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To those who said I don’t need to be saved, I need you to stand by my side as I save myself.

Table of contents

CHARACTER GLOSSARY

RANKS AND ROLES WITHIN THE AGENCY

Prologue

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

45

46

47

48

49

50

51

52

53

54

55

56

57

58

59

EPILOGUE

AGENT IN SHADOWS
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~In no particular order of appearance~




Madison Ford ~ An agent of ill repute. Cardio goddess with a mean right hook and owner of many mismatched teacups. 



John Rover ~ An agent of many talents (and supremely sculpted shoulders). 



Wesley Cramer ~ Director of Intelligence Operations (DIO), seasoned superior who’s survived too many briefings and not enough vacations. 



Cliff Huntley ~ Chief of Operations. Runs the D.C. Headquarters like a warship. Keeps his hair short and his patience shorter.



Lloyd Sawyer ~ Systems Operations Manager (SYOPSM), rules the SYOPS Center with an iron spreadsheet and a red pen that haunts dreams.



Amanda Nelson ~ Security Officer, silent but deadly (in an HR-approved way).



General Frank Harlan ~ An old mentor.



Marzieh Darya ~ Analyst, eyebrow wiggler, friend. Consistently caffeinated and wrapped in leopard prints.



Andy Perez ~ Undercover agent, serial flirt. Loyalty runs as deep as the buttons on his shirts.



Several spies and ardent admirers ~ Some helpful, some shameless.



Assorted douchebags and bad guys ~ Usually smug, always punchable.



Liam Garret ~ Douchebag deluxe. Acts like he’s the main character. (He’s not.)



Liv Hansen ~ Bodyguard. Adventurer. Friend.  



Kevin ~ A civilian and friend. 



Gracie ~ Kevin’s daughter. Likely to rule a small nation—or her school—by age twelve. 



Ana Ford ~ Devoted mother. Deadly with a rolling pin.



Jeffrey Blake ~ Dearly departed. 
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~In a very particular order of hierarchy~




Agency Commander ~ Supreme head of the Agency, seated at D.C. headquarters.



Chiefs of Operations ~ Each major continental hub is run by a Chief of Operations. Example: Cliff Huntley, Chief of D.C. HQ, responsible for the North America region. 



Directors of Operations ~ Each HQ contains specialized divisions headed by a director who manages strategy, authorizes operations, and coordinates inter-division priorities. Example: Wesley Cramer, Director of Intelligence Operations, D.C. HQ.



Special Agents in Charge (SACs) ~ Act as team leads within divisions. Oversee multiple field units, set operational priorities and coordinate missions at a tactical level. Example: John Rover, SAC, Intelligence Division, D.C. HQ.



Commanding Officers (COs) ~ Senior agents with authority over specific agents or missions. Can hold other titles simultaneously, such as SACs. 



Senior Agents ~ Experienced field operatives, typically with at least 24 months of service. Trusted with high-risk assignments and mentoring newer agents, often act as their commanding officers.



Field Operatives ~ Core workforce of the Agency divisions. Agents may specialize in intelligence, cyber defense, tactical response, etc. 



Analysts ~ Non-field personnel, often civilians, that handle raw data, monitor digital signals, and produce actionable reports for operatives.



Junior Agents ~ Recent academy graduates.



Academy Recruits ~ Trainees in the Agency’s secretive academy pipeline. Some are scouted from civilian life, others are recruited from military, intelligence, or technical backgrounds.



Handlers ~ Agents responsible for managing external assets and confidential informants. Operate independently of traditional team structures but report through divisional leadership.



Confidential Informants (CIs) ~ Trusted civilian collaborators, usually paid or protected in exchange for intelligence. No formal rank; managed solely by their handlers.



Assets ~ Civilians leveraged for information, influence, or access. If deemed reliable, they may be upgraded into CI status.
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MADISON






SPECIAL AGENT JOHN ROVER radiated big dick energy. To make matters worse, he probably was big—at least, if Agency gossip was anything to go by. I was desperate not to think about it, but everything about him screamed large. Demanding attention. 

God, how did I end up here? What administrative fuck-up landed my mission in the hands of John fucking Rover after I’d done all the groundwork? 

He just showed up last night. Here, in Cairo. Distracting me with his confidence and the fit of his shirt. The commanding officer of the mission. My mission. 

I wanted to die, just a little. Sink through the ground and disappear off the face of the earth? Definitely. 

Being squeezed into a glorified broom closet with the guy who’d been outpacing me since the Academy was not my idea of a productive work environment.

Worse still, he was giving a mission report to several high-ranking officers on an encrypted video call. 

My report. On my mission. And according to Rover, it was terrific. 

“Ultimately, Agent Ford’s mission was a success,” he said in that easy-going voice while I stared at the monitor wondering if this was some cruel prank.

I forced my expression to remain neutral, impassive, to not reveal my shock at his comment. 

​To everyone else, myself included, I was a mess. I’d barely scraped approval for this op. For nearly three years since what I liked to call the Incident, I’d been fighting tooth and nail to be entrusted with missions any junior agent fresh out of the Academy could handle. Yet here I was—the Agency’s “greatest liability”—being praised by its most promising agent of the century.

Why? I had no idea.

“Come again?” Chief Huntley asked from the screen.

“The target was skillfully intercepted and the asset secured,” Rover replied, trying to run a hand through his sandy blond hair. The movement was impossible in the tiny space he’d chosen for our meeting. Not to mention dangerous for the seams of his shirt and the sanctity of my eyeballs. 

The soft grin he gave our superiors added a boyish look to his thirty-something years and threatened to crack my composure. 

Why did he have to show up here and mess with my perfectly ordered, chaste peace of mind? 

“Okay,” Huntley said, doubtful. “Anything else?”  

I clamped my teeth together, bracing myself for the inevitable criticism that followed my every move since my career stalled, crashed, and ultimately burned to the ground after barely a year in the field. All thanks to some bullshit intel and my own reckless behavior. 

“That’s it. You should be thrilled with her work,” Rover said, shooting me a lopsided smile.

I blinked, one eyebrow inching upward. 

It was the first compliment I’d received regarding my job performance since the Incident. Maybe that was why his commendation hit me like a gunshot and planted thoughts I’d sworn I’d never have about another agent ever again. Thoughts that had nothing to do with protocol.

Then I remembered the man before me wasn’t Recruit Rover anymore. He was Rockstar Rover—the Agency’s rising star. His career was shooting skyward while mine hovered somewhere south of zero. And nothing—not the cut of his suit, not the amused crinkle in his gray eyes, not even the brush of his strong thigh against mine—could soften the bitter sting of being outranked by my old rival. 

And for him to be my direct superior? Fucking humiliating. 
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MADISON 

12 hours earlier 






EGYPT WAS HOT. SWELTERING. Even after dark, the air sat heavy and unmoving. Sweat gathered at the nape of my neck and slid down my spine, dampening the tank top under my bulletproof vest until the fabric stuck to me like glue. But stolen intelligence wasn’t waiting for me to acclimatize, so I continued my pursuit, forcing air down my lungs. 

“I am not fucking this up,” I muttered to myself. My feet fought to gain traction across the compacted sand. I can’t afford it.

“You’re doing great, sweetie,” Marzieh said into my earpiece, the senior analyst who ran my operation from the Agency’s headquarters in Washington, D.C.

“How far?” I panted.

“About a mile out.”

I glanced at my watch. Six minutes at my current pace. No wonder I was sweating like a pig. “How many?”

“One.”

Only the carrier of the chip, then. 

My mission was to retrieve a piece of stolen intelligence containing secrets from various security services across the globe. Defense plans. Weapons specs. Authorization keys. The right intel could be worth more than gold on the black market these days. And the damage the chip could do in the wrong hands? Devastating. 

“Mads, the chip’s tracker has stopped moving,” Marzieh announced over the comms.

I increased my speed. If the tracker stopped, it meant its carrier was either resting or waiting for the buyer. If I were a betting woman, my money would be on the latter.

“Path?” 

“Clear except for an unidentified obstacle by the target’s position.”

I glanced ahead at the massive formation before me, confused. “Unidentified?” 

“Yes, some kind of square marked on the map. There are three of them. Jeez, they’re large. Hold on, let me get the specs—” 

“Marzieh.” I breathed heavily. “Are you talking about the goddamn pyramids?”

A low oh sounded through the comms. 

“Seriously? The Great fucking Pyramid of Giza is not in the Agency’s database?”

“I only got your coordinates, Ford. Forgive me for not being fluent in longitude and latitude.”

“It should be marked on the map. Didn’t you take cartography in the Academy?” 

“About a bazillion years ago. And pyramids should be marked as a triangle.”

“The base is square.” 

“Square, shmare. Is that really how you treat your dear friend and loyal colleague who jumped on this mission for you at the last minute?”

She muttered a few choice words in my ear, barely audible over the clicking of the keyboard. I immediately felt guilty. I had requested her when I finally tracked the chip to Cairo and she was taking a risk working on this. 

The Incident—the one that put me on desk duty, and knocked my career so far off course that I was being lapped by agents several years my junior—left me with few allies at the Agency. Fewer still were willing to risk their necks by associating with me. 

Besides being my friend, Marzieh was by far my favorite analyst—sharp, fast, and not afraid to joke over comms. She was older than me by over a decade, yet her jovial nature reminded me of my old self. Who I’d been before protocol and precision stripped me of my sense of humor. 

“You’re right,” I sighed. “Sorry.”

“Damn straight.” More clicking on the keyboard. “Okay, I’ve scanned your surroundings. Nothing but the target in your vicinity, although a quick check of local police records shows joyriders frequent the area. Keep an eye out for quad bikes and other ATV’s.”

“You truly are a gem. Expect a large box from Doughtastic when I get back.” 

“That’s what I like to hear,” Marzieh chirped. I could practically see her fluffing her hair. “You’re two minutes out at your current pace,” she added, sounding suddenly more business-like. “SYOPSM Sawyer requests a repeat of the mission objective.”

The Systems Operations Manager, Lloyd Sawyer. He hated me more than he hated playful banter, as evidenced by the red ink he used to dissect my mission logs. To my knowledge, no other agent was subjugated to such special treatment, nor did copies of his scathing remarks make their way to my colleagues’ supervisors. 

“Grab the chip, get out, and return to the assigned drop point,” I gritted out. “Target’s position?”

“Unchanged,” Marzieh responded.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to apprehend the buyer? If they can lead us to whomever breached our systems in the first place, we could prevent future incidents—”

“Negative,” Sawyer’s drab tone carried over the comm. “Confirm you will stand down once the intelligence has been retrieved.” 

A twinge of irritation sparked in my chest, born from the constant scrutinization over a mistake that happened nearly three years ago. It swelled and swelled until it became impossible to ignore.

“Agent Ford?”

Just say it. Don’t fail because of something so simple.

I punctured the swollen mass of anger and injustice. “Affirmative. Exit strategy?” 

Silence over the earpiece. 

“Just say it, Marzieh.”

“Sorry Mads, you’re on your own. One minute out.”

I nodded to myself. It wasn’t a surprise, really. The Agency wouldn’t waste resources on my solo mission.  “Going silent. See you on the other side.”

“Good luck.”

I killed the comms. 

Thirty seconds. 

The pyramids loomed before me, ancient and ethereal. I slowed down, pulled up the bandana around my neck to cover my face and forced my breathing to still. Three years ago, on a mission similar to this one, I’d charged headfirst into a situation where I had no control and no option but to act on instincts. I’d been dead wrong and lost more than the intelligence I’d been chasing. 

That could not happen again. 

Being back in the field was...everything. I had neither my standing nor my old mentor, but at least my service badge and my gun had been returned to me. 

Footsteps sounded to my left.

I drew my weapon. It felt like home in my hands. This wasn’t my first mission since my year-long suspension had been lifted, but it was the first retrieval operation that didn’t involve patting down teenage drug-dealers or low-level targets the Agency usually left to the regular police force.  

This is your shot. Do not mess it up.

My target appeared, facing away from me. Male, judging by the cut of his shoulders. Short for a grown man, though. And scrawny. His build was swallowed by the desert night, all edges and angles under the threadbare shirt he was wearing. His slouched posture carried no weight of authority, no practiced discipline, just a jittery stillness. Even from behind, I could see the twitch in his hands. Nerves. This was no seasoned soldier I was meeting.

Despite Marzieh’s intel, I canvassed the area to ensure I had him alone. I couldn’t fuck up again and the error of underestimating an opponent had long since been beaten out of me.

Satisfied with my assessment, I closed the distance between us, pressing the barrel of my gun into his back. 

“Hand it over.”

Small hands flew into the air. Too small for an adult. This can’t be right. I spun him around, slowly, taking in the wide eyes and—

A kid. A freaking kid. No more than fourteen. 

I blinked stupidly at the target—the boy before me.

“Lā tutliq al-nār,” he pleaded, hands still shaking. Don’t shoot.

Pushing past the shock of target's young age, I nodded toward the chip clasped in his hand. It was no bigger than a thumb drive, light enough to vanish in a pocket, the fine-edged markings etched into the transparent steel casing a declaration of its value. 

“Sallimha bi-buṭ´.” Hand it over, slowly. My Arabic was rusty, but the kid’s grip tightened. I cocked the gun, hating myself a little. I didn’t want to hurt him, but I had to get that fucking chip from him. “Al-ān.” Now.

His eyes widened with fear. “Don’t shoot,” he repeated, in English this time, his speech heavily accented. 

“Hand it over and I won’t have to,” I lied, inching my gun closer to his chest. As if I could possibly follow through.

The last time I chose a life over intel, I’d been exiled to the archives, far away from any action. Unless you counted the frequent attacks by dust mites. If it was supposed to teach me a lesson in priorities, I could sorely say they failed. I was beyond sure I wouldn’t be able to shoot the kid before me, regardless of orders. Not like this, not in cold blood. 

Would Dad have hesitated? 

A dry wind carried sand across the stones, rustling the kid’s threadbare clothing. He shivered despite the heat, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. His gaze darted around the ruins. Expecting someone to leap from the massive structures? 

“Better you leave with your life than die for that thing,” I said, knowing the words were a lie. Empty-handed, the kid was as good as dead when whoever was buying that chip found him. 

There should be a special place in hell for people who rope children into crime. 

The kid hesitated, glancing at my outstretched hand, then slowly extended the chip toward me. It trembled between his fingers, its metal glint catching the moonlight that slipped through the dust-choked sky. 

As soon as it left his grip, he bolted, sandals slapping against stone, casting one last anxious look over his shoulder before vanishing into the dark. I exhaled sharply, relieved I didn’t have a kill order. Just a run of the mill retrieval. It didn’t do much to alleviate my guilt of holding a child at gunpoint. 

I pocketed the intel and considered waiting to apprehend the buyer after all. But the condescending tenor of my superiors echoed through my head. Iterations of that’s not the job, Ford or that’s above your pay grade. All they cared about was that I got the chip.

I took off running again, keeping my gun raised and remaining on high alert.

​Whoever was after the chip would be here soon enough, desperate to get their hands on it. I needed to be far away from the drop point when that happened. 
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MADISON






THE AGENCY I WORKED FOR was a global intelligence network that eliminated tyrants and terrorists. We tore down drug empires, dismantled rogue states and crime rings, all while remaining invisible. It was an organization so secret it had no official name, and its agents changed covers as often as most people changed their socks. 

I carried fake credentials from the FBI, Pentagon, and Interpol, all courtesy of our liaison officers embedded inside each institution. My cover for this mission? Lost tourist stumbling out of the desert. 

I turned my earpiece back on once I neared the edge of the city. “Package retrieved.”

“Madison?” Marzieh’s voice was laced with concern. “You okay?” 

“All good.”

A relieved sigh sounded over the clinking of her keyboard. “Head due east, straight past the Pizza Hut.”

“The what?” 

“You can grab dinner on your way back.” 

“I hate pizza. And back where? I went straight from my last mission to the airport to the desert.”

“Ingrate. Who doesn’t like pizza?”

I rolled my eyes. “Destination, please.” 

“I’ve emailed you the details.”

I scanned my surroundings. To my disbelief, a large and unmistakable sign blinked above the highway ahead. 

“I've got a visual of the Hut,” I admitted grudgingly. “Other than that ridiculous landmark, care to give me an actual location?”

“Victoria Hotel. Not that the name’s gonna help you—” 

“I know where it is.” I’d looked up a score of sites the Agency might use as a rendezvous here in Cairo, just in case.  

“Oh, well then, Miss Google Maps, I guess I can go tuck into the chicken and leek quiche my husband is preparing for me.”

“Go.” I laughed. “I'll be fine.”

“Ugh, like I’m gonna leave you without backup. You’re lucky I like you.”

“You don’t have to stay on,” I insisted. “That’s what the emergency line is for. Someone else is on call, you go home.” 

“It’s fine, his quiche isn’t that great anyways.”

“Marzieh—”

“Who else would remind you about the debriefing call scheduled with HQ at eight o’clock tomorrow morning?”

Fuck. “Thanks.”

“Don’t thank me yet. The CO assigned to your mission specifically asked to receive your report. Tonight.”

“Tonight?” I squealed. “I usually hand in the report after the meeting.”

“I know sweetie, but he wanted to read it before then.”

“But I—”

“He asked you to deliver it to his hotel room.”

“You mean he’s here?”

“Yes, he arrived in Cairo shortly after you did.”

“I thought this was a solo mission?” I growled, spotting the hotel sign at the end of the narrow street I’d just turned onto. The facade’s paint was flaking and a couple of bulbs beneath the marquee were snuffed out. The remaining lights blinked sadly, as if having given up hope on ever shining again.

“I guess someone changed their mind? Anyway, he put in the request for the report while you were completing the mission. It’s in the email I sent you.  You know, the one you said you didn’t need.”

“Marzieh—”

“Just teasing, love.”

“Mhm.” I slipped into the hotel lobby, ignoring the stares of the staff. Sandy, smudged with dirt, sticky. I added find clean clothes to my mental to do list. “Hang on, if the mission CO is here, who am I debriefing tomorrow?”

“Just a sec...” Marzieh resumed her typing. “Congratulations, you scored the trifecta.” 

I stilled. “How bad is it?” 

“Huntley, Sawyer and Nelson.”

The Chief, the SYOPSM, and one of HQ’s internal security officers.

I stared blankly ahead. 

“You know, the senior agents will be jealous the Chief attended your debriefing,” Marzieh said gently, trying to soften the blow.

“Most senior agents aren’t micro-managed for minor missions like this one.” 

Mission debriefs were usually a brisk affair. A few pointed questions by the designated commanding officer, some scathing feedback, and then it was over. I took the notes that helped, ignored the ones that didn’t, and tried to shake off the inevitable wave of self-doubt that arrived on the heels of such professional dissection. 

Tomorrow wouldn’t be quite so painless.

The familiar weight of resignation settled heavy in my gut. Like a stone I’d long since stopped trying to spit out. I was still paying for my mistake, with my blood, sweat and, in particular, my sense of self-worth. I knew I’d earned this scrutiny, but three years post fuck-up? It still grated to have three heavyweights from the Agency check up on me. 

“At least you won’t face them alone,” Marzieh said lightly.

True. “Are you’re sure he wanted the report tonight?” It was already after ten pm and I had no intention of waking a superior unless absolutely necessary. I needed a shower and should probably set a triple alarm. With a report to write, sleep seemed like a fantasy.

“Positive. Midnight at the latest, preferably earlier. His words, not mine.”

Fantastic. 

“Who’s the CO?” If it was Miller maybe I could—

“John Rover.”

I froze. “Special Agent in Charge, that Rover?”

“Yes.”

Fuck. “Rockstar Rover?”

“The one and only,” Marzieh sang. “God, those gray eyes...I wonder what his tattoo looks like? You know, the one he’s rumored to have somewhere under those fitted shirts he wears.”

Fuuuuuck. 

“Doesn’t he have his own team to run?” I forced out. “A task force to manage?”

Out of all the operatives the Agency had scattered across the globe—embedded in cities, jungles, warzones—they decided to send John fucking Rover to Egypt just to receive a mission report and debrief our bosses?

“I’m sure he does. That man’s moved on from one success to the other. You know he was an analyst like me a few years back? Tried it out one summer when we were short-staffed.” Her sigh crackled over the comms.

Meanwhile, my stomach bottomed out. We’d been in the Academy together and while Rover had coasted through everything with effortless talent, I’d clawed and scraped my way through. 

And now he was my CO?

Double fuck. 

“He’s not all that,” I muttered. 

“No need to sound so glum,” Marzieh chided. “Honestly, I’ve seen those pictures of the two of you in the Academy and Lord, how did you keep your focus?”

“Imagined beating him.” And I had. Sure, he’d outshot me on the range but I’d outlasted him in survival drills, pushed through when he tapped out during sparring. 

“I’m sure that’s all you were imagining.”

I ignored Marzieh’s comment. There was no time to waste. No room for a shower, either. Just under two hours to pull together a report that wasn’t a complete fucking disaster.

Because John Rockstar Rover would not tolerate tardiness. Especially not from me. Not when he was SAC, running point on high-stakes missions while I struggled to get assignments nobody else wanted. Which was why I should focus on the task before me, not listen to Marzieh speculate whether the Agency’s golden boy was packing more than his standard issue handgun.

“Looks like I’ve got more work to do,” I said, and cut the line.
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​JOHN






THE WHISKEY WAS STRONG, but my patience was wearing thin. It was nearly midnight, and I was still fully dressed in dark jeans and a black t-shirt, creased and travel-worn. I hadn’t bothered to change. I was still waiting for my field agent to show up.

I paced the room, long strides from the edge of the bed to the window and back again. My service weapon rested on a chair beside the bed, within reach if needed. The whisky tumbler sweated on the bedside table next to a half-read mission folder and the thriller I packed last-minute. 

The hotel room was large. Palatial, despite the cracked walls and threadbare carpeting. At least there was running water, something my field agent lacked in their room. There was air-conditioning too but I preferred the breeze that drifted through the open window. 

I paused before the view of Cairo shrouded in a dim haze, bracing a hand against the wall. The city’s sprawling streets pulsated with movement despite the late hour. 

11:50 p.m.

What the hell am I doing here?

I was supposed to be in Budapest, tailing the arms dealer I spent six damn months hunting down. But no. My boss, Wesley Cramer, had pulled me from my team and my mission to “keep an eye” on someone else. A favor to the Chief, he’d said. I wasn’t even given the name of the agent assigned to this mission. 

I didn’t care much about Agency politics. The Chief would either be happy with my work or he wouldn’t. Throwing my case away to please a superior wasn’t something that interested me. But the sooner this was over, the sooner I could return to my real mission. See more action than receiving a boring report and reiterate its content to the Chief. 

But as DIO—Director of Intelligence Operations and the head of my division—Cramer made these calls, not me. He signed off on ops and coordinated with the other divisions’ Directors to execute the Chief’s orders.  

I glanced at my watch. 11:56. 

The agent was cutting it close. I made it perfectly clear that I wanted the report before midnight. The analyst supporting the operation from HQ seemed competent enough. She delivered her notes on the mission over an hour ago. Granted, it was a field log stating that the objective had been achieved and the field agent was enroute to the rendezvous point, but still. 

Restlessness crawled under my skin. I hated waiting. I hated being yanked off assignment even more. The worst part? The agent I was supposed to supervise had already left for the op before I landed. I admired their tenacity, but wondered if it was recklessness born from inexperience. These junior agents, always so keen to prove themselves, not waiting for backup. 

Like I wouldn’t have done the same.

I smiled at the thought of that first action-packed year after the Academy. The first time someone dropped me off in uncharted territory with nothing but a gun, a mission objective and a curt, Figure it out. 

It was chaos. It was perfect. 

I was a late recruit. Twenty-eight, straight from the military. Spent a brutal year at the Academy, then another as a junior agent. Two more doing senior field work before I became SAC at age thirty-two. One of the youngest to earn it. Cramer had already hinted that I was a shoo-in for his replacement when he stepped down as DIO.

It should’ve been flattering but sometimes I wondered whether I was trading my gun for a pen. Sure, I wanted the title. The prestige. I wanted to be the guy who made the hard calls, like Cramer and Huntley. But I didn’t want to rot behind a desk to get there. 

I would miss the field. The chase. Even as SAC I had more meetings and memos than I liked, and agents who couldn’t follow orders keeping me from the field.

And now Cairo.

Pulled from a real mission only to miss out on the action. This was a small assignment, sure, but I needed the adrenaline rush of a good chase like an addict needed their next fix. 

A knock hit the door.

11:59. Right on time. Barely.

I stalked over, already rehearsing the tongue-lashing I was going to deliver. Not because I cared much about punctuality, but I was SAC now. It came with the job. That and endless administrative duties that kept me from places I’d rather be. But when I opened the door, the words died in my throat like a failed transmission. 

I stopped short, staring at the sand-streaked woman on my doorstep. The woman who single-handedly took down a drug cartel in Colombia using a paper clip and a car battery but never got any credit for it because the next mission blew up in her face. 

Madison Ford. 

I used to have bruises shaped like her knuckles.

Out of all the people I expected to see in Cairo, it wasn’t her. Tactical gear still on, caked in dust, and a manila folder clutched in her hand. Her hair had come loose from her ponytail, dark strands clinging to her neck with sweat. 

“Madison.” I smiled fondly, memories still crashing in. 

In the Academy, we’d trained like animals and competed like enemies. Field drills in the middle of the night. Busted gear and bullshit rations. Her mocking my rotation of band t-shirts like she was personally offended by my taste in music. She had me doubled over from laughter just as often as from her jabs to my ribs. Then we graduated and missions took us in opposite directions, my focus fixed on climbing the ranks.

“Special Agent Rover,” she replied with a forced smile. “Congratulations on your promotion.”

“Thanks, it’s been a busy year settling in.” It sunk in then, just how long it’d been since we’d spoken. Not since the Academy, even if I’d seen her in passing. The realization sat uneasy in my chest.

“I won’t keep you, then. I just came to deliver the report. Sorry for cutting it close.”

“No apology necessary.” My smile faded. You’re really not going to comment on my boring shirt or something? Anything? 

I shifted out of her way, a little...disappointed as my gaze lingered on her angular face—once alive with unbridled excitement, now set in lines of hard control. 

She stopped in the middle of the room, holding out the folder at me. “My report. I’m sorry I completed the assignment without you. I was told this was a solo mission.”

“Don’t worry about it.” 

I took the file, flipping through it to buy time while my brain recalibrated. She’d pulled together an impressive number of pages. I looked up to say as much and caught the stiffness in her posture—shoulders squared, spine straight as a ruler, like she was standing for inspection. It reminded me of those early mornings on the training field when she’d outlast everyone just to prove she could. 

“At ease, soldier,” I said, lips twitching at the memory.

“Excuse me?”

“Lose the posture. You’re making me feel like I’m Drill Sergeant Quinn, about to bust your chops for some minor infraction. Sit down or something.”

She raised an eyebrow, but the rigid line of her spine didn’t budge. If it wasn’t for the way she kept eyeing the door I would’ve thought she was rooted in place. 

“Are you planning to stay long enough to catch up, or is this a drop-and-ditch-situation?” I grinned. “Are you trying to ghost me, Ford?”

“I’m not—is that an order?” 

“What? Of course not.” Confusion surged through me at the suggestion. She was treating me like a...superior, or something. Only I wasn’t, not really. This was a...I didn’t know what this was. A fluke. A temporary situation. There was no need for her to act like I was evaluating her or something.

“Then I’d rather not. I’ve had a long day and would like to find a faucet that doesn’t cough like a dying cat.”

“My ensuite works fine.”

“Good for you, sir,” she said, more politely than sarcastic. 

Sir? I puked on your gear once. We wrestled for the last tin of tuna in that freezing cabin in Montana. I had no problem leading my peers but there was a difference between being the agent in charge and acting superior for the hell of it. 

“You’re welcome to use it,” I clarified.

She stared at me like I’d passed her a bomb to diffuse. “You’re...offering me your shower?”

“It would appear so.”

“Don’t you want to go to bed or something?”

I held up the report. “I’ve got reading to do. Consider it payback for all the times you bailed me out in the Academy.”

She gave me a puzzled look. “I bailed you out?”

“More than once.” Did she not remember? “Go on. I’ll lay out a clean shirt for you. Yours looks like it’s covered in half the desert.”

“But...why?” 

I shrugged. “You’ll sleep better, after. I’m afraid I don’t have any spare pants, though. Unless you want a pair of my boxers?”

Her eyes widened. 

“Joking. Sorry.”

She sighed, long and loud, clearly not appreciating my sense of humor. 

“Fine,” she said, like she was doing me a favor, before disappearing into the bathroom.

Okay, then. 

Once I heard the running water, I grabbed a spare shirt—the only clean one left in my duffel—and placed it on the bed.  

I returned to the living room and poured myself a drink, then a second, doing my best not to think about how we’d bled our way through training together. As if I didn’t remember the weight of her punch. 

Madison—no, Agent Ford—emerged ten minutes later, her shoulder-length hair damp and curling at the tips, my shirt hanging loose over her slight frame.

“Whiskey?” I offered, holding out the second glass. 

“Thanks.” She knocked it back like a pro and handed the empty glass back to me. Her eyes lingered on the open window with immediate distaste.

“F-192,” I said.

“What is?”

“The article that prohibits unsecured openings in designated intel-handling zones. I chose to ignore it because I sleep better when it’s cold.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“But you wanted to,” I winked. “I know you.”

“We haven’t spoken since the Academy,” she said flatly, “and that was five years ago.”

“Stay then. Let’s catch up.”

“I should get going.”

“Of course,” I said, hiding the disappointment in my voice. I was at a loss what to say to her, anyway. Seeing her again after all this time, shimmering like a storm cloud, scrambled my brain.

“Well...goodnight, then. Sir.”

“John,” I reminded her.

“I know.” Madison gave a soft smile.

She left as quickly as she had appeared. I stood there for a long moment, even after the door clicked softly shut behind her, caught in the echo of her dark eyes and a thousand memories. Of her, of that year in the Academy. Of how she used to make me laugh between punches, even when she looked like she was trying to kill me.

Tonight, she barely looked at me at all. 
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JOHN






I STRODE DOWN THE CORRIDOR, a tray of two piping hot coffees in one hand, Agent Ford’s mission report in the other. The world was alive outside the shabby walls of the hotel, the sounds of cars honking and people calling out to each other drifted through the cracked windows. Yet time seemed to slow as I neared her room. 

Madison. Mads. 

I stumbled. My grip on the tray shifted, the heat from the cups biting through the cardboard. Her nickname from the Academy echoed in my head with an intimacy I had no right to claim. 

I didn’t like it, how reserved she’d been last night, treating me like a superior instead of an old friend—or whatever we were. Colleagues. Sparring partners. Not quite strangers. Definitely not strangers.

She threw a mean hook, I knew that much. Knocked my jaw silly during a close combat class once. Terrible dancer. After the Academy, our paths barely crossed. Staff meetings here and there. The office Christmas party where I watched her carefully approach the eggnog and stare murderously at the mistletoe. 

Then she was pulled from field duty, and I lost track of her career. I’d moved on from Intelligence Analysis to Senior Field Agent and set my sights on SAC. The last time I heard her name, she was the unfortunate subject of the Agency’s tenacious rumor mill. I didn’t know exactly what had happened, but I’d pieced together enough from the rumors to know it had impacted several pending missions. 

The rest were outright lies. 

I doubted Madison single handedly screwed up a whole arms deal that led to the death of fifty agents when no memorial had been held in their honor. Or that she’d set fire to the cafeteria when it hadn’t been renovated since we joined the Agency.

I should have reached out during her suspension. Checked in. But I didn’t. I hadn’t wanted to crowd her. A choice I now regretted deeply. She probably could have used someone to talk to. But one mission bled into another and once I was promoted to SAC, I had more than enough on my plate without following the office gossip. 

I ran my thumb absently over the report in my hand. She’d executed the mission flawlessly. All that was left for me to do was to coordinate the conference call with HQ that was happening this morning. It wasn’t standard procedure, but Cramer had mentioned that the Chief wanted to be updated before we left Cairo. Which was why I’d asked for the mission report last night, to prepare. 

The folder felt heavier in my hand than it should have—maybe because handing it back meant seeing her again, or because random memories of her kept popping into my head. Like the way she chewed her lip when she focused. Little details that had no business sticking in my head. Not back in the Academy, when her only interest in me was beating me in every contest, and certainly not now. But they lingered anyway, trailing me right up to her door. 

I knocked. It opened after a beat, revealing Madison looking...nothing like last night. Gone was the disheveled agent vibrating with adrenaline. Today, she was a statue in a white shirt and black blazer, hair twisted into a severe knot at the base of her neck, face scrubbed clean of dirt and any discernible emotion.

“Oh,” she cleared her throat. “Special Agent Rover. Good morning, sir. How can I help you?”

“What’s up with the ‘sirs’?” Our titles had vanished the moment I saw her, but she kept shoving them firmly back in place. “Just call me John.” 

“It’s the proper way to address a superior.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m only your CO temporarily.”

“You outrank me—”

“Coffee?” I held out one of the paper cups. 

She took it, hesitating, her eyes narrowed like it might be poisoned. “How bad is it?”

“How bad’s what?”

“My report.” 

I frowned. “It’s superb.”

She took a sip, avoiding my eyes. “Superbly bad, right?”

“No, I’m serious. It’s solid work.”

An awkward silence stretched between us. Madison shifted like she wanted to bolt but didn’t have anywhere to go.

I scratched my jaw, thrown. “You, uh, sleep okay?” 

“Fine. Thank you.”

“Shower help?” Jesus. Did I always sound this stupid? 

“It was...adequate,” she said coolly, with the same tone someone might use to describe a dental cleaning.

I didn’t know what the hell I’d been expecting. A thank you? A smile? Some trace of recognition, perhaps. Whatever I’d been hoping for, it wasn’t this. 

“Guess we should get going, then,” I said gruffly, matching her vibe of unfamiliarity. 

Her boots clicked sharply behind me as we stalked down the hallway that smelled faintly of dust and cheap disinfectant. I stopped outside the room I scouted last night that would serve as a suitable location for our debriefing with HQ. It was barely wider than a supply closet, with scuffed floorboards and two folding chairs crammed beside each other. 

Madison flitted inside, back straight, shoulders squared, and folded herself gracefully into one of the chairs. I closed the door behind us, awkwardly taking my seat and attempting not to step on her toes or something. The tight space was barely suitable for my build, let alone two people. 

I set up the laptop in silence, logging in to the Agency’s encrypted meeting platform using a passkey, my fingerprints, and a retinal scan. Madison’s eyes drilled into me as I checked the webcam and ran through the system test. 

I glanced at her, meaning to say something—anything—and noticed several smudges on her cheek and neck. She must’ve missed them during her brief visit to my bathroom last night.

“What?” she demanded when my gaze lingered. “The meeting’s about to start, what is it?” 

​“Just, you’ve got a—” I started but the laptop chimed, and the screen flickered to life.

Chief Huntley’s face filled the monitor, gruff and impassive. On either side of him sat Security Officer Amanda Nelson and SYOPSM Lloyd Sawyer. 

All these high-ranking officers, just for a debrief? Either Madison’s mission was that important or someone was very invested in her performance. My gut said it was the latter. 

“Good morning, sirs. Ma’am,” Madison said immediately. 

Was this how she addressed every superior? The straightlaced tone didn’t fit the woman I remembered from the Academy. That Madison was sharp, yes, but also approachable, friendly. A little too friendly with the douche who’d tried to mess up my performance record more than once, but still. 

Was she nervous? Was that why she was putting on this act of the stiff, perfect soldier? I’d been in calls with heavy hitters like the Chief more times than I could count, but Madison? Given her suspension...probably never. 

Shit. Facing this much brass was no small thing. And Christ—I’d been sitting here reminiscing, when I should’ve been doing my damn job. She was right—I was her acting CO, not her peer. I should’ve checked in, made sure she felt prepared, given her something to stand on besides nerves. Instead, I’d assumed she was still the same confident recruit who’d taken every challenge in stride.

Ass. I was such an ass.

I turned to offer her a reassuring smile. Her eyes met mine, dark and wide, full lips pursed slightly. My gaze stuck, caught on the gentle rise of her high cheekbones. She looked pale, like she hadn’t seen the sun in weeks, freckles fainter against her skin than I remembered. 

Who are you now, Ford? And why the hell am I more interested in conducting a fact-finding mission on you than running this damn debrief?

This was not good. Not good at all.

So what if she wasn’t the same person I’d known half a decade ago? It wasn’t my business, this new version of her. And she had no business taking up prime real estate in my head. Especially not here, in front of Chief Huntley—the man who could end my shot at another promotion and grind her career to dust if he felt so inclined.

“Sir?” She nudged my boot under the table. “Are we ready to begin?”

Sir again? Really? 

Focus. “Of course.” 

I vowed not to look at Madison Ford for the rest of the meeting.
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MADISON






THINGS WERE PROCEEDING UNUSUALLY WELL. Sure, Rover and I were crammed into what had to be the smallest closet in Cairo, and the screen was filled with faces that made my stomach clench, but so far no one had torn into me for sloppy phrasing, missing intel, or an overlooked detail in my field notes. Small miracles.

Still, I sat rigid in the folding chair, my back stiff, nails pressing into my thighs to keep from fidgeting while Rover fired off the facts in my report. 

I repeated them in my head—locations, timestamps, the retrieval of the chip—keeping my gaze locked on the screen like a cadet in front of a firing squad. God only knew what fresh complaint Sawyer was saving for later. And Huntley, well...as Chief of Operations, every agent and operation stemming from the North American HQs technically fell under his jurisdiction, but really? All this brass for me? 

Maybe this was how powerful people entertained themselves on a dull Wednesday. Or maybe it was just another step in my penance for a mistake I was still trying—and failing—to atone for. What's it going to take?

Meanwhile Rover sat beside me, every inch the shining star the Agency loved to show off. And Huntley, of course, directed every comment at him. 

Annoying didn’t begin to cover it. 

What was he even doing here? I’d been asking that question since last night. Rover was the kind of operative they saved for high-profile targets, not babysitting disgraced agents. Weren’t they saving him for something with more glory? My mission seemed too lack-luster for his bright career path.

Even more confusing? The way he had nothing but good things to say about me and the mission. Yes, I’d succeeded—but was that really why? Or was he laying it on thick for the Chief, making sure my performance, no matter how perfect, wouldn’t tarnish the trajectory of Mr. Hotshot’s career? 

That made sense. They always found something to criticize. One only had to look at Sawyer’s skeptical face to see he didn’t believe a word coming out of Rover’s mouth.

I wasn’t sure what to believe myself. He’d acted with such familiarity last night, like he’d forgotten his own rank, like no time had passed between us, full of that casual ease that had always driven me insane because I would never be able to replicate it. 

To Rover, it was a joke when I’d bested him in the Academy—something he could laugh off. To me, losing wasn’t an option. My father had been a legend at the Agency—until he got killed doing the very job my mother despised—and the pressure to live up to his name had only gotten heavier since the Incident.

Yet Rover was acting like I wasn’t dead weight he’d rather not be saddled with. Instead, he praised the trite report I’d handed over last night. The one I only learned about two hours before it was due, which forced me to show up outside his hotel room in Kevlar, grimy and exhausted, one minute before his damn deadline.

Not that he complained. Not once. He’d been infuriatingly easy-going about it, joked like it was nothing, then offered me a drink and the use of his ridiculously large ensuite. Because of course Rockstar Rover got the deluxe suite with running water, while I got the room where plumbing had yet to be installed.

I drew in a breath to calm my nerves, and instead inhaled him. His scent cut through the stagnant heat, crisp and masculine and inexplicably fresh. Cedarwood, maybe? Or pine. Christ. My own shirt was soaked under my blazer, but Rover? There wasn’t a bead of sweat on his brow, nor a single strand of his thick hair out of place. 

I bit back a frustrated noise. Couldn’t he have the decency to sweat a little? Wear a cheap deodorant or an appalling cologne, anything instead of giving me more reasons to notice him?

Because I was noticing him. Way too much. 

I’d shoved this man from my mind for years, and now his name filled every corner of it. Marzieh’s sighs about the rumors of his physique tangled with my own memories. The cruel fact that I already knew the exact lines of his muscles from endless drills at the Academy twisted my dreams last night. Left my head a hazy mess that bled into daytime. 

Huntley finally turned his focus to me. “That was quite the commendation from SAC Rover.”

“Yes, sir.”  

“Anything to add?”

I forced a steady voice. “I appreciate his support on this mission. I am equally satisfied with its execution and hope to deliver more of the same going forward.”

“Let’s just settle for not losing another asset—or superior,” Huntley said with a chuckle, immediately joined by Sawyer.

Their grim laughter cut me like knives. I swallowed the sting of it. Whoever gave Rover front-row tickets to my humiliation deserved a hate-you note. 

I risked a glance at him, bracing for his condescending laugh, ready to hear it join the others. But Rover’s easy-going smile was gone, replaced by a hard look. His fists curled tightly around the edge of his chair, knuckles whitening.

I faltered at the unexpected sight. Honestly, I was surprised Rover wasn’t licking the Chief’s boots more, doing whatever it took to keep the taint of my reputation off his spotless record. Why shouldn’t he? He was a career man through and through, no one at the Agency disputed that.

“Very well,” Huntley said once the laughter had run its course. “If that’s all, you’re dismissed, Ford.”

What?

I searched the faces on the screen, hoping I’d misheard. Just like I’d hoped that last night was a figment of my imagination and that I hadn’t agreed to use Rover’s shower, drink his whiskey, and sleep in his shirt. 

I should’ve chosen sand over comfort. Maybe the smell of him in my nose all night was what caused my mind to drift to lewd images of Rover’s body during the early stages of the debriefing. Like how he filled out his suit and—

No. 

Sawyer’s granite expression stared back at me, confirming the ugly truth. I was dismissed. From my own mission debriefing.

“Dismissed?” Rover echoed my unspoken question, sharper than I’d ever dare to sound in front of the Chief. “You don’t want to hear her account of the mission?”

“Your recount of her field notes are more than enough,” Huntley replied curtly. 

It felt like a slap I should've seen coming. The unfairness of it all stung, but it wasn’t the first time. It wouldn’t be the last, either. 

I sat straighter, forcing my voice to steady, professional, detached. “When would be a suitable time to discuss my proposal regarding mandatory hostage training?” 

Sawyer’s glare cut through me. “It’s not on the agenda. We neither accept nor have time for last-minute requests.”

“I was under the impression—”

“It must be submitted by a commanding officer,” he snapped. “You should know this, Ford.” 

“I notified a senior agent to file such a request weeks ago,” I said as calmly as possible, wondering idly whether my past trimmed a few inches off Sawyer’s already infamously short fuse. 

Sawyer posted the agenda points in the call’s chat. “As you can see, it’s not on there. Either you didn’t do your job or the CO in question had more important things to deal with.”

I froze, trying to keep a scowl from my face. The sheer implication that I wasn’t busting my ass to be considered a good agent hurt more than I wanted to acknowledge. 

“Check back with the senior agent in question and we’ll discuss it another time,” Security Officer Nelson suggested. At least her comment was constructive, if obvious.

“I will.” Or you could take me on. 

Since my old boss quit, I’d had a revolving door of COs swapping in and out like the Agency couldn’t decide if I was worth the investment. 

Being on Nelson’s team would be a dream. The trim forty-something woman held one of the Agency’s best obstacle course records to date and had several wicked arrests under her belt. I’d admired her for years, ever since I heard how she accidentally stepped into the Agency’s training facility in Jos, Nigeria, at age sixteen and never left.

But no. I had to go months without a proper boss, only to get the guy who used to laugh at me when I tackled him. The guy who’d spent half the meeting shooting me smiles I didn’t know what to do with but now could barely spare me a glance. Maybe he’d finally realized this debriefing was beneath him. 

The fragile warmth I’d felt at his earlier praise evaporated. 

“Let’s move on,” Huntley said. “Once Agent Ford has removed herself from the room, we can discuss your next assignment, Rover.”

“Which is classified,” Sawyer added. God, I could punch him.

“Of course.” I rose but Rover and the chair he was sitting in blocked the only path to the door.

I looked at him questioningly. He stared back, not moving a muscle. 

For fuck’s sake. 

I started to move, beyond mortified that I would have to climb over a superior officer to enact an order, when he unfolded himself from the chair with an impatient grunt.

He seemed taller than he had in the Academy. Maybe it was the additional pounds of upper body strength that made him look bigger. Maybe it was the fit of his impeccable clothes. Or maybe I was still dehydrated from last night’s mission and hallucinating. 

Stop staring and get the fuck out.

He pressed himself against the wall so that I could get past without rubbing my chest up against him. A feat, since he took up all the space in the tiny room.

“God, you’re big,” I muttered. Froze. Did I say that? Out loud?

My face flamed.

Rover didn’t so much as twitch. Mercifully, he let me go without a word and I silently thanked him for neither responding to my comment nor allowing me to straddle his lap on a live stream in front of our superiors.
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​MADISON






I ALL BUT FLED THE STUFFY ROOM, desperate for air. At the end of the hallway, I stopped and stared at my reflection in the tall hotel windows. 

I looked more put together than I felt, even though my eyes were bright and my slight frame looked even smaller swallowed in the dark suit I’d nabbed off the concierge’s desk. 

I leaned against the wall, breathing shaky, massaging my temples. The Agency’s motto flashed through my mind like a reprimand: Extra Legem, Pro Ordine. 

Beyond the Law, for Order. 

The Agency belonged to no state, worked for no government. We fought for all humankind on a global scale. As a clandestine covenant that filled the void where laws failed, where hesitation cost lives, our dominion transcended borders. Any and all threats that managed to slip past local law enforcement and national security services were within our jurisdiction. Missions were often dangerous and always covert—the price of people’s safety. 

Dad died for this. It was that important to him. You can handle a few snarky comments.

Eyes closed, I tipped my head back against the peeling wallpaper. Who would they stick me with next? COs could be any senior agent, really. It was a role, not a title. Sometimes the duty fell to civilian staff, the IT experts and analysts who kept HQ running. If I couldn’t have Nelson, I’d take Marzieh in a heartbeat. She was kind, fun, someone who saw me, not the agent who lost assets and colleagues in a single disastrous call. 

More likely, I’d get a stuffy technician shuffling case files between servers.

I needed to talk to my previous CO and find out why the hell my request hadn’t been logged with the debriefing committee. I might be hesitant to cause a fuss, but I wasn’t a total pushover. And yet, I was the one who’d gotten thrown out of my own mission’s debrief while John Rover stayed behind to receive his next assignment. A cold reminder that nothing had changed. That I’d clawed my way back only to stand still, while he kept climbing.

I meant to stay in touch, once we left the Academy. Our rivalry was motivating, and I wanted to keep my edge. That was before I clocked his jaw in sparring a few months before graduation. He laughed it off but never looked at me the same. Then came the ball, when our cohort went as a group and I asked him to dance. He pressed his lips into a mulish line and shook his head without even meeting my eyes. Still pissed about the jaw, I guessed.

I kept tabs on him, though, that first year as junior agents. But that stopped soon after the Incident, when I was buried under red tape, barely staying afloat. He didn’t reach out, either. By the time I made it back to the field, Rover’s career was so far ahead of mine I couldn’t stand keeping up.

I pushed away from the wall. Things wouldn’t get better standing here mulling over the past. There was always another mission. Any mission would do right now. Anything to get away from—

“Agent Ford.” 

Him. 

My shoulders stiffened, but I kept going. 

“Madison,” he said sharply. “Hold on a moment. Please.”

Madison. When was the last time a superior had called me by my first name? I hated the way it sounded coming from him. Too personal and too commanding at the same time. The syllables rolled off his tongue like they belonged to him, low and steady, curling in my chest before I could stop it.

I turned. Rover stood with his legs braced apart, jacket closed and pants perfectly pleated. My shirt probably sported sweat stains around the armpits. 

I hugged my blazer closer. “Yes?”

“It went well, I thought,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “The debriefing.”

“Yes, sir.”

“John,” he corrected again. “At the very least, Agent Rover.”

“Fine.”

“You have a smudge, right there.” He indicated toward my neck.

I slapped a hand over the spot. “Thanks for waiting until after the meeting to point it out.” 

Shit. I hadn’t meant to be so frank, but I was struggling to remember we weren’t equally ranked.

“I tried to tell you before it started but you interrupted me.”

I pressed my lips together, a flush taking over my cheeks.

“And I didn’t think you’d appreciate me pointing it out during the call,” he continued.

I maintained my embarrassed silence. 

“That’s what I thought.” His easy smile returned, face softening with amusement that only managed to enrage me. His hair was longer than regulation allowed, the light strands tousled like he’d run a hand through it several times. Did being bumped from field agent to SAC put him above the rules? Or maybe that was just life for Rockstar Rover—untouchable, effortless, getting away with breaking protocol.

I rubbed furiously at the spot for something to do, something to ground me in this mortifying moment.

“It’s just a smudge. No big deal.”

“Maybe not to you,” I muttered. 

“You shouldn’t have rushed through that shower, then.”

My cheeks heated further. “I didn’t want to inconvenience you.” 

“It really was no trouble.”

A strained silence followed where Rover folded his arms over his chest and leaned a shoulder against the wall at the very spot where I had rested my head earlier. God, he was tall. 

I should go, do anything besides stand in a hallway waiting for...what, exactly?

“The bosses seem happy,” he said before I could move.

“Does that include you?” 

“I’m not your boss.”

“As good as.” 

“No, really, let’s review—”

But I was out of patience. “What do you want, Agent Rover?”

“To debrief with my colleague.” 

“That already happened,” I said stiffly. “Thank you for the vote of confidence in there, I appreciate it, but I should really—”

“I have a couple of questions for you, actually.” He tapped his fingers against the report.

“It’s all in there.” You said so yourself. Clear, comprehensive. What more could you possibly want to discuss? 

“It’s not about the mission.”

“No?” 

“No, I—” 

A family of six poured out into the hallway from one of the hotel rooms. 

“Not here. How about dinner tomorrow night, back in D.C.? You fly back today, right?”

I stared at him, dumbfounded. 

A work dinner? With Rover? Torture. Pure torture. But he knew I couldn’t very well say no.

“Yes, sir,” I gritted out through clenched teeth. 

“Great, but no more sirs, please. I’ll pick you up at your place.”

“No, you won’t,” I shot back. “You don’t even know where I live.”

“Please,” he laughed. “I’m a field agent who specializes in intelligence gathering. I think I can figure it out.”

I turned on my heels then, fuming over this brash invasion of my privacy and, frankly, my spare time. 
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