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      It's not every day you find al-Qaeda's number four operative dead in a Girl Scout camp in Iowa.

      The body was twisted unnaturally in the rope course's spiderweb element that consisted of a large wood frame crisscrossed with elastic bungee cords. Sadly, it was my troop's favorite thing to do at camp. Now I had to disappoint them. I hated disappointing them.

      A man hung there. He had been in his twenties and of Middle Eastern descent. The neck was clearly broken before he'd been placed into the ropes at Camp Singing Bird. He looked surprised to find himself here. I'm sure the irony would be lost on him that in death, he really was surrounded by seventy-two virgins. Did it matter that they were grade-schoolers, I wondered? Maybe that was just splitting hairs.

      I would've been surprised too, had I not been through this kind of thing before. But I'd seen this stuff in Syria and Uzbekistan—not in the placid, wooded hills of eastern Iowa.

      And my second grade troop was due at any minute. I was pretty sure I couldn't pass this off as something adorable—like I had with the bats in Tinder Trails Cabin or the mice in the latrines. Troop Leader's Helpful Hint Number One—if your Girl Scouts freak out upon meeting a bat/mouse/wolf spider for the first time—tell them it's just a baby bat/mouse/wolf spider. Little girls are suckers for that, and soon what was scary is adorbs!—whatever that means.

      I bent to take his pulse, just to make sure. Yup. He was dead. His glassy eyes were opened wide, and his mouth hung open. Dammit. I needed this like I needed wet work in the slums of Rio.

      The sounds of giggles and singing came from the trees just around the corner. Any minute the fourteen seven- and eight-year-old girls who called me their leader would appear. I was pretty sure I couldn't convince them that this dead terrorist was a cute, dead baby terrorist. I pulled the parachute I was going to use for games later out of my backpack and threw it over the spiderweb.

      "Mrs. Wrath!" The girls squealed in unison before tackling me in a sticky group hug. Kelly, my co-leader, smirked at me. She could get away with smirking at me because she's known me since we were six-year-old Scouts.

      "Girls!" I gently pushed them away. "How many times do I need to tell you—it's Ms. Wrath. I'm not married." Of course, I knew the answer to this question. Ad infinitum. Meaning, they'd always call me Mrs. Any woman over the age of twenty-one in Iowa was Mrs. Clearly it was me who didn't get it.

      "Mrs. Wrath?" the third Katelynn asked. Or was it Kaitlin the Fourth? They all looked the same to me. And each one of them spelled her name a completely different way. Spy work had not prepared me for that.

      "It's Ms. Wrath, Katelynn," I said with a smile. Troop Leader's Helpful Hint Number Two—when talking to little girls, always smile. They cry if you don't. I'm not kidding. You don't know real terror until you've stared at the watery eyes and rubbery bottom lip of a cute kid.

      The second-grader looked confused for a moment, which was to be expected. "Okay. Mrs. Wrath?" she asked again.

      I sighed. "Yes, Katelynn?"

      "Why is the parachute over the spiderweb? And why is it all lumpy?"

      Kelly squinted at the parachute, eyebrows knit together. She'd probably figure it out, being a nurse and all.

      "The spiderweb is out of commission, girls," I announced, stepping between them and the dead man.

      A chorus of complaints came from the little girls, and I held up my right hand in the universal Girl Scout symbol for silence. They quieted down immediately. I once again really wished I'd known about this trick when I was surrounded by FARC rebels in Colombia.

      "Head on over to the Peanut Butter Pass—I think you're old enough for that one now," I said in a nice save worthy of someone of my caliber.

      "Yay!" The girls exploded in shrieks and raced off to that element, leaving me in the dust.

      Kelly narrowed her eyes. "They aren't old enough for the Peanut Butter Pass."

      "You'd better get after them before they start scaling the rope, then. I'll be there in a second." I shoved her in the direction of the squealing herd before she could respond. "We can't leave them alone for a minute, you know."

      Kelly gave me a weird look but took off after the troop. I turned back to the dead man in the parachute. It kind of looked like he was cocooned in the web—as if a giant spider had caught him, poisoned him, and wrapped him to save for later. If only that was what had really happened. No way I could get that lucky.

      With a heavy sigh, I took out my cell phone to call the ranger. This was going to suck. You think the CIA is bad with paperwork? Langley (CIA headquarters near DC) has nothing on the Girl Scouts of the USA when it comes to filling out forms and accident reports in triplicate. Nothing.

      My name is Fionnaghuala Merrygold Wrath Czrygy. And I'm a Girl Scout leader. Well, I used to be a covert operative in the CIA—a career that has remarkably prepared me well to lead Troop 0348. (And yes, you have to have a zero at the beginning—it's very important for some reason that no one can explain.) I was a CIA agent, that is, until I was unceremoniously and allegedly "mistakenly" outed by the vice president of the United States' chief of staff.

      That's right. I was outed. My name and photo were leaked to The New York Times "inadvertently." This is a fancy way to say that the vice president was pissed off at my father, who was the head of the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, because he didn't back the veep's reelection campaign (a fact even more curious because the VP was a Republican, and my dad was a Democrat). So, my name got leaked, and the chief of staff took the fall and was fired the next day just before going to prison (and of course, pardoned later by the president).

      I, however, was not in a cozy corner office in the White House with a nice view, like he was when my name and face were broadcast live worldwide. I happened to be in Chechnya where—to my surprise—the rebels in the bar I frequented had internet and were devoted followers of The New York Times' online edition. (They also read Cosmo, but that's a story for another day.) It took me forty-two hours, two gunfights, a strange encounter with an armed chicken, calling in fifteen favors that I'd been saving, and a rather dicey drive to Estonia in the back of a jeep with no shocks to get out of that mess.

      Back in DC I testified before Congress, got a nice fat check from my boss at the CIA, along with a short letter explaining why I couldn't work there anymore, and just like that, I was out of a job and internationally infamous.

      It was Dad's idea for me to change my appearance, use my middle name, take on my mother's maiden name, and move to my hometown in Iowa. Dad's name was Czrygy. So brunette, brown-eyed Finella (the true pronunciation of my name) Czrygy became blonde, blue-eyed (you have to love what they do with contact lenses these days) Merry Wrath.

      The sheriff and a few deputies arrived at camp half an hour after I'd called. I'd managed to get my troop back to the cabins without them seeing the dead guy, staunching their protests with promises that Kelly would make them endless s'mores in the middle of the day—something that would probably bite me in the ass later. The ranger—Bob Williamson—sat with me as we waited. He wasn't very happy to find a dead man tangled in his newly refurbished ropes course. That meant a lot of paperwork for him too.

      "Huh," the sheriff said as he poked the dead body with his finger. He stood up and tried to tug his belt up over his beer belly with little success.

      "So, what happened here?" he asked Bob.

      I tried not to roll my eyes. We'd already told the sheriff that I'd been the one to find the body. But this old, redneck sheriff was only interested in what a man had to say.

      Bob pointed at me. "Ask her. She found it."

      I once again told the sheriff about how I'd found the body. I once again suggested that they comb the camp for whoever did this, since they were probably still around. And once again, the sheriff looked to Bob for answers.

      "Is that right?" he asked.

      "Yes," I said. "And now, if you'll excuse me, I have my troop to get back to." I left before I could see their responses. If the sheriff was going to write me off, I was done with him. Besides, this wasn't my problem anymore. I couldn't care less what happened to the dead guy. I was off the clock permanently these days.

      Back at our campsite, fourteen girls were bouncing off the walls after mainlining a lot of sugar. Kelly gave me a glare that said I owed her big time.

      With the possibility of a murderer running around camp, I decided our trip was over. Kelly and I packed up and called the other moms to help us carpool the thirty minute drive back home. The girls were too keyed up to even notice it was over until we arrived in my driveway. But by then, they had parents there ready to wrangle them into waiting cars.

      Kelly and I watched and let out a very visible breath as the last girl was picked up.

      "So, what the hell was that all about?" Kelly said as she led the way into my little house. Once inside, my friend and co-leader helped herself to a glass of wine and sat at my tiny breakfast bar.

      "Dead guy," I muttered as I made a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. We had tons of the stuff left over since we'd cut the camping trip short. Little girls love peanut butter. I had to admit— they really had something there.

      Kelly nodded, "Yeah, I got that part. But why was there a dead guy?"

      I shrugged, my mouth glued shut. "Don't know." Only it came out like, "nnnt no" due to the aforementioned peanut butter. I really shouldn't talk with my mouth full.

      "You don't think it's a little odd that you retire from the CIA and a dead Middle Easterner shows up at Girl Scout Camp the same weekend you are there?" Kelly crossed her arms. I should never have told her, in that drunken haze, about my past. She waited. I'd have no chance to stall with another bite of sandwich.

      I swallowed. "Yes. I think it's odd. But it might just be a coincidence." That was a lie. There was no way it was a coincidence. I mean seriously, al-Qaeda's number four? In Iowa? And me being former CIA? Not a chance.

      Kelly studied me. "Are you going to be alright?"

      I nodded. "I'll be fine. Don't worry about me." After all, I'd handled things like this before, on my own, and in a Third World country. No sweat. And this wasn't my problem anyway. Let the authorities take care of it. I didn't do that anymore.

      Kelly drained her glass and walked to the door. She paused and looked around my little, beige living room.

      "When are you going to get some drapes?" she asked, looking at the sheets I'd had hung in the windows. They had Dora the Explorer on them because I got them on sale. It had really seemed like a good idea at the time. I'd always thought Dora was undercover CIA, recruiting kids to be double agents.

      I shrugged. "Soon? I just moved in, remember."

      She laughed. "Yeah, one year ago. It's time you had drapes." And with that she was gone.

      I leaned against the door and looked around my house. She was right. I didn't have any drapes. I had very little furniture. After being recruited by the CIA right out of college, I'd never really had a place with things like furniture and curtains. I kept a very sparse apartment in DC but spent most of my time in dingy hotel rooms and safe houses all over the world.

      When I was "retired," I moved back to the small city my dad grew up in and bought the first house I looked at. This house. The realtor told me it was something called a "craftsman." It was small and quiet and had a nice little fenced in yard in back. I bought a little car to put in the little, attached garage. I bought groceries and paid the utilities. But furnishing it was completely out of my wheelhouse.

      Instead, there was a green couch in the living room that I'd bought at a consignment store on impulse. A flat screen TV sat on the floor. The kitchen had a built-in breakfast bar, so I didn't think I really needed a table and chairs. I did buy an expensive queen-sized bed with a mattress made of something called "memory foam." Years of sleeping on floors and crappy mattresses got old quickly when I finally stayed in a five star hotel in DC while visiting Mom and Dad.

      I knew I needed furniture and drapes and stuff. I just didn't know how to do it. Do you just go to a store and ask for drapes? Do you need measurements? Where do you measure from? And should they be beige like the walls and carpet or green like the couch?

      Every time I thought about these things, I needed to go and lay down. But today was the day. Today, I'd think about getting drapes. I wandered over to the large, picture window and started examining it. Which is when I noticed the moving van across the street.

      Huh. I didn't know my crazy-old-lady-cougar-neighbor had moved out. A U-Haul was backed up into her driveway, and men were unloading furniture. There was a lot of it too—tables, chairs, a desk, various lamps of various sizes, rugs, you name it—they had it. Must be a family or something.

      I found myself strangely fascinated watching this whole bizarre process. For a brief second, I ran into my bedroom and got a pen and pad of paper. I needed to take notes on this. Maybe I could learn something.

      Oooh! A potted tree! I liked that idea! I should do that. I made note of the stuff with great glee. The desk and desk chair were nice. I just used a laptop so I worked on the couch or in bed. But maybe it was time I put together an office.

      Not that I had anything to do in it. I didn't have a job. I didn't need one. The settlement from the Agency would take care of me for at least the next ten years. The only thing I had was the Girl Scout troop that met every other week. Huh. I wondered if that was weird. Maybe I should have a job or a hobby or something. It seemed to be what normal people who hadn't previously been CIA operatives did.

      A car pulled up in front of crazy-old-lady-cougar-neighbor's house but didn't pull into the driveway. I drew back into the shadows behind Dora and her monkey (who was clearly her case officer) and realized that curtains really might be a good idea after all. I'd have to get on it. But first I needed to check out the new people. Slouching behind the cover of the sheets, it kind of felt like the old days, spying on that politician in Spain or that drug runner in Colombia.

      Whoever was in the car across the street wasn't in a hurry to step out. When I'd first moved into the neighborhood, I noticed people mowing their lawns, walking their kids to school, or walking their dogs, just doing normal things. Until day two. That's when I first saw her.

      The woman had to be in her seventies, with bleached blonde hair up in a ponytail and a ton of makeup on. It was sixty-five degrees, and she was out mowing her lawn. In a bikini. I watched open-mouthed as she worked her way up and down the lawn, smiling and waving at any men who were out and about. She did not wave at the women. I also noticed that about halfway through the yard, she let both shoulder straps "accidentally" fall to her elbows.

      She was in pretty good shape for an old lady. But the saggy skin and varicose veins were enough to make me want to go back undercover. For the first few weeks, I was fascinated. After a month, I wanted to burn the image from my brain. Forever. It was worse than some of the things I'd seen in the field. And that's saying something.

      The black SUV with tinted windows finally moved forward up into the driveway. This was it—the big reveal. I slid back even farther into the Dora sheet/curtain. The driver-side door opened, and a man, maybe in his early thirties, stepped out. He stretched for a moment, then looked at the house.

      Oh yeah, and he was GORGEOUS. Short, black hair, athletic build, handsome, boy-next-door face, and lean muscles in all the right places. He wore a fitted, black T-shirt and blue jeans. Was this my new neighbor? If so, the view just got a lot better.

      I stared as he walked around to the passenger side and opened the door. He reached in and pulled out a large duffle bag. Slinging it oh-so-casually over his shoulder, he closed the door to the SUV and went into the house. His house. My new neighbor's and the possibly future Mr. Wrath's house.

      The doorbell rang, and I jumped backward, tripping over my own feet and crashing into the green couch. What the hell? How did I miss someone coming to my own door? That was just bad spy craft, retired or not. I stumbled across the living room and looked out the window next to the door. Oh, my God.

      "Hello Riley," I said as I opened the door, trying to act as if it was totally normal that my previous boss and handler was standing on my doorstep.

      "Hey Wrath." Riley smiled lopsidedly. He was a very attractive man in his late thirties, with wavy, blond hair and deep blue eyes. I always thought he looked more like a surfer than a CIA case manager. I motioned for him to enter and followed him into my house.

      He was standing in the entryway, staring at my living room. "Did you just move in here?" Riley frowned. "I thought you'd had this address for a while, but maybe I'm wrong." He knew he wasn't wrong. Riley was a notorious fact checker. He double-checked everything before he did anything. We called him "Nerd OCD Boy" behind his back.

      I scowled. "No. I just haven't gotten around to decorating yet." Riley pissed me off. He always did. Even when he wasn't speaking, he usually irritated me. Still, he was a good guy to have in your corner when the chips were down and the Russians were fully armed outside your door.

      Riley shrugged. He just stood there looking at me. Oh right. This was one of those host thingies that I had no experience with. I rarely had guests in my tenement in La Paz or my yurt in Mongolia.

      "Come into the kitchen. Can I get you some coffee?" I didn't really have coffee. Never touched the stuff. I was more of a tea drinker. Ninety-percent of the world drank tea—well, at least the places I'd been stationed in did. So I drank tea.

      Riley followed me into the kitchen and climbed up on one of the breakfast barstools. "Nothing for me, thanks." He grinned at me, and I felt my hackles rise. "Although I must admit—it is interesting to see you being so…" He waved his arms around. "Domestic."

      "You, Riley! What are you doing here?" I asked as I got out the bottle of wine Kelly had opened earlier and poured myself a glass. CIA case officers never checked up on retirees. Something was up.

      "Dead Ahmed," he answered. "Found in your neighborhood. What's up with that?"

      Riley rarely messed around. He always got right to the point. Of course he'd notice a dead terrorist showing up where I was in Iowa. Any good employee of "The Company" would.

      "Oh right," I said, looking off into space as if I just remembered the dead al-Qaeda operative at Girl Scout camp. "Him."

      Riley nodded, "Right. Him. Ahmed Maloof. Why was he there?"

      I shrugged, "Don't know, and don't care. Not my problem. Not anymore, at least." I took a gulp of wine and pointed at him. "I don't work for you guys. I'm retired. Remember?"

      Riley smiled his easy, surfer smile. He really was cute, if you liked that California golden boy look, that is. "You can't be surprised I'm here, Finn." He said.

      "Actually, I am." That wasn't entirely true. It was only a matter of time before he or someone like him showed up. "I had nothing to do with it. And don't call me Finn. I'm Merry now."

      I started working with Riley ten years ago. Our first assignment together was in China. I'd thought he was cute back then. But then I discovered that Riley was a serial lady-killer. I think I found him in bed with women more than a dozen times. The attraction wore thin after that.

      My former boss held my gaze for a moment. He was reading me. Trying to figure me out. Riley had the reputation of being a sort of mind reader. He was very good at it.

      "Actually," he said slowly, "we think you did have something to do with it. I've been sent to investigate."

      I slapped the breakfast bar hard. "Are you serious? You think I was involved? Why in hell would I do that? I got kicked out of Langley. Or did you forget that?"

      "I didn't forget that, Finn," Riley answered, ignoring my request for him to call me Merry, "and personally, I don't think you killed Ahmed. But I do think there's a connection."

      "There's no connection, Riley. I've been out of the agency for a year now. And I haven't worked the Middle East in a long, long time. I barely knew the guy." Uh-oh. I'd slipped up there. Maybe I should quit with the wine.

      Riley grinned, "That's right. You barely knew him. But you did know him. And that makes you a person of interest."

      Dammit! You make one mistake with a terrorist years ago, and nobody lets you forget it, ever! How the hell was I supposed to know my driver in Kabul was Ahmed's brother? The Kabul Office should've known that before they hired him. Anyway, I was a professional, and I was retired. Enough of this crap.

      "You need to leave now, Riley, before I get mad and get my ice pick. Remember how good I am with an ice pick?" My voice dripped with fury. And the ice pick thing was just thrown in to aggravate him. I was hell on Earth with an ice pick, and he'd once seen the results of my work. I was also good with a shotgun, and throwing knives, and once I did this thing with a didgeridoo that would probably be classified as a serious violation of the Geneva Convention—but that's another story for another time.

      Riley rose to his feet, placing his hands defensively in front of him. "Fine. I'll go." He reached into his suit jacket and pulled out a piece of paper with only a phone number on it. A local number. Damn it.

      "I'll be staying at the Radisson. Call me when you want to talk like a normal person." He set the slip of paper on the breakfast bar before heading for the front door. He turned in the doorway and looked at me.

      "You know, Finn, you really should get some drapes." Then with the flash of his oh-too-white smile, he left, closing the door behind him.

      Perfect.
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      So the agency thought I was involved in Ahmed's death. That could mean I was being framed. I had no idea that bastard was even in the country, let alone in the Midwest. Was someone out to get me? That would totally suck.

      The drapes would have to wait. I pulled out the laptop and did some research. You might be surprised to know that most CIA intel comes from research. No kidding. In the internet age—you could get more info online than you could in the field half the time. I kind of resented the fact that I'd missed cold war espionage by a decade. I'd be willing to bet it was way more fun than what I had to deal with.

      Ahmed turned up on Al Jazeera's website. Just a few mentions about him hiding out in Pakistan. Who didn't hide out there? I couldn't find much and toyed with hacking into the CIA's mainframe. But I didn't want to deal with the hassle if I was found out. And it might make me look guilty. I closed the laptop and shoved it aside in disgust.

      I didn't have any access to agency resources anymore. If I was going to find out what happened before another dead body turned up, I'd have to do it on my own. And I was pretty sure that there would be another body, because if someone wanted to frame me, they'd have to do a lot more than this.

      So, who hated me enough? I got my pad of paper and made a list. After I got to thirty five, I called it quits. Spies have lots of enemies in lots of places. It wasn't unusual. And I had been PNGed out of the agency. Even with my blonde hair and blue eyes now, if someone really wanted to find me, they probably could.

      Which pissed me off. I was mostly off the grid now. I had zero presence on social media and an unlisted cell phone number. Kelly knew about me, but she wouldn't tell anyone because I'd threatened her with some blackmail I had from the ninth grade. Considering that her parents never did find out who burned down the garage because a certain someone was smoking something, I was fairly confident she didn't want that to get out.

      My parents wouldn't tell anyone. They tended to be a tad protective of me after what I'd gone through. So who knew I was here? It was frustrating. Oh, I know it takes time to find these things out, and I used to have patience in the field. But since "retiring" I was a bit less so. Okay, I was completely impatient. Two people in front of me at the grocery store usually set me off these days. When I want my Oreos—I want them NOW.

      Great. Now I wanted Oreos. I grabbed my purse and keys and headed for the store. In all honesty—I wasn't a great shopper. Kelly told me she goes to the store once a week. I go every other day. I'm not very good about stocking up on stuff. I guess that comes from living on the fly and picking up a baguette here or candy bar there. (By the way—never, ever buy a candy bar in Uruguay.) I should probably learn how to cook and shop and that kind of thing. It wasn't like I didn't have time.

      This time I bought TWO packages of Oreos. On the drive home I was congratulating myself on my foresight and thinking how this might lead to some day buying a whole quart of milk, when I ran over a man.

      That's right, I hit a man. With my car. My driving skills aren't bad. I've driven in some real shit-holes, usually in crappy, stick shift only cars. So watching a man roll off my hood and onto the street in front of my car caught me by surprise.

      I slammed on the brakes and shifted into park as I got out and ran toward the man I'd hit. Please don't be dead…please! A middle-aged Latino man clawed at the air, gasping for breath. His eyes paused on mine for a second before he collapsed to the pavement, dead.

      The police were there immediately. I was in a fog as they shoved me aside and started CPR on the dead guy. Another cop grabbed me by the arm and pulled me over to his car. He started asking me what happened.

      "I don't know," I answered, never taking my eyes off the dead man. "I didn't see him. He just ran out in front of my car."

      I looked around, checking my surroundings. A group of witnesses were being questioned. I listened to hear them say the same thing. The man wasn't there, and then he was. Apparently to them, he also just appeared in the middle of the street.

      "Do you know him?" the officer asked me.

      "No," I lied. "Never seen him before." I was good at being interrogated. Graduated at the top of my class at The Farm. That's the CIA finishing school in the middle of nowhere, by the way. Anyway, I could take almost any kind of abuse. Except water boarding. I hated water boarding. I had this thing about my face getting wet.

      The officer nodded and asked for my license and registration. I went through the motions of handing them to him. My brain was racing, trying to sort everything out. How did he get here? And why did he jump in front of my car? And what the hell was going on?

      These questions played like a broken record over and over as I watched an ambulance take the body away. There was a huge, bloody puddle on the ground in front of my car. I'd seen bloodstains before. Hell, I'd even caused them a time or two. But this was different…more sinister.

      "Thanks, Ms. Wrath," the officer said. I would've told him how much I appreciated him using the proper title and not calling me Mrs., but then I'd have to explain, and it wasn't worth the effort. "We'll send a detective over to see you in a few hours. You can go."

      Without a word, I took back my license and registration, got into my car, and drove the remaining four blocks back to my house. Once inside, I locked all the doors and drew the Dora sheet across the length of the window. I paced the kitchen while eating an entire package of Oreos. Thank God I'd bought two.

      I picked up the cell phone and dialed.

      He answered on the first ring. "Finn?"

      "You'd better come over. I just ran over Carlos the Armadillo. He's dead."

      There was a measured silence on the other end before he replied, "I'll be there in five minutes."
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      Riley made it to my house in three minutes. I opened the door before he even rang the doorbell, and he followed me into the kitchen. He looked at the empty Oreo carton, then at me.

      "What happened?"

      I told him the whole story. How I'd been driving, minding my own business, when Carlos the Armadillo—the Columbian drug lord—ran out in front of my car. How he'd died there. How the police seemed to believe me.

      Riley listened patiently until I finished. I'd always liked that about him. He never interrupted or argued with you. He listened. Not many field agents did that.

      "They'll send a detective over soon. It's only a matter of time before they discover who he is. You did the right thing, calling me." His voice was reassuring, and I nodded.

      "Why is this happening?" I asked, knowing he had no answers. "I was undercover in Carlos' operation for four months, three years ago. Why are these bad guys from my past turning up here…now?"

      Riley shook his head. "I have no idea. It looks like someone is setting you up on an international scale. This is pretty big—whoever it is. Somehow they managed to smuggle two Watch List terrorists into the U.S. and kill them on your territory."

      I nodded. "That's exactly what's happening. But why? I'm out of service. Is it revenge?"

      Riley ran his hands through his blonde hair. He did that when he was nervous. It was his only tell. "Maybe it is revenge. You were a spy and a damn good one. You'd have a lot of enemies. Trying to narrow down the suspects will be tough. We might have to get the Feds involved."

      I slumped onto the stool next to him. I didn't want to do this cloak and dagger stuff anymore. I was starting to get used to this lifestyle. I was even going to commit to drapes and furniture soon.

      "You did the right thing in calling me," Riley said softly. "I can help. We'll figure this out." He reached out and put his hand on my shoulder. That made me feel a little better.

      "What's the agency's position going to be on this? Will they want to investigate?" I asked.

      Riley shrugged. "How could they not? Two international terrorists got into this country unnoticed. They'll be all over it." Still, in his eyes I saw a shred of doubt, and I wondered. Did he really think the CIA would get involved? Or did he think I was doing this? I filed that information away mentally.

      The doorbell rang. I looked out the window to see who it was and was stunned to see my gorgeous new neighbor standing there. What was he doing here? This wasn't exactly the best time to introduce himself. And wasn't I supposed to be the one to welcome him to the neighborhood? At least someone was worse at domesticity than me. That was a plus.

      I opened the door and smiled. "Hi! I'm Merry!" And then I felt like an idiot. That wasn't how you were supposed to answer the door. You asked can I help you or something like that. Or maybe I should've opened with will you marry me?

      The man smiled and held out his hand. I shook it. "I'm Rex. Your new neighbor."

      "Great!" I answered, still holding onto his hand. Feeling ridiculous, I dropped it like it was on fire. "Um, would you like to come in?" I stood off to the side, making a sweeping motion with my hand (that I'd seen once on TV) to invite him inside.

      "I should probably explain…" he said, still standing on the porch. "I'm not really here to introduce myself as your new neighbor."

      I looked at him in surprise. "No?" Well, maybe that meant he was here to ask me out. He must've seen me drive up in the dented, bloodstained car, my face covered in crumbled Oreos and thought—now that's a woman I need to get to know!

      "No. Actually, I'm Detective Rex Ferguson. They called me up on my day off to handle this investigation. Especially since you live across the street from me."

      "Oh," I said, feeling deflated. "Okay. Well you might as well come in."

      Riley was standing in the hallway, waiting. I watched them as they sized each other up. Then Riley held out his hand.

      "Detective. I'm Riley Andrews. Ms. Wrath's cousin." Riley flashed his surfer grin at Rex. Rex shook his hand, looking at Riley thoughtfully. I didn't think he was buying his story, which was unusual. Riley was very convincing with his cover stories. I once saw him convince a tribe of Bedouins that he was Japanese.

      "Let's go into the kitchen." I interrupted the testosterone fest. Yes, I now mostly entertained in my kitchen. I didn't want Rex to see my Dora sheets in the living room because then he might think I was a weirdo and might not want to marry me. The two men took seats at the breakfast bar, and I stood on the other side because there were no chairs left.

      "Tea?" I offered. Both men shook their heads. They really were alike, I thought, as I made myself a nice, soothing cup of oolong. Both alpha males, both attractive, both used to being in charge. I could only assume Rex was intelligent because that's what I wanted Mr. Wrath to be. He had to be smart. Who ever heard of a stupid detective?

      "Ms. Wrath," Rex started as he pulled a notebook out of his back pocket and laid it on the table in front of him. "I know you've given the officers at the scene your statement. But could you tell me again what happened?"

      I took a drink of tea to stall and glanced at Riley. The look in his eyes said don't mention CIA or Carlos the Armadillo. Or maybe they said make sure you mention the CIA and Carlos the Armadillo. My radar wasn't as good as it used to be.

      "I was driving home from the store when this man jumped out in front of my car. I stopped as soon as it happened. He was alive for a few seconds. Then he died." It's always good to just give the basic facts when dealing with the police in any country. Too little information and they'll believe you're guilty. Too much and they can twist your words into seeming guilty. Believe me, I've been there. It isn't pleasant.

      Rex nodded and didn't speak for a moment. It's a common intimidation ploy. People get nervous when an authority figure says nothing, so they talk to pick up the slack. And they usually screw up and say way too much when they do that.

      Because I was so smart and knew this, I said nothing.

      The detective sighed, "Ms. Wrath, did you know you ran over a known Columbian drug lord?"

      Wow. How did he find out so fast? Did Columbian drug lords now carry ID and business cards that stated their profession? Unlikely.

      I put on my best ohmygosh face. "What? No! That can't be right! What would a Columbian drug lord be doing here?" I widened my eyes for effect. Out of the corner of my eye I saw a flicker of amusement on Riley's face.

      "You're joking, right Officer?" Riley said, mirroring my shock. "This is a joke, right?"

      Rex looked from Riley to me. "No, I'm afraid not. He is known as Carlos the Armadillo." He cocked his head to one side. "They say he got that name by being a tough guy, impervious to pain."

      Nope. I was one of the few people who knew how Carlos had gotten that name. The first time he was busted for drugs, as a teenager, Carlos was so freaked out that he jumped straight up in the air. It looked so ridiculous the DEA gave him the nickname because armadillos jump about three feet in the air when afraid. An embarrassed Carlos turned it into some story about having thick skin and being a tough guy. He wasn't.

      I shook my head. "I don't believe it! How did he get here? And why?"

      Rex shook his head. "We have no idea. But the DEA and FBI have all called me so I think it's a big deal, Ms. Wrath." He rose to his feet and held out his hand to Riley, who shook it.

      "Sorry we had to meet like this," Rex said then grasped my hand firmly. "Seems like a nice neighborhood."

      I led him to the door and saw him out while babbling about how we ought to get a block party together or something. After closing the door behind him, I went back into the kitchen and poured yet another glass of wine.

      "You did good, Finn." Riley grinned.

      I tipped the glass toward him. "You need to stop calling me Finn. I'm Merry now."

      He laughed. "I didn't call you Finn in front of the good detective. I'm not an idiot. I've done this before." He looked at the door for a moment. "I'm a little suspicious that a detective has just moved across the street from a former CIA operative."

      I rolled my eyes. "Oh come on! I've been here a year now. It's a total coincidence." A yummy, yummy coincidence.

      "I don't know…" Riley said. "I mean, the guy shows up right after the whole Ahmed thing? I'm going to have to look into your neighbor."

      "So are we out of the woods with the Feds and DEA investigating?" I asked hopefully, in an attempt to change the subject. I liked my new neighbor. I understood Riley's suspicions, and in my old life I might've felt that way too, but my life was supposed to be normal now. I was kind of into normal. Not good at it—but definitely into it.

      Riley shook his head. "I think that might make it worse. I'm sure they've found out about Ahmed by now. I was hoping we could solve this and wrap it before the other agencies found out. But now with Carlos involved, it'll be hard to keep it out of the papers and away from the Feds. It's a pretty juicy carrot to dangle in front of them."

      "So let the Feds and the locals duke it out. That'll delay things. They'll be so busy fighting each other that maybe I'll slip off the radar," I said.

      "Or…" Riley looked me in the eyes. "They'll each go overboard investigating you in an attempt to outdo the other, and you'll have two agencies studying your life with an electron microscope."

      My stomach sunk. I hadn't thought of that. "My cover will be blown." I looked in the direction of Rex's house across the street. "And I was just starting to like this place."

      Riley stood. "I'll see what I can do. I'll try to convince the other agencies that we have an undercover agent here. Maybe they'll keep quiet. But if the police know about Carlos, you can bet the media do too."

      I nodded. "I'll leave it to you then. I am retired, after all." I said it but I didn't believe it. Two international badasses turned up on my doorstep. I was pretty sure there'd be more before Riley figured this out.

      "I'm heading back to the hotel." Riley stretched his long, lean body, and I couldn't help but admire it. I was pissed at myself for even looking at him that way. I walked him to the door and promised I'd call if anything else turned up. The way it was going, I'd probably be calling him soon.

      I spent the rest of the day googling Carlos and Ahmed, looking in vain for some sort of Midwest connection. I didn't find any. It was just so bizarre. I was pretty sure Carlos had never been farther north than Texas, and I knew Ahmed had never crossed over the Atlantic. So why were they both in the same place tens of thousands of miles from home base?

      Maybe they were lured here. But why? What would make them come to Iowa? It would have to be something very, very big. Ahmed Maloof was al-Qaeda and a terrorist who declared jihad on the U.S. Carlos the Armadillo was a cartel leader who ran drugs from South America to the U.S. They had very different missions. Ahmed wanted to destroy us, but Carlos needed us as paying customers for his drug trade.

      There was no common ground here. And as far as I knew, they didn't know each other. So why these two? I'd pissed off a lot of people in other countries—especially when I was outted. But of all of them, I never would've thought Carlos and Ahmed would've come after me.

      Was that it? They'd come to kill me and somehow were killed themselves? No, that didn't make any sense. These guys were big players. They would've sent assassins. They wouldn't have done it on their own.

      My brain was spinning. Probably from the wine and Oreos. Pulling back the Dora sheet, I saw it was dark outside. I'd been at this a while. I made my rounds, locking doors and getting ready for bed. Before I fell asleep, I wondered if Rex would still be interested in me if he knew the things I'd done. In my imagination—he loved it.
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      I was just having this dream where Riley and Rex had taken me surfing and both were rubbing lotion on my back when I was rudely interrupted by someone pounding at the door. I instinctively reached for the pistol that was not under my pillow. Old habits die hard. Instead, I got up, and after wrapping a robe around my Dora the Explorer pajamas (Seriously, I could relate to her.) I made my way to the front door.

      I looked through the Dora curtains at the front stoop. I really need to get a security camera, I decided. All I could see was the back of a very hot woman shoe-horned into a dress that seemed to be painted onto her. A thick cascade of wavy, blonde hair tumbled down her back. I hated her, whoever she was.

      Opening the door, I hated her even more.

      "What the hell are you doing here, Svetlana?" I was pissed. Twice in twenty-four hours I'd been visited by people I didn't want to be visited by. And in this particular case, I'd rather have the dead terrorists.

      Svetlana Babikova gave me a dazzling grin before pushing past me into the house. I sighed and shut the door behind her. The woman standing in front of me was a former Russian operative I'd turned to spying for the U.S. back in the early '00s. I hated her then, and I hated her now. Question was—what was she doing at my house? I'd have preferred her showing up respectfully dead, like the other two had.

      The drop-dead gorgeous woman winked at me and then made her way to my kitchen where she pulled a bottle of vodka out of the freezer and poured herself a shot. Blasted Russians. Well, former Russian, technically. But it didn't matter.

      "It's Lana, now, Finn." She drained the shot smoothly and poured another. Why did I even keep vodka in the freezer? In the house? It only encouraged them.

      "Your American accent is getting better, Lana," I said as I pulled up a stool and sat at the breakfast bar. I really needed to get better furniture in my living room. If I didn't, the kitchen needed more comfortable stuff. I wondered if they made barstools that reclined.

      "Thank you!" Lana's bright blue eyes grew wide, and she pouted her full, sensuous, red lips.

      "Stop flirting, Lana," I growled. "It never worked on me."

      Lana nodded and drained another shot before coming around and sitting on the stool beside me. The skin-tight dress didn't have so much as a wrinkle and barely covered her crotch as she sat down. I won't even mention the high heels. They were ridiculous.

      We sat there looking at each other, me in jammies without any makeup on, her made up as if she was doing a floor show for Mötley Crüe. Svetlana…er…Lana was one of the operatives I'd turned. Formerly a Russian spy, she went double agent for me for a couple of Beyoncé CDs and a pair of Louboutin pumps. The very ones she was wearing now.

      Lana had been a decent agent. She'd scored lots of info for me over the two years we'd worked together. I think she'd always wanted to come to America and be a Playboy Bunny. I used that to my advantage. I might have hinted that I had Hugh Hefner on speed dial once or twice. Not really my bad—Eastern Europeans were convinced that every American had powerful Americans on their cells. They really misunderstood that whole Six Degrees of Kevin Bacon thing.

      "What are you doing here, Lana?" Alive, I added mentally.

      She giggled and looked around the kitchen. "You know, I could really get used to this place! You have running water?"

      I picked up my cell and dialed. Riley answered on the first ring.

      "Hey Merry," he started.

      "Tell me this isn't what I think it is," I said with a growl in my voice.

      "What what is?" Riley asked with a poor façade of innocence.

      I held up the phone to Lana. She giggled and squealed. I took the phone back and waited.

      "Oh," Riley said.

      "You have three minutes to get over here or I'm shooting her," I said as I hung up.

      "Oh Finny!" Lana touched my arm seductively. "You are so funny!"

      "It's Merry, not Finn and NEVER Finny," I snarled at the blonde.

      The doorbell rang right on time. I let Riley in and dragged him into the living room.

      "She is NOT living here!" I whispered angrily. Have you ever done that? It's far less menacing than you'd think.

      Riley held his hands up in front of him defensively. He should do that. I might hit him. I had a mean right cross, and he'd had some experience with that.

      "We don't have a choice. The agency thinks she's safer here, hiding out with you. At least until everything blows over in Kiev."

      "Oh, they did, did they?" My eyes narrowed. It was a good look—a look that has gotten me way more confessions than I'd deserved. "Well I don't work for the agency anymore, remember? And I'm not hiding out here—I live here now!"

      Riley nodded. He'd accurately assessed that I wasn't going to get violent with him just yet. "Hear me out."

      I folded my arms over my chest in the universal sign for you'd better make this quick and you'd better get this right.

      He sighed. "Lana needs constant supervision. You don't work. And we'll pay you. Sort of like a consultant." He gave me that big, stupid surfer grin that I was beginning to hate.

      "I don't work because I am between things at the moment. And consultancies are usually voluntary. And I didn't volunteer for this." I pointed to the wall separating us from the buxom blonde who was probably three more shots into the vodka at this point.

      "Besides," Riley continued as if I hadn't just said anything. "I'd feel better having someone around you 24/7 with these new situations popping up. And Lana was a trained FSB agent—she could be helpful." FSB were just newer initials for the KGB. It wasn't a lot different than the old, Cold War secret police, but I guess they thought they felt they needed a shiny new name for the same old tactics. Go figure.

      "Only if I need to seduce a Russian general—something there's a bit of a noticeable lack of here in the middle of nowhere," I grumbled.

      "Rileeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeey!" Lana launched herself into the room and into Riley's arms. She buried her face in his neck and pressed her body so close to his I thought maybe they'd melted together. For some strange reason I felt a little prickle of jealousy. Now why did I feel that way?

      Riley pried the blonde off of him and held her at arm's length. "You can't do that here, Lana," he admonished gently. "Americans like their personal space. Remember?"

      She put her index finger on the corner of her mouth, and her eyes grew impossibly huge. I had to admit—the girl was good.

      "I am so sorry, Riley! I am just so excited to be Finny's roommate!"

      I was about to tear her throat out when Riley stepped between us.

      "Use contractions, Lana. Americans never say I am—they say I'm.

      "Well, I guess she won't blend in. You'll just have to take her back to Langley and put her in a cage…" I said as I tried to shove them both toward the front door. They didn't move, dammit.

      Lana looked at me and pouted. Her eyes got all sad, and somehow she was able to dilate her pupils till they were huge. How did she do that?

      "Finny doesn't want Lana?" Her lower lip quavered. Oh no. This was not happening. Not here. Not now.

      I steeled myself. "That's right, Lana. Finny doesn't want Lana here. It's no good. It wouldn't work out."

      Lana burst into tears. Giant teardrops poured from the corners of her eyes, somehow not dislodging the makeup there. She dropped to the couch, and since it was lower than her knees, her black lace panties made a rather disturbing appearance.

      "First Putee throws Lana out. Then Russia throws Lana out. Now Finny, my only friend in the world does not want me!" She wailed in a voice that somehow made it seem like I was strangling kittens in front of school children.

      Riley looked at me. "See what you did?" He motioned to the couch.

      Not having the faintest clue what to do next, I sat down next to the wailing Russian and tried to calm her.

      "Now, Lana. It's not that I don't want you. It's just a bad time right now. I can't look after you. I've got…stuff going on." What stuff I didn't know, but I did know it didn't include this knockout blonde bimbo.

      She looked at me. How did she manage to cry and still look beautiful? Seriously, her eyes weren't red, and her makeup wasn't smeary.

      "It is just…just that I miss Putee. He threw me out!" She went back to wailing.

      "Putee" was a certain Russian president she was working over for me. She did a good job. But women like Lana always put a little too much of their hearts into their playacting. And it hurt when they got turned out. Which is why I'd never resorted to seduction as a tool in my tradecraft kit.

      "I'm sorry," I said as I awkwardly patted her arm. Damn, her skin was firm and soft at the same time.

      Lana looked at me. The tears stopped. Just like that. Then she threw her arms around me, strangling me with her firm/soft arms.

      "Oh yes! Finny says I can stay! Thank you, Finny! You really are my best friend!"

      I was trapped. And Riley knew it as he grinned smugly above us. The day you retire, buddy, I'll be in the shadows with a baseball bat.
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      "So," I said to Lana once Riley had gone, "where's your luggage?" Not that the luggage mattered really. I was still reeling from the news that I now had a roommate.

      Lana shook her head sadly. "This is it. They extracted me before I could pack anything."

      I had to admit—she looked uncomfortable. "Okay, well, we'll go shopping then, because you can't run around here dressed like that."

      "Did you know you have a large dent in the front of your car?" Lana said as she squeezed herself into my tiny vehicle. While I scrubbed off the blood.

      I nodded. "Yes. I ran over Carlos the Armadillo earlier. Now behave yourself, or that's what will happen to you."

      Lana nodded solemnly as she put on her seatbelt. I tossed the bloody towel and got in, starting the car and heading for the mall. We'd have to get her clothes and toiletries. It looked like I'd have to pay for everything, but since I was now a consultant, I could put it on the bill I'd send the agency. The very large, impossibly padded, possibly outright bullshit bill. This was going to cost Riley.

      Have you ever taken a knockout blonde shopping? Me neither. It was a fiasco. Apparently malls are the domain of teenagers. And teenage boys are gawkers. I had a pack of them following us around. There's nothing like being followed by a group of pimply adolescent boys who didn't speak and for some reason always had their hands in their pockets. It was disturbing to say the least.

      Lana didn't seem to notice them. She was gleefully skipping from one store to the next, grabbing tube tops and tiny shorts. At one point, she held up what looked like a sock but turned out to be a dress. Three of the boys behind us fainted.

      "No," I said firmly. "You have to blend in. I'm not buying you clothes that would usually be seen circling a stripper pole in Vegas." Behind me, a couple of the boys growled as menacingly as they could with squeaky voices that hadn't changed yet.

      I turned around and glared at them. "Really?" I asked.

      The boys turned as one unit and were suddenly fascinated by the pink and glittery princess display outside the Disney Store.

      Lana pouted as I dragged her to The Gap and made her try on khakis, capri pants, and shorts befitting a Midwestern woman. I threw in some light sweaters, T-shirts, and button down shirts. Lana didn't argue, and she even came out to show me what she was trying on. Unfortunately, with her huge boobs and slim frame, everything looked like it was molded to her body.

      We hit the shoe store and got her a pair of ballet flats, some tennis shoes, and something called wedges. At the department store I had her fitted for bras, picked up panties and socks, and finally we were out the door. As we walked out, I thought I heard the boys behind us weeping.

      After spending a fortune at the drug store and even more at the grocery store, Lana and I managed to make it home without killing anybody or each other. I'd picked up an inflatable mattress and a pump along with some cheap sheets and a pillow. I set her up in what was supposed to be my office. There was no dresser or closet in there. I'd have to pick something up so she could organize stuff.

      Lana spent the rest of the day in her room. I heard the air compressor for a little while as she blew up the bed. I took the time to put the groceries away.

      It was hard to believe that a woman with a figure like that could eat only junk food. But that's what she'd wanted. Maybe they didn't have Twinkies in Russia. At any rate, my kitchen was, for the first time, fully stocked with what could technically be called food. There was a little satisfaction in that.

      I was walking down the hallway to check on Lana when a blast of music made me jump. It sounded like pop music, and it was screaming from Lana's room. I wasn't a fan. I liked peace and quiet. Spend one month stationed in Germany undercover in a techno pop bar, and you'll agree with me.

      "Lana!" I shouted while banging on the door. "Lana! Turn that down!"

      Nothing happened. I put my hand on the doorknob but changed my mind. I didn't want to see her naked. Nothing would scar me more than seeing the perfection I could never achieve.

      Instead, I stepped into the bathroom to find a cyclone had gone through it. Five wet towels covered the floor, and the steam was enough to make me choke. Who needed five towels after a shower? Wait…I owned five towels? I bent to pick them up when I saw that the counter was covered to the point you couldn't see granite. I'd never seen so many beauty products, and I didn't remember buying most of them. I picked up a jar of face cream and stared at it. There were three more—all different brands and sizes.

      Was I missing something? I just basically used soap on my face, and a little lotion when it got dry. I stared at myself in the mirror. Sure, I used makeup—well, a little mascara and ChapStick. I wasn't a total loser. But maybe I was screwing up by not using alphahydrox…something. And what was a CC cream?

      There were bottles of hairspray, leave-in conditioner, mousse, gel, and other stuff I couldn't identify. Again I looked in the mirror. I was lucky to have naturally curly hair, and I wore it short. It was basically drip dry. The most maintenance I did was to dye it over the sink once a month to maintain my blonde cover. Should I be using this gunk? Lana really did have amazing hair. I stared at my unruly, curly bob. It always seemed okay to me. But what if it didn't look that way to anyone else?

      And my clothes—basically T-shirts and jeans or shorts. In the winter I wore one of three wool cardigan sweaters over the T-shirts. I looked at my feet. I was wearing moccasins. They were comfortable.

      I wasn't a total waste case. I had a dress and ballet flats in my closet for special occasions. Mom had bought the dress for me. Okay, so I'd never had any reason to wear it…but it was there if I needed it.

      Huh. Before Lana moved in I'd only been insecure about my lack of window coverings. Now I was second-guessing my appearance too. I didn't like it. I spent so long looking in the mirror that I didn't notice that Lana had turned off her radio.

      "Merry!" Lana stood in the doorway. She looked amazing in a polo shirt and capri pants. I didn't look that amazing.

      "Riley is on the phone." She held my cell up to me. "He says it is important." She shrugged.

      "Fantastic." I took my cell from her and put it to my ear.

      "Wrath," Riley said, "tell me you haven't been outside in the last half hour."

      I brushed past Lana and made my way to the living room. My front yard, which had been wonderfully peaceful and quiet before, now was filled with people and news trucks. CNN, NBC, ABC, CBS, FOX, and what seemed like a million others stood there, staring at my house.

      "What the hell, Riley!" I shouted into the cell. "I thought you were going to keep this from happening!"

      "Oooooh! Television cameras!" Lana squealed beside me. She started for the door, but I yanked her back.

      "What do I do?" I asked Riley.

      "Don't go outside. Don't appear in any windows. I'm going to try to give them a red herring to make them leave you alone."

      I frowned. "And just how are you going to do that?" This whole thing gave me the willies. I liked anonymity. In spy work, you wanted to be ignored. Any attention was bad. That rule carried through to my new life. I was two seconds away from a meltdown.

      "I'm holding a press conference at the hotel tonight to give them a different direction. With any luck, they'll leave you alone and believe this is just all a coincidence."

      "You'd better make it work," I growled into the cell as I ended the call. Immediately the cell rang.

      "Hi Kelly," I said weakly.

      "What the hell Merry? Your house is on every news network! And did you run over an armadillo? They're not native to Iowa."

      "No. This one wasn't either." I recalled Carlos' face plastered against my windshield.

      "Do you need me to come over?" Kelly asked.

      "No. You'd better stay there. This is all just a mistake. It'll blow over soon," I said, not very confidently.

      "Okay. I'll sneak a casserole over later." That was the Midwest answer to anything uncomfortable. Bring a casserole. It was the ultimate I'm so sorry/congrats on the new baby/I have no idea what to say, but I can bake thing.

      "I'll use the back door," Kelly said as she hung up.

      Lana was once again making her way to the door. I dragged her back to the couch and made her sit there. Then I drew the Dora curtains shut.

      "We can't go out there," I said. "Riley wants us to stay put and stay away from windows and doors."

      Lana nodded. "Good thing we got all that food."

      I switched on the TV and turned it to CNN. Kelly was right. There was my house, behind Wolf Blitzer. Wow. I warranted Wolf Blitzer. I kind of had a little fangirl moment in spite of myself.

      "I'm coming to you live in front of the home of Merry Wrath. For some reason, we can't find any photos of her, and she's not answering her phone or door," Wolf said.

      As if on cue, my cell phone erupted. How did they get my number? I was unlisted, dammit! I didn't recognize the caller, so I turned it to vibrate and set it down.

      "Merry Wrath has had the dubious honor of finding Ahmed Maloof, al-Qaeda's number four, dead on the ropes course where she and her Girl Scout troop were camping. Shortly after that, Ms. Wrath ran
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