of the tragedies in your past. Would you say that’s true?”

Winter stiffened, holding back a sigh of frustration. She was really going there. “What do you mean?” he said.

“Tell me about your brother,” she said. “It’s common knowledge that his death has always loomed large in your life, yes?”

Artie.

Off in the corner, Winter could hear the unmistakable hiss of Claire taking a sharp breath. He didn’t need to look at her to know she was furious at this question.

“Yes,” he answered curtly. “Of course.”

“Have you found a way to move on from that loss?”

Had he? For a moment, Winter imagined that he wasn’t sitting in this interminable interview, but wandering along the edge of the ocean in Santa Monica beside his older brother, twelve years apart in age, fathered by different men but united by the same mother.

Look, Artie had said on that misty morning. An unbroken shell.

He leaned down to pick up a pristine, pink-tinted clamshell, then washed it in the tide before handing it to Winter. Toss it back in the ocean and make a wish, he’d said.

Is that a thing? Winter had replied.

Artie had laughed and mussed up Winter’s hair. You can make it a thing.

So Winter had tossed it into the sea and wished to be famous, to be loved by his mother, to be remembered by somebody.

He should have wished instead for Artie to stay alive.

The memory faded. “You don’t ever move on from a death,” Winter answered calmly. “You just find better ways of coping.”

“You’ve managed to replace the grief in your past with love, then.”

“Grief is love. It’s the price we pay for the gift of someone meaningful in our lives.” They should be nearly at the hour mark. Almost done.

The reporter seemed to hear something in her earpiece. She paused, listening.

Then her eyes darted to Winter, and a look of what Winter could only describe as gleeful anticipation came across her face. She nodded. “Now, my sources say that a major publisher has just announced a tell-all book about you, to be released in the fall of this year. Any comment?”

Winter’s polite smile faltered at the same time the crowd let out a chorus of confused murmurs, then gasps. He must have heard her wrong. Behind Evelyn, he saw Claire staring down at her phone with an expression of growing horror. The news must have broken right in the middle of his interview.

Evelyn seemed to catch the crack in his façade, because a gleam came into her eyes. “This is a surprise to you, I see.”

A tell-all. Who would write an unauthorized tell-all about him?

Say something, he told himself harshly. “That rumor’s new to me,” he answered out loud.

She nodded with false sympathy and leaned toward him, her guise of concern still on her face. “I’m sorry to catch you off guard, as I thought you were already aware of it. No one has announced the author of the book yet. Perhaps you know?”

“I don’t,” he heard himself say stiffly, but the words sounded like they came from someone else. His eyes darted to Claire, who was now arguing with one of the producers. When the man shook his head at her, a look of fury crossed her face.

“Could it be someone you know well? A family member?” the reporter pressed.

“I don’t know,” Winter repeated.

“Winter,” the woman said in a gentle, coaxing voice. “Tell me about your mother.”

His mother?

“Are you implying that she wrote this?” he said.

“Absolutely not.” Evelyn lifted her hands in innocence. “But the nature of the book feels like an inside source. Perhaps someone close, familial. I’ve heard you’ve had a rather contentious relationship with your mother. Is that true?”

“I’m not going to answer that,” he said, his voice tight. “And nothing anyone has to say in a book about me will be a surprise to the public.”

But Evelyn’s words had already planted seeds of doubt in his mind. Could it be his mother? Had some company called her, talked her into doing it? Had she neglected to tell him? She had done unauthorized magazine interviews that had approached her, had once given away one of his school notebooks for an auction without telling him, the contents of which were then spread everywhere online. The thought was too much to handle, at least in a setting like this, with thousands of eyes fixed on him and the shine of a Hawaiian afternoon suddenly much too warm.

He needed to get off this stage. He needed to escape.

The reporter’s sweet, sympathetic expression soured to a grimace. “You once considered ending your career early in your first year in order to take care of your mother while she suffered a mental health crisis. Isn’t that right?”

At that, Winter snapped. He moved as if through a dream, suddenly rising from his chair and stripping the microphone from his collar, yanking the device’s wire out of his clothes. The clip fell from his side and onto the wooden stage with a hollow clank.

Down in the sand at the side of the stage, Claire nodded at him and made a circular motion with her finger.

Let’s go, she mouthed at him.

The audience stirred, murmuring at the commotion. The reporter’s smile wavered. She’d pushed him too far, and her demeanor quickly changed again, turning naïve and bewildered. “Mr. Young,” she said, “we are happy to move on to a different topic if that’s more comfortable for you—”

“Sorry.” It took the last of Winter’s media training to utter the simple apology to her. Then he looked straight at the camera and said it again, this time sincerely. “I’m sorry, everyone.” Then he walked off the stage.

The beach around him was a blur. On the sand, fans shrieked and reached for him, eagerly snapping photos as he strolled past, and he managed a smile and a wave for them before he reached Claire. She looped a hand through his arm as bodyguards moved into formation around them, guiding them along the path that led back to the main walkway where his car was waiting. Behind them, the producer tried to call them back to the stage, but Claire just lifted a middle finger over her head without looking back. Already, clusters of onlookers had started to shift toward his car, waves of excited screams accompanying them.

“I’ll take care of it,” Claire whispered as they climbed into the car. “I promise. Don’t waste your time worrying.”

He looked at her. His jaw clenched, his entire body still tingling with anger from Evelyn’s final question. “But is the rumor true?” he asked quietly.

Claire gave him a rare, pitying look. He knew that could only mean one thing.

“We’ll talk about it later. This is an invasion of privacy on a gross scale. We’ll sue everyone for all they’re worth, and we’ll win. Evelyn. The publisher. The author, whoever it is.”

Winter nodded numbly without believing her, felt his heart sink as the car pulled away. So, the book news was true. He hated to admit it, but all he could think about was the only suspect: his mother. And the possibility that she might have, once again, but as always, wounded him deeply. Likely without even realizing it.

Because it didn’t matter that millions of people around the world knew Winter’s name, that they followed his every move, that they said they loved him. No one did so for free. To everyone, even his own mother, he wasn’t a real person—just a product to be used.

And products were easily discarded.
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Getting back to his hotel felt like an eternal voyage. The crowd along the beach had been roused into a frenzy at his sudden departure, fans intermixed with paparazzi all crowding around the car, their questions muffled by the window glass into an incoherent mess. Winter hid behind his shades and gave them all a tense wave as his driver inched and honked his way through the crowd. At last, they reached the barricades lining the road, and the commotion fell away into the rhythmic sound of tires against pavement.

“We’re never returning to that show,” Claire hissed beside him as she typed madly into her phone. “I’m sorry I ever arranged it.”

“It’s Evelyn Dace,” Winter replied tiredly. “Of course we were going to say yes.”

She tensed her jaw, teeth grinding. “Do you know what that producer said to me when I told them to cut the interview? ‘Think of all the headlines after this airs.’ The audacity. Like we’re the ones who need headlines. And after that mistreatment?” She cut off, her eyes flashing. “I’ll take care of it,” she vowed again.

In spite of everything, Winter couldn’t help smiling a little at her fury. No one did revenge like Claire. “Don’t go after her entire family, now.”

“Oh, I’m sparing nothing and nobody. I’m already emailing the head of the network and now I’m texting Stevenson over at Hearst to tear Evelyn a new one. She’ll be lucky to keep her position after I’m done with her.”

“She was just doing her job.”

“And I’m doing mine.” Claire looked up at him briefly over her phone. “Believe me, the publisher is going to get a very strongly worded letter from our lawyers. If they don’t want to get themselves caught in legal hell, they’re going to think twice about releasing this book. Oh, and I’m also sending Evelyn a very special gift basket.”

Winter closed his eyes and groaned. “Claire.”

“Don’t worry. It’ll have her favorite sugared almonds with a card that plays an excruciatingly loud song when opened and has a battery that’s impossible to remove. And glitter. A gallon of glitter.”

Winter laughed and shook his head at her, then closed his eyes. “Thank you,” he said quietly.

“I’m really sorry, Winter,” Claire said, her voice quieter now.

“It’s okay.” He didn’t even feel angry anymore, or nauseous, or anxious. He was just tired, and all he wanted was room service and the cold comfort of an unfamiliar hotel bed. Outside his tinted window, he could still see clusters of fans on the occasional street corner, framed before the majestic green slope of Diamond Head in the background, cheering as his entourage passed by.

His phone continued to buzz nonstop. He glanced at it wearily and caught a glimpse of the messages from his friends Dameon and Leo, who had been texting him in their group chat before the broadcast even began.

r u ok

Leo’s icon was that of a brown-skinned boy with a grin almost too large for the rest of his features, his light brown curls a wild frame around his face.

Of course he’s not okay, do you need to ask

Dameon’s icon was entirely opposite in mood—a side profile of a Black boy with long dreads and a serious expression, looking out at a cityscape from a hiking trail.

just asking. that was awful

not you, the interview lady. you just looked unhappy

Leo wow stop

stopping

anyway Winter I’m at Bloom later tonight, come grab drinks and forget this mess

yall are going to Bloom?

Best club in the city with food

i’m jealous, sigh. drink an extra shot for me

Wish you were here, Leo

Their texts went on and on. Winter could almost hear them in his head, bickering as they always did during their rehearsals since they began as his backup dancers at the beginning of his career. Technically, they were still with him because he paid their salaries, but they had also become like his brothers, his second family and closest friends.

But only Dameon was here in Honolulu with him this time. After what had happened in London last year, Leo had taken a sabbatical to rest at home with his family. The memory still triggered Winter’s guilt. Leo wouldn’t have been in that situation, had it not been for Winter. And Leo deserved to recover, although Winter missed his friend sorely.

But at least Dameon was still here. Maybe Winter could use some company tonight, could vent about the day with him and laugh over a few drinks.

I’m ok, he texted back. Heading back now.

Then he put his phone down and closed his eyes. He should try to call his mother, ask her about the book directly. But right now, he didn’t have the strength. All he wanted to do was shut down.

He turned his phone over idly and nudged a finger under the rubber case, touching the edge of a business card he always kept tucked inside.

It was a card for the Claremont Hotel in Saint Paul, Minnesota, one of the finest luxury stays in the city. But Winter knew what the business card was really for, that inside the hotel hid the headquarters of the Panacea Group, the place where he first met Sydney. As they often did, he found his thoughts wandering back to her. What she might be doing. Where in the world she might be. What dangerous mission she might be on without him.

If you’re ever in need of help, Sydney had said to him, call us.

He’d memorized the number, even though he’d never used it. For the past year, he had been searching for every excuse in the world to dial that number and get patched through to Panacea, hoping for another chance to dip his toe back into that secret world, fantasizing that the person who picked up on the other end would be Sydney.

Laughable, of course. Why would they ever need him again? He was nothing but an entertainer. The mission he’d been sent on had been an unusual, once-in-a-blue-moon kind of situation. He would probably never see Sydney again. Panacea would never contact him again. That was just the way it would be, and the sooner he accepted that, the better.

By the time they arrived at the hotel, the sun had lowered enough to touch the water, and the entire sky was a rainbow of setting colors against gathering clouds, foreshadowing warm rains later in the night. Winter could feel himself crashing, his emotions turning ever inward.

“I’ll have some tea sent to your room,” Claire said as the elevator stopped on his floor. “Jasmine, decaf, no sugar, two kettles of water. You just get some rest, okay?”

Winter nodded as the elevator doors slid open. He stepped out.

“Good night, Claire,” he said over his shoulder.

“Good night, Winter,” she answered, already back on her phone.

He walked down the hall toward his suite. After the chaos at the beach, he should have been happier about being left alone—but as he went, he felt the empty air close in around him, thick and suffocating. He couldn’t muster the energy to hang out with Dameon right now, and yet he didn’t know where to put the anxiety that now thrummed within him.

Sure, Dameon and Claire could listen to his woes, could sympathize, but no one could truly understand the strange path he walked, or feel the same fears that now swirled inside him.

Wasn’t all this what he wanted? Wasn’t he so lucky? Hadn’t he once been poor and forgotten, hungering for affection every day of his life? A hunger so deep that even a stadium filled with fans couldn’t sate it? Didn’t he crave the attention?

No, it wasn’t the attention he needed. It was the love. He just wanted to create something and know that it mattered to someone, that he mattered. That maybe someone, somewhere was listening to his work, nodding along to the words, feeling something real. He just wanted to make things that made people happier, wanted to close his eyes in a stadium and hear the voices of fifty thousand souls all singing along. But he didn’t know how to get that without also getting this—the salacious rumors, the invasive questions, the cruel articles full of false information, the microphones shoved in his face.

No one knew what it was like to keep an entire life bottled up for fear of it getting out to the public, what it was like to sit on the floor of a hotel room and hesitate to call his own mother, just in case she might leak his words to the press.

No, that wasn’t entirely true. Sydney knew. Sydney would understand that.

When she was in his life, he’d felt like, finally, someone understood the most misunderstood parts of him, without him ever saying any of it aloud. Someone had been with him and seen him for who he truly was. And then she had vanished without a trace.

Maybe it was for the best. While he was here, doing trivial interviews about nothingness, she was out saving the world, without a single person applauding her. Maybe he didn’t deserve her, anyway.

His mind was still on Sydney when he turned the corner and saw a girl standing outside the door to his penthouse suite.

His heart jumped.

Sydney? Could it be?

But then the silhouette turned, and he recognized the figure with a sinking feeling. How did she get up here past the security?

She must have just come from a party—under her trench coat glittered a silver dress that winked at him as she moved. Her hair was pinned up in pretty brown waves, a loose tendril grazing the side of her face. And those eyes—just like how he remembered them. She looked as lovely as she had the final time he put his arms around her waist and she whispered his name the way only she knew how.

That was before their tumultuous breakup. Before she broke his heart for the dozenth time.

She was the last person he needed to see right now.

At the sight of him standing there, frozen, she smiled, pushed away from the wall, and sauntered over to him.

“Well, Winter,” said Gavi Ginsburg. “You’ve certainly looked better.”
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The Calm Before the Reunion

Sydney Cossette was the kind of girl nobody noticed.

She could enter a room without a single glance turning her way. A stranger would strike up a conversation with her only until they spotted someone more interesting. She supposed that she was pretty, with dark blue eyes and blond hair chopped in messy waves to her chin—but unremarkably so. She could meet the same person over and over and they would never remember her name. She could drift from place to place without anyone realizing she was there, flitting along the periphery as a tolerable presence but never the center of attention.

Niall, her mentor, told her that it was her natural talent. When people don’t notice you, they tend to entrust to you their secrets, sharing weaknesses and vices, failing to recall that they’d ever given them away. Sydney saved those crumbs in her vast memory, as Panacea had trained her to do, archiving them until they became useful. When she needed them again, she’d lay them all out in a neat row. Confessions. Fears. Sins.

Or, in this case, confirmation of the location of Winter Young’s rehearsal studio.

Sydney leaned against the driver’s window of the parked white van, adjusted her earpiece, and pretended to be bored as a pair of security guards outside Winter’s hotel argued within earshot.

“We can’t keep his car idling around the back.”

“Claire said it had to be here for him first thing in the morning.”

“But Queen Street will be blocked off until four A.M.”

“That’s fine. He always practices early.”

Queen Street. That meant the Waikiki Dance Studio, the only spot with the right facilities in the area. Sydney smiled a little as the two men argued, keeping them at the edge of her vision. Half an hour earlier, one of them had rapped on her window, asking her how long her equipment van was going to be parked here. She’d just given him an innocent shake of her head.

Claire told me five minutes, she’d said, holding up one hand with all her fingers outstretched. The man had shrugged and walked off, thinking Sydney was part of Winter’s team, and then promptly forgotten all about her.

“Jackal?”

“Ouais chef?” she replied distractedly to Niall’s gruff voice in her ear. This was her habit when talking to her mentor, greeting him in one of the twenty-seven languages she knew.

He grunted, as he always did, and she smiled.

“Syd, this isn’t a game,” he said.

“Fine, stopping.”

“You’re waiting in the van until dawn?”

“Unless you want me to knock on Winter’s door. I could grab a bellhop uniform,” she offered.

“No. Fine. Whatever works best,” Niall said. “Just letting you know we only have that van rented out until ten in the morning.”

“Ten’s all I’ll need.”

“You sound so sure he’ll agree.”

“Because I am sure.” Sydney glanced up at the hotel. “After that nightmare of an interview, Winter’s mood will be much better when he wakes up tomorrow. And I’d prefer him at his happiest if I’m going to be asking him to risk his life. Again.”

“Just try to keep the insults to a minimum.”

“Me?” Sydney feigned shock. “But I’m always nice.”

Niall laughed, warm and genuine, and Sydney smiled again. “Just be careful. That area’s crawling with security. Don’t get yourself a black eye from one of his guards.”

Sydney raised an eyebrow. “Are you telling me, the agent you once sent to infiltrate a Swiss bank, that you’re worried I can’t handle a superstar’s security detail?”

“I don’t know, you can tell me later which is worse. Our intel says Winter’s detail has gotten much more serious since last year.”

“Have you forgotten that you promoted me to full operative? I’ll be okay, Dad.”

He sighed. “I’ve told you to stop calling me that.”

“But it’s our last mission together, Dad. When will I ever get to call you Dad again?”

Niall snorted, but didn’t argue the point, and a pained silence cut through their conversation. Sydney felt her chest seize, even though her lungs felt fine.

“What are you going to do,” she asked, keeping her voice light, “once you’re officially retired from Panacea?”

“Take a vacation, maybe. Go to Bora-Bora. I hear the water’s very nice.”

“Is Quinn excited to see you?”

Another pause, followed by Niall clearing his throat. He never seemed comfortable talking about Quinn, but Sydney was always fascinated by Niall’s biological daughter. His real daughter. “I haven’t told her anything yet,” he said at last.

“Are you nervous?”

“I’ll be fine.”

But behind Niall’s deep growl, Sydney could hear a hint of fear. She recognized it from their own conversations—she heard it each time she had a brush with death on a mission or pushed her lungs too hard or missed a rendezvous. Sydney recalled the day he’d shown up at her high school in her decrepit, dying town, a secret agent disguised as a recruiter from a local factory. He had been touring the West, looking for promising agents to join Panacea’s training program, and she had been a fifteen-year-old girl who spent her days cutting class, who shoplifted as a coping mechanism, a girl still grieving her mother’s death from the same illness she had. A girl searching for a way out. Niall had caught her breaking into the school’s locked gym, had noticed her penchant for acquiring languages, and offered her a job. She wouldn’t find out until weeks later what Panacea was—or who she was about to become.

Niall never talked about Quinn, but his silence said more than anything. Sydney knew it must have been hard to have a relationship with a daughter who never saw you, whose childhood you missed but could never explain why.

“She’ll talk to you,” Sydney said gently.

Niall didn’t answer right away. “Here’s hoping, right?” he finally replied, and Sydney felt a pang of envy.

It was stupid, of course, to be jealous of Quinn. She’d never met the woman, and Niall wasn’t Sydney’s father. Hers was an alcoholic who hit her whenever he had a bad day at work, would taunt her for wanting to see the world beyond their small, suffocating town. Her father had let her mother die alone at the hospital because he was too much of a coward to be at her bedside.

Her father was not a good man, and Sydney had turned her back on him long ago.

She shoved the memories aside and stared up at the hotel. She knew the truth behind her pain—she was grieving Niall’s retirement as if he were giving her up along with Panacea. After this mission, he would be gone, off to make amends with his estranged daughter, the one that really mattered. Per the agency’s strict rules, he would never make contact with Sydney again. She would be truly alone.

She still had Sauda, Panacea’s director and her advisor of sorts, but Niall was the one who worked directly with Sydney on each and every one of her missions, had trained her from the start, had vouched for her when her thieving habits returned, when Sauda wanted her kicked out of Panacea for good.

Served her right, Sydney supposed, for letting herself get attached to someone. Hadn’t that been one of her first lessons at Panacea?

Loyalty to a secret, above all else.

Above emotions, above human bonds, above love. Loyalty to duty, to making the world a safer place.

“Just get the van back before ten.” Niall was still talking, and Sydney’s mind snapped back to the present, to the task at hand. A humid drizzle had begun dotting the van’s windows.

“I’ll have it back to you with a bow on top,” she replied.

“Leave off the bow, please.”

“You’re no fun at all,” she said, and he hung up.

Sydney put her phone away and slumped in her seat. At least Winter was a welcome distraction.

How long had it been since she’d seen him, anyway? A year?

Before she met him, Sydney—like the rest of the world—had her own assumptions about the superstar. Too aware of his good looks, too aware of his charisma, too aware of what he could do.

But then she’d learned that the truth was much worse. He was too aware of her. Sydney Cossette was good at being the girl no one noticed—better yet, she enjoyed it. But Winter had seen her immediately, in a way that made her feel exposed, in a way that unsettled and excited her.

She and Winter had had their fair share of arguments during their first mission together, and had gotten a bit … carried away with each other during a rather heated tryst in an indoor swimming pool. It all came flooding back, her cheeks starting to warm at the memories.

Maybe their reunion would be a painfully awkward one. But she still found herself looking forward to seeing him. She might walk through this world alone, but when she was with Winter, she had someone to walk with. And on this night, when she was feeling particularly vulnerable, the thought was comforting.

Unless … he didn’t want to see her again. Maybe he remembered their time together differently—maybe he didn’t remember it at all.

“Only one way to find out,” she murmured to herself, her eyes gazing up at the window to his room. The rain was picking up. With a sigh, she settled deeper into the van’s seat, trying to get comfortable for a few hours of sleep. Changing someone’s life at four in the morning was going to require getting some rest.




3

Old Flames, New Fires

Winter took one look at Gavi and immediately pulled out his phone.

She crossed her arms and pouted—her signature look. “Oh, come on. Don’t bother Claire at this hour. You’re not even going to let me rest in your room for a sec before kicking me out? After the night I had, I’m positively exhausted …” she said, wagging one of her lacy Ferragamo stilettos.

He lifted an eyebrow. “How did you even get up here?” he asked.

She ignored his question. “It’s pouring buckets outside, and my hotel’s on the other side of town. Just thought I’d stop here for a bit. Aren’t you happy to see me?”

Winter sighed. He knew her games too well. He and Gavi had been on and off for years, though the last time they spoke was over a year ago, several months before his mission with Panacea. But every time he thought they’d broken up for good, Gavi would show up on his doorstep. Somehow, she always knew where he’d be—and when his defenses would be down.

It was his own fault. No one was forcing him back to her, and yet he always went.

“Go back to your own hotel,” he said as he swiped his keycard. “I’ll book you a car, if you need me to.”

“No chivalry at all,” she said, shaking her head at him, jeweled earrings flashing. “I just escaped my date at a movie premiere, and I don’t feel like rushing back to sit in my room all alone.”

“Who, Rory?” he asked incredulously. “I thought you two were head over heels for each other.”

“You of all people should know better than to believe the tabloids, Winter.” She looked down at her heels, letting her perfect highlights fall softly against her face. “Turns out the fairy-tale romance has been a little one-sided.”

Winter felt a pang of guilt—she was right. He should know better. With Gavi, things were never as they seemed. Now he vaguely remembered the big movie premiere in town this week, and if there was a lavish event, Gavi would be there. As an It Girl on the social scene, even a five-minute appearance from Gavi could boost an event’s publicity tenfold. The world couldn’t get enough of her. But apparently her current fling could.

Or so she said. If there’s one thing Winter knew, it was to take Gavi’s words with a healthy dose of skepticism.

“I’m sorry,” he said politely, without asking for more details.

She looked up at him, her doe eyes soft but hungry. “Judging by the news spreading online, I’m guessing you’re not having the best night either.”

Winter entered the open doorway, put his hands in his pockets, and leaned back into the frame. He had worked so hard to distance himself after their last epic breakup, had done so well staying away.

You need to say no, warned the voice in his head. Right now.

But he knew he was weak tonight, and when he looked back into Gavi’s upturned eyes, he couldn’t help himself. So instead of saying no, he uttered a different word. “And?”

“Figured you needed the company as much as I did,” she answered, a sly smile playing on her lips.

In spite of their history, Winter felt himself waver. His relationship with Gavi had been completely different from the one he’d had with Sydney; he and Sydney had loathed each other at first sight, a tension that turned into something he’d call friendship, maybe more. But Gavi—he had fallen for Gavi too quickly. They’d found each other irresistible and funny and fascinating before they both realized that they were awful for each other.

And yet here he was, about to make that mistake again. Even now, Gavi drew him in, lulled him into the feeling that perhaps, with one more try, they could work out.

Gavi was still studying him with a coy look that he knew he couldn’t refuse.

“Well?” she said. Her eyes turned down. “Don’t make me beg.”

He sighed. Looked into his suite. Looked back at her.

“Just until the rain lets up,” he said, recognizing the lie before the words even left his lips.

“That’s all I was hoping for,” she replied with a shrug.

He stepped aside and held a hand toward his suite. “Claire’s sending some tea. Should I ask her to make it for two?”

Gavi walked past him, the dangerous smell of jasmine and vetiver trailing behind her. “Tea sounds perfect.”
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By the time their tea arrived, sheets of rain were slanting down across the nightscape outside his window.

Gavi took her cup and went to stand by the glass, her gaze fixed on the palm trees swaying against an ink-black ocean.

“So,” Winter said, coming to stand beside her with his own mug. His eyes stayed on the scene outside, too. “How bad was the premiere?”

She shrugged. “About as bad as finding out some mystery person is going to reveal your darkest secrets in an unauthorized tell-all.”

He snorted. “I’d much prefer a terrible movie to my reality.”

Gavi laughed, in that easy way of hers, and pulled her lustrous hair over one shoulder. “So, you don’t know who’s behind it?”

He shook his head. “Whoever it is, Claire probably already has our lawyers drafting up a lawsuit.”

Gavi smiled, then leaned sideways to bump her hip lightly against his. “Too bad. Should have been me.”

“Drafting the lawsuit?”

“Writing that tell-all. You know I have lots of interesting stories.”

“Please don’t,” he replied dryly.

“What? I wouldn’t embarrass you.” She reached up to rub his shoulder lightly, and his skin tingled. “I’d tell only the good stuff.”

“That would be impossible, because every good thing in our relationship was poison.”

“Oh, don’t be so dramatic.”

“We were nothing but dramatic, Gavi. Drama defined our entire relationship.”

“Not the entire relationship.”

“You seriously don’t remember the headlines? ‘Drama Defines Winter and Gavi’s Entire Relationship.’ Ring a bell?”

“Fine. Maybe. But we had fun too, didn’t we?” she said, smiling into her mug.

He knew she was baiting him, so he didn’t answer.

She turned to face him, biting her lip. “Mm,” she said. “Of course, my stories about you would need a content warning.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Would they?”

“Like our first time?”

Baiting him. Winter’s jaw tightened, even as her words beckoned the memory back. A party hosted by a mutual friend, followed by a series of increasingly rowdy games. Gavi had gone, giggling, into the bathroom where Winter was washing his hands, and when he’d tried to go around her, she’d stumbled right into him and knocked them both against the sink. Gavi had blurted out a ridiculous swear that caught Winter off guard and made him laugh so hard he cried. They’d teased each other about it all evening, had gotten touchy. They’d gone back to her place, and Winter could only remember the rest of that night in pieces—their clothes in a pile by the door, a lamp knocked off her nightstand, her legs straddling him and his hands gripping her bare hips, her labored breathing hot against his neck as she gasped his name, the shudders that racked his body in response.

It would be so easy to fall back in, he thought as he looked down at her. Too easy to relapse.

“What are you really doing here, Gavi?” he asked her.

“Same reason you let me in,” she replied. “Can’t we just let it be that?”

“Be what, exactly?”

“Selfish for a night.” She shifted her weight to one hip so that she brushed against him again. “No strings attached.”

He laughed humorlessly. “There are always strings attached with you.”

“The undatable Winter Young,” she whispered. “Always so wary.”

“Am I wrong?”

“Are you afraid people are going to find out we hooked up again?”

“I’d prefer not dealing with a fresh round of headlines about us getting back together, if that’s what you mean,” he said tiredly. “Today’s interview was enough.”

She smiled and touched his cheek. “You care too much what other people think.”

“So do you.”

“Wrong.” She tucked her hair behind her ear. “I don’t care at all, as long as people are talking about me.”

“Oh, I know.”

“Come on, Winter. Let yourself relax for once.”

“I wouldn’t call you relaxing.”

She leaned up toward him, and now her lips were so close to his that he could feel the warmth of her breath against his skin. “Call me whatever you want, then,” she murmured, and Winter shivered, remembering all the times she’d ever whispered in his ear. His body leaned toward her, as if drawn purely by muscle memory.

There was no reason, really, for him not to sleep with her. Maybe she was right. Maybe a one-night stand would be a good distraction. Maybe this time, there really wouldn’t be any strings attached. They knew each other well, knew how to make a touch turn into much more, and they also knew how to go their separate ways—at least until the next time.

But instead of giving in, Winter hovered there, refusing to close the gap between them. Gavi’s eyes flickered over his face, and a small smile of satisfaction touched the edge of her mouth at the way he tensed.

Winter forced himself to pull away and look back outside. “Rain’s not letting up anytime soon,” he said, nodding at the blanket of dark clouds that stretched across the horizon. “Take the bed, if you want. I’ve been using the couch, anyway.”

Gavi sighed. “Fine, have it your way.” As she walked toward the bedroom, she peered at him over her shoulder. “But I can think of better ways to strain your back than sleeping on that thing.” She turned and started unzipping her dress, letting it fall to the floor in a heap of sequins before she was fully out of sight. “If you change your mind, come join me. You can have your usual side.”

Then, without asking, she grabbed one of the shirts from his suitcase and disappeared into the bathroom.
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Shortly before four A.M., a noise woke Winter on the couch.

Immediately, he winced. His back did hurt from the hard cushions, just as Gavi had teased. He sat up gingerly, massaging the sore spots with both hands, and looked over to the bed.

Gavi was still asleep, breathing evenly, dressed in nothing but her underwear and his shirt, one bare leg curled up over the blankets. The rain had stopped some time ago, and the night had just barely begun to transition from pitch-black to muted grays, the weak light outlining the curves of her body.

In sleep, she looked like the girl he’d once fallen for—stunningly pretty, serene, and a little amused, a girl secure in her identity. He could still remember waking up beside her the morning after their first time together, staring down at that face, and thinking she was still asleep. Then she’d opened one eye and grinned at him, and he’d laughed, daring to think that maybe, just maybe, he had found someone he could wake up next to for the rest of his life.

Then he’d discovered that she’d leaked their story to the tabloids, and by lunchtime, their tryst had been on every news outlet.

It was an accident, she’d told him with a cute laugh, and he’d believed it. Even worse, he had forgiven her.

That had been followed by months of exhausting social games—bringing him to events just to be photographed together, intimate conversations suspiciously reported by “anonymous sources,” and an endless parade of lies, lies, lies, lies. About things that didn’t even need to be lies: what brand her shoes were or where she grew up or what her favorite meal was, so that she could mutter later on that a gift from him wasn’t what she had in mind. She’d once told him she was allergic to shellfish after a decadent, uni-filled omakase. He’d rushed her to the hospital and stayed with her for hours, fended off news reporters at the entrance, only to find out later that she wasn’t allergic after all. Another time, she’d locked him out of his own house as a game and let the media assume that he’d been kicked out for upsetting her.

Winter would show up haggard and defeated at rehearsal, and Dameon would just shake his head.

Why do you like that girl? he’d ask.

All Winter could do was put his hands up in despair. I know, I know, he would reply. And then the whole thing started all over again.

Because. Gavi … She was an addiction. She could start a conversation with anyone, could become the life of a party just by showing up. She was the kind of person who always left an impression, who always found reserves of energy, no matter how late in the day it was, who could convince anyone to fall for her with just
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