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      I stick my finger into Bill’s silicone butthole.

      “What the hell?” Fabio exclaims in a horrified whisper. “That’s poking. You have to be gentle. Loving.”

      Grunting in frustration, I jerk my hand away.

      Bill’s butthole makes a greedy slurping sound.

      “See?” I say. “He misses my finger. It couldn’t have been that bad.”

      “Look, Blue.” Fabio narrows his amber eyes at me. “Do you want my help or not?”

      “Fine.” I lube up my finger and examine my target once more. Bill is a headless silicone torso with abs, a butt, and a hard dick—or is it a dildo?—sticking out, at least usually. Right now, the poor thing is smushed between Bill’s stomach and my couch.

      “How about you pretend it’s your pussy?” Fabio’s nose wrinkles in distaste. “I’m sure you don’t jab it like an elevator button.”

      “I usually rub my clit when I masturbate,” I mutter as I add more lube to my finger. “Or use a vibrator.”

      Fabio makes a gagging sound. “You’re not paying me enough to listen to shit like that.”

      With a sigh, I circle my finger seductively around Bill’s opening a few times, then slowly enter with just the tip of my index finger.

      Fabio nods, so I edge the finger deeper, stopping when the first knuckle is in.

      “Much better,” he says. “Now aim between his belly button and cock.”

      I cringe. I hate the word “cock”—and everything else bird-related. Still, I do as he says.

      Fabio dramatically shakes his head. “Don’t bend the finger. This isn’t a come-hither situation.”

      I pull my finger out and start all over.

      My digit goes in rod straight this time.

      “Huh,” I say after I’m two knuckles deep. “There’s something there. Feels like a walnut.”

      Fabio snorts. “That is a walnut, you dum-dum. I shoved it in there for educational purposes. The prostate—or P-spot—is around where you are now, but the real one feels softer and smoother. Now that you got it, massage gently.”

      As I pleasure Bill’s walnut, Fabio shakes the dummy to simulate how a real man would be acting. Then he starts to voice Bill as well, using all of his porn-star acting ability.

      “Bill” moans and groans until he has, as Fabio puts it, “a P-gasm to rule them all.”

      I remove my finger once again. I have mixed feelings about my accomplishment.

      Fabio grabs my chin and tilts my face up. “Show me your tongue.”

      Feeling like I’m five, I stick my tongue all the way out.

      He shakes his head disapprovingly. “Not long enough.”

      I retract my tongue. “Long enough for what?”

      “To reach the walnut, obviously.” He sighs theatrically. “I guess I’ll work with what I’ve got.”

      Ugh. Can I slap him? “How about we work on his peen?”

      With another sigh, he turns Bill over. “Did you take those lozenges, like I told you?”

      Not for the first time, I field doubts about my instructor. The goal for this training is simple: I want to be a spy, which means gaining skills as a seductress/femme fatale. Think Keri Russell’s character in The Americans. According to her backstory in that show, she attended a creepy spy school that taught seduction. In fact, such schools are common in movies about Russian spies—the latest was featured in Anna. Alas, these schools are harder to find in real life. So I figured I’d hire a professional instead, but the prostitute I solicited for help refused. Ditto with the female porn stars I reached out to on social media. As my last resort, I turned to Fabio, a childhood friend who’s now a male porn star. Being in gay porn, he claims he’s able to please a man better than any woman can.

      “Yes, I sucked on the lozenges,” I say. “My throat is numb, and I can barely feel my tongue.”

      “Great. Now get that whole shlong down your throat.” Fabio points at Bill.

      I scan Bill’s length apprehensively. “You sure about this? Wouldn’t the lozenges make the penis numb? If Bill were real, that is.”

      He lifts an eyebrow. “Bill?”

      I shrug. “Figured if I’m having relations with him, he shouldn’t be anonymous.”

      Fabio pats my shoulder. “The lozenges are just to give you some confidence. Once you see that it fits, you’ll be more relaxed for the real thing and won’t require numbing. Don’t worry. I’ll teach you proper breathing and everything. You’ll be a pro in no time.”

      “Okay.” I take off my sexy wig and put it on the couch. Before Fabio says anything, I assure him I’ll keep it on during a real encounter.

      Now comfy, I lean over and take Bill into my mouth as far as I can.

      My lips touch the silicone base. Wow. This is deeper than I was able to swallow any of my exes—and they weren’t this big. My gag reflex is sensitive. Typically, even a toothbrush gives me issues when I use it to clean my tongue. But thanks to the numbing, the silicone dildo has gone in all the way.

      This is interesting. Could lozenges also help one withstand waterboarding? If I’m to become a spy, I need to learn to withstand torture in case I’m captured. Of course, waterboarding isn’t my biggest concern. If the enemy has access to a duck—or any bird, really—I’ll spill all the state secrets to keep the feathery monstrosity away from me.

      Yeah, okay. Maybe the CIA did have a good reason to reject my candidacy. Then again, in Homeland—another one of my favorite shows—they let Claire Danes stay in the CIA with all of her issues. Which reminds me: I need to practice making my chin quiver on demand.

      Fabio taps my shoulder. “That’s enough.”

      I disengage and swallow an overabundance of saliva. “That wasn’t so bad. Should I go again?”

      He shakes his head. “I think you need a motivation boost.”

      I know what he’s talking about, so I take my phone out.

      “Yeah.” He rubs his hands like a villain from the early Bond films. “Show me the picture again.”

      I pull up the image of codename Hottie McSpy.

      An undercover FBI agent took this photo because he was after one of the men in it, but not my target. No. Everyone thinks Hottie McSpy is just a rando—but I believe he’s a Russian agent.

      Fabio whistles. “So much premium man meat.”

      It’s true. In the image, a group of extremely delicious-looking men are sitting around a table inside a Russian-style banya—a hybrid between a steam room and a sauna—wearing only towels and, in the case of Hottie McSpy, a pair of non-reflective aviator sunglasses that must have some kind of anti-fog coating. With the sweat beading on everyone’s glistening muscles, they look like a wet dream come to life.

      “They’re playing poker,” I say. “That’s why I’ve been taking poker lessons.”

      “Yeah, I figured as much, since the picture is called Hot Poker Club.” Fabio giddily enunciates the last three words. “You realize that sounds like the title of one of my movies?”

      I shrug. “An FBI agent named this image, not me. They were after another guy who was in that room, and I was helping out as part of the collaboration between the agencies.”

      Fabio taps on the screen to zoom in on Hottie McSpy. “And he’s the one you’re after?”

      Nodding, I drink in the image once more. Hottie McSpy has the hardest muscles of this already-impressive bunch, and the strongest jaw. His chiseled masculine features are vaguely Slavic, a fact that first made me suspicious of him. His hair is dark blond and shampoo-commercial healthy. Not even my wigs are as nice.

      If I were to learn that this man was the result of Soviet geneticists trying to create the perfect male specimen/super-soldier/field agent, I wouldn’t be surprised. Nor would I be shocked  to find out that he was the inspiration for the Russian equivalent of a Ken doll (Ivan A. Pieceof?). Even if I didn’t think he was a spy, I’d infiltrate that poker game just to rip those stupid glasses off of him and see his eyes. Though I picture them—

      “You’re drooling,” Fabio says. “Not that I can blame you.”

      I nearly choke on the treacherous saliva. “No, I’m not.”

      “Yeah, sure. Be honest, are you going after him because he might be a spy, or because you want to marry him?”

      “The first option.” I hide my phone. “Spy or not, marriage is out of the question for me. My current attitude toward dating shares an acronym with the name of the agency I work for: No Strings Attached. But that’s not what this is about, anyway. If I single-handedly expose a spy, the CIA is bound to take notice and rethink their rejection of my candidacy. And even if they don’t take me, I will have made America safer. Russian spies are still among the biggest threats to our national security.”

      “Sure, sure,” Fabio says. “And his hotness has nothing to do with you focusing on him, specifically.”

      I frown. “His hotness is why he’s the perfect agent. Think James Bond. Think Tom Cruise in Mission Impossible. Think—”

      Fabio raises his hands like I’m threatening to shoot him. “The lady doth protest too much, methinks.”

      I gesture at the silicone phallus. “Should I go again? I think the numbing is wearing off.”

      For some unknown reason, I feel super motivated to deep-throat someone.

      Fabio takes out his phone. “Sure. You work on that, but I’ve got to run. My Grindr date awaits.”

      He shows me a dick pic.

      “Dude,” I say. “Don’t you get enough action at work?”

      Fabio playfully flicks at Bill’s erection, and it swings back and forth like a naughty pendulum. “This is why I thank heavens for being attracted to men. Their sex drives are so much stronger.”

      “That’s sexist. Just because women don’t hump everything that moves doesn’t mean we have weak sex drives.”

      He flicks Bill’s manhood—or is it his dummy-hood?—again. “If your cock and asshole aren’t always sore, your sex drive is lacking. That’s all there is to it.”

      I cringe again. What do roosters—killing machines that they are—have in common with penises? Why not call the male organ a python, a bratwurst, or a honey dipper? Any of those would be more appropriate.

      Fabio grins and flicks the appendage in question once again. “Sorry for saying ‘cock.’ I’m such a—”

      Before he can finish, a blur of fur streaks by. A giant feline lands on Bill’s washboard abs and swats razor-sharp claws at the pendulum-like phallus.

      Screaming in falsetto, Fabio pulls away from the scene of the unfolding hate crime.

      The owner of the claws is my cat, Machete, and apparently, he’s not done—because he rakes his claws over what’s left of Bill’s dummy-hood.

      “That’s just obscene.” Fabio stands crossed-legged, as if he needs to go tinkle. “You should get your cat to a therapist.”

      As if he understands what my friend has just said, Machete shoots him a feline hate-filled glare.

      As usual, I can picture what Machete would say in a nightmarish world where cats could talk:

      The silicone male couldn’t escape Machete. The softer, fleshy one will be next.

      “Come here, sweetie,” I croon and swoop down to grab the cat.

      Machete must be feeling extremely magnanimous today because he lets me hold him and keep my eyes.

      Fabio chuckles, and I give him a quizzical look.

      “Your cat was trying to kill Bill,” he explains.

      Machete hisses at Fabio.

      Machete is not amused. Uma Thurman has a lot of range, but she can’t play Machete.

      I grin. “He must’ve heard you call that a cock.” I gesture at Bill’s misfortune. “My sweetie protects me from birds.” I pet Machete’s silky fur and get rewarded with a deep purr. “When I first got him, he killed what turned out to be a goose pillow for me.”

      Fabio eyes the door. “All I know is he looks like he’d fought in a lot of illegal street fights before you adopted him. And lost a lot.”

      It’s true. Machete actually looked even worse when I came across him at the shelter. It was also the only time I can recall seeing him vulnerable in any way.

      Needless to say, I used my work resources to track down his prior owners, and soon after, they mysteriously ended up on a no-fly list… just before a big vacation.

      I stop the petting for a moment, and Fabio gets hissed at again.

      “I’d better go,” Fabio says, backing away.

      I follow him. A videocall window pops up on one of my wall monitors. Yes, I have multiple wall monitors. My home setup is inspired by all the movies where spies watch someone from a surveillance room.

      Forgetting the cat danger, Fabio stops and looks at the screen. If my friend were one of Machete’s kind, his curiosity would’ve killed him long ago.

      “It’s my video conference with Gia and Clarice,” I explain. “You can go.”

      Fabio purses his lips. “Who’s Clarice?”

      “My poker teacher,” I say. “Go.”

      He looks on the verge of stomping his foot. “But I want to say hi to my girl Gia.”

      “Fine.” I accept the call, and both Gia and Clarice show up on the screen.
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      The pale-faced woman who looks like Morticia Addams is my sister Gia—one of my two sisters who aren’t part of my litter of identical sextuplets.

      Yep, I have five sisters who share one hundred percent of my DNA. Gia also has a sister with whom she shares one hundred percent of her DNA—her twin, Holly.

      I’m a little jealous of the twins. For starters, they have fewer identical clones of each other. Also, they’re named after our grandmothers, while my litter got the hippity-dippity names that our parents must’ve come up with during a particularly extensive LSD trip.

      Take my name: Blue Hyman. It sounds like what you’d need to break to deflower one of those aliens in Avatar. Then again, didn’t they have telepathic sex via their creepy ponytails? Same ponytails they used on animals, by the way. Oh, and my name also sucks in my line of work. After I did something—the specifics of which are classified—to a few computers, my colleagues started calling me BSoD, as in the Blue Screen of Death.

      Clearing her throat, Gia looks between Fabio and Bill’s damaged dick. Her face contorts into one of her signature devious grins. “Kinky.”

      Fabio rolls his eyes at her. “Gross, as usual.”

      Clarice readjusts her pirate hat. “Is that your sweetheart?”

      “No,” Fabio and I say, while Gia says, “Yep.”

      Well, whatever. It’s not an insult to assume I’m with Fabio. He’s a good-looking guy, just like the Italian model his mom lusted after enough to give his name to her son. This Fabio’s naked chest wouldn’t look out of place on a romance novel circa the early nineties, either.

      “Fine,” Gia says. “Maybe he’s not a boyfriend, but Blue blew him back in the day.”

      “I didn’t blow him,” I say. “We played show me yours and I’ll show you mine. Once.”

      “Yeah. And that was plenty.” Fabio grimaces, and I have to resist throwing Machete at his face.

      “Oh, yeah,” Gia says. “Wasn’t that when Fabio realized he’s better off gay?”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “Didn’t you claim to have slept with him in high school?”

      A rare expression shows up on Gia’s face—guilt. “It was a joke.” She looks at Fabio pointedly. “A private joke.”

      It wasn’t a joke, and we all know it. For some reason, Gia went out of her way to make everyone think she was the sluttiest of the eight of us.

      “Guys,” Clarice says. “That man isn’t the sweetheart I’m asking about.” She points at Machete. “That is.”

      “Ah.” I scratch Machete under his chin, and he closes his eyes, blissed out. “He is my sweetheart.”

      “What’s his name?” Clarice picks up a cute Persian and holds him up to the camera. “This is Hannibal, by the way. My sweetheart.”

      Clarice has a cat named Hannibal?

      Of course she does.

      When Machete opens his eyes and spots Hannibal, he hisses viciously.

      Machete doesn’t like fluffy, spoiled excuses for cats. Also, isn’t that face exactly what’s on a can of Fancy Feast? Makes Machete wonder if that whole breed is a bunch of cannibals.

      To his credit, Hannibal looks unperturbed. Either he knows the cat in front of him can’t reach him through the screen, or he is as brave as Machete.

      “So, Clarice,” Fabio says. “What’s with the pirate getup? Is that a magician thing, like Gia’s vampire outfit?”

      It is, in fact. My sister and Clarice are magicians, and the way they dress is for their stage personas. Though I have no idea how the pirate outfit Clarice wears relates to her specialty: playing cards. Maybe poker is the link? Pirates played poker, and Clarice knows a lot about that game, which is why she’s my teacher.

      Before anyone can answer, it’s Hannibal’s turn to start hissing at Fabio. And—though it could be my imagination—I hear words in the hiss: Call my understudy a pirate again, and I’ll eat your liver with some fava beans and a nice Chianti.

      Mistaking the target of the hiss, Machete doubles down on his hostility. Not for the first time, I wonder if I could train him to be my sidekick spy. He could intimidate in some situations and infiltrate hard-to-reach places in others.

      “I really should get going,” Fabio says, shifting his gaze back and forth between the two angry cats. “I’m late for my date.”

      “I’ll walk you to the door,” I say with an evil grin. He’s not escaping Machete so easily.

      “No need,” he says, but Machete and I follow him anyway. Once he’s gone, I lock the apartment door and leave Machete in the kitchen to eat.

      When I come back to the living room, Clarice’s cat is also missing from the camera’s view. Must be off on a hunt, looking for someone to cannibalize.

      “So sad he’s gay,” Clarice says. “I’d also show him mine if he showed me his.”

      Sad indeed. Fabio is hot, and would be quite fuckable if we weren’t attracted to the same gender. Well, almost. Unlike Fabio, who’s Team Y Chromosome all the way, I’d also sleep with Claire Danes, Keri Russell, and a few other actresses who’ve played spies I admire.

      In any case, Fabio is a friend all of us sextuplets share, in part because we were collectively his beard back in high school. To this day, I think he sees us as one person with multiple personality disorder.

      “I bet Fabio is popular in the genre of porn where a gay guy seduces a ‘straight guy,’” Gia says.

      I raise my eyebrows. “You watch gay porn?”

      Gia shrugs. “I watch all porn. Are you prejudiced with yours?”

      I just shake my head. Dumb jokes aside, Gia is the sister who understands me best, despite not being a part of my litter. We both love deception. Magic and spy craft have that in common. Also—and this is a biggie—we’ve been forever linked by the same traumatizing event, codename the Zombie Tit Massacre.

      See, our parents live on a farm where they rescue all sorts of animals—and I’m all for that, except for that one case when they adopted a bird called the Great Tit, or as it’s also known, the Zombie Tit. The reason for the second name is as blood-chilling as everything to do with birds. These monsters are thirsty for the brains of bats and, occasionally, other birds—including chickens, which is what I witnessed on that horrible day.

      My heartbeat picks up as I relive it once more.

      The pecking.

      The gore.

      The brains splattered everywhere.

      The cursed Zombie Tit, with its bloody beak and eyes thirsty for more brains, looking at me.

      Hitchcock’s The Birds had nothing on that horror show.

      Since that day, I’ve been terrified of birds and studiously avoid them in all forms, including cooked.

      Hey, at least I won’t die of the avian flu.

      What I don’t get is why I’m alone in this. Birds are dinosaurs. Everyone has seen Jurassic Park. Were the velociraptors in it scary? Yes. Could they have been scarier if the movie creators hadn’t been humane and had depicted them properly, feathers and all? Sure could’ve.

      Yep, that’s right. In reality, velociraptors had feathers and were the size of a big turkey.

      Pure nightmare fuel.

      “Hey, sis, I was just kidding,” Gia says, clearly misunderstanding why my face has gotten as pale as hers. “How about we get down to business?”

      “Right.” I shake off the terrible memories. “Let’s. The game is happening tonight.”

      “By Houdini’s adrenal gland,” Gia says. “Are you ready?”

      I fold a finger. “Reviewed everything Clarice has taught me.” I fold another finger. “Re-watched Casino Royale.” I fold one more finger. “Saw Rounders for the first time—and, as Clarice said, John Malkovich was awesome as Teddy KGB, and young Ed Norton and Matt Damon looked delicious.”

      “I assume that’s a yes, then,” Gia says.

      I nod. “Now I just want to get your opinion on how I execute the magician moves you’ve taught me, and hear any last-minute poker tips from Clarice.”

      Gia pulls their camera closer. “Do the moves.”

      I grab the wig I designated for the infiltration and pull it over my buzzcut. Next, I take a poker chip with my phone number etched into it and stick it under the wig, near my left ear. Lastly, I get the micro-camera/GPS gadget and hide it by my right ear.

      “Here.” I sneak my fingers under the wig and take out the chip, holding it in the finger grip Gia has taught me. Apparently, this is a classic move taught in every beginner book on coin magic. Bottom line is, the coin/poker chip isn’t visible in my hand.

      “And here’s the camera move.” I sneak the gadget out and hold it in a more advanced grip—again from the coin magic books. I then take a picture of the room, just as I will at the poker game, and surreptitiously attach the device to the wall with some magician sticky wax.

      “Great job,” Gia says. “It’s obvious you’ve been practicing.”

      “What’s the exact plan?” Clarice asks.

      “I’ll sneak the poker chip to the target and hope he calls me,” I say. “I’m also going to take some pictures with this.” I unglue the gizmo from the wall.

      “Stealthy.” Clarice examines the device admiringly. “But what if they scan you for electronics before the game?”

      I take off my wig and show them the mesh on the inside. “This has a Faraday cage sewn in.” At Clarice’s blank stare, I say, “It doesn’t let electromagnetic signals go in or out.”

      Gia snickers. “Like those tinfoil hats that prevent aliens from listening in.”

      I put the wig back on. “Tinfoil wouldn’t make a good Faraday cage and you know it.”

      “Children,” Clarice says. “It’s my turn to give advice.”

      We both look at her expectantly.

      “Don’t talk poker strategy at the table,” she says. “You might’ve gotten into that habit with me, but it can bite you in the butt during a real game.”

      “I won’t,” I say. “What else?”

      “Watch out for the disclaimer tells,” she says.

      “What’s that?” Gia asks.

      “It’s when someone says something like, ‘I’m sick of you winning all the time. I’m going all in.’”

      I flush. That example is from a game we played a few weeks back.

      “What do you do when someone says that?” Gia asks.

      Clarice looks smug. “Obviously, you assume it’s an act, and the real reason they’re going all in is because they’ve got a strong hand.”

      “I’ll make sure I don’t do that,” I say. “And I’ll keep an eye out for others doing it.”

      Clarice gives me more reminders, and I listen appreciatively. Eventually, she says, “Okay, you’re as ready as you can be.”

      “Thanks,” I say.

      “What does it matter if you win or lose?” Gia asks. “I thought the idea was just to be in the same room with the target.”

      I roll my eyes. “You mean besides not looking like a fool?”

      She nods.

      I sigh. “The buy-in for this game is half a million dollars. I’d like to keep that money.”

      Both sets of eyes on the screen widen to comical proportions. I guess I forgot to mention that little detail. Oops.

      Gia clears her throat. “Where did you get so much cash? I didn’t realize the NSA paid so well.”

      “I work for No Such Agency,” I say on autopilot. “And no. They don’t pay that well. I just sold some of my bitcoin.”

      Since I studied cryptography in college, it made sense to me to invest in—and to mine—cryptocurrencies, and my investments have grown quite nicely in the past few years. For a twenty-five-year-old, I’m pretty well off. Still, I’d feel very sad if I lost that buy-in.

      “I didn’t realize.” Clarice looks crestfallen. “I guess I have no chance of ever going to that game.”

      “I’ll make you a deal,” I say. “If I double my money tonight—thanks to your training—I’ll back you. The catch is, you’ll share your winnings with me.”

      “Deal,” Clarice says, her eyes gleaming. “I’m going to be rich.”

      “Uh-huh,” Gia says, ignoring her. “I can see why you’re so proactive with all the prepping. Half a fucking million. I know you have that fancy car, but I had no idea you were so rich. This is the first time I envy you your boring college major.”

      “I’m not that rich,” I say. “At least not usually. Crypto’s just been on a tear lately, so I got the car and now this. Forgetting the buy-in for a second, it would simply look suspicious if I showed up at that game and sucked ass. It’s obviously a bunch of poker sharks, or people who think they are.”

      Gia waggles her eyebrows lasciviously. “I’m sure they would cut a woman some slack.” Seeing Clarice’s and my glare, she quickly adds, “I didn’t mean that in a sexist way. It’s a game full of naked hunks who are apparently rolling in dough. A rich lady might be excused for wanting to go there to feast her eyes… or maybe meet her future husband.”

      “That reminds me,” Clarice says. “Why are the guys who play at that club so good-looking?”

      I shrug. “I’m sure unattractive players join from time to time. But I bet after they spot the others, their self-esteem takes a dive, and they probably don’t want to come back. I wouldn’t like doing Bikram Yoga surrounded by Victoria’s Secret models either.”

      “I guess that makes sense,” Clarice says. “I’ve also been wondering why you’re so sure your target will be there. You don’t know who he is or what he does. He could’ve just popped in for that one game.”

      “True,” I say. “But if he’s a spy, it would make sense for him to keep going and mingling with those people. Most of them are rich and powerful, which makes them great connections to have.”

      Gia and Clarice nod sagely.

      “Okay, you two,” I say. “I should go.”

      “Last question,” Gia says. “Why are you doing this?”

      Is this going to lead to a Fabio-like “you want him” statement?

      “That’s top secret,” I say. “Need to know basis, and you don’t need to know.”

      “But seriously,” Clarice chimes in. “I also want to know.”

      I shrug. “I guess I want to show the CIA that they were wrong to reject me.”

      “Why would you even want to work for them?” Clarice asks. “They have a bad reputation. The FBI might be a better choice.”

      “FBI agents aren’t spies,” I say. “They do undercover work, but it’s not the same.”

      “The NSA spies,” Gia says. “And they also have a pretty crappy reputation if that’s what you’re after.”

      “Sitting at a computer all day isn’t my idea of spying,” I say. “I want field work, and tonight, I’ll get a taste of the real thing.”

      “Well, good luck,” Gia says.

      “Hold on,” Clarice says. “You never explained what’s up with the well-hung dummy on your couch.”

      “Oh, no.” I create a hissing sound with the side of my mouth. “I think I’m losing you.”

      Gia chuckles. “Before you go, I meant to ask… Will you come see my magic show?”

      “Sure. Send me the details.” With that, I hang up before they can delay me further.

      It’s time to get ready for the Hot Poker Club infiltration.
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      First things first. Should I wear my cat burglar suit for this?

      No. That would be pointless. You get naked to play.

      I put on my best bathing suit instead. Hopefully, they’ll let me keep it on.

      Clothes decided, I tackle makeup, prioritizing the following: waterproofness, so it doesn’t run in the banya, and sex appeal enhancement, so Hottie McSpy wants to call me afterward.

      Securing my Faraday cage wig atop of my head, I saunter to the door and check the time.

      Crap. It’s later than I thought. I’ll have to drive instead of walking to the meet.

      My phone pings with a doorbell alert.

      Odd. I’m not expecting anyone.

      Even though I’m standing within reach of my peephole, I pull up my phone and check the video feed from my smart doorbell camera.

      The person behind the door looks identical to me, especially me in the wig I’m currently wearing.

      Strawberry-blond hair, high cheekbones, strong chin, greenish eyes—clearly one of my litter mates. I think I know who it is based on the way she’s dressed, but just in case, I ask, “Which one are you?”

      “It’s Olive,” she says.

      Yep. As I thought. Olive—or Octopussy as I lovingly think of her. Not because she reminds me of the character from the 1983 Bond film, but because she is obsessed with octopuses.

      I open the door, and she steps in.

      Oh, no. I don’t need twin telepathy juju to determine that she’s upset.

      “Can I stay with you?” she blurts in lieu of a hello.

      “Of course. What happened?”

      If my sister needs me, I’m rescheduling the infiltration. Even if it means they’ll keep the buy-in I’ve already sent in.

      “Please,” Olive says. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      I grab her hand. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” she says, even though her eyes are overly bright in that holding-back-tears kind of way. “I just need to rest. Is that okay?”

      “Sure,” I say, though I’m getting increasingly worried.

      “I also need some time to myself.” She looks at me pleadingly. “Do you think I could take a long bath?”

      “No problem.” Something is clearly wrong, but I get that she needs her space. “Take the bath, and we’ll talk afterward.”

      She averts her gaze. “I was hoping to crash on your couch and get some sleep after. Is that okay?”

      She doesn’t want to talk today about whatever is bugging her. Fine. I’ll give her until tomorrow, and then it’s interrogation time.

      “Do you need me here then?” I ask. “I was on my way out somewhere, but—”

      “Please go.” The words sound like she’s begging—which just makes me want to stay.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Very sure. I need a place to be, not company.”

      “Fine. Follow me.” I walk her through my apartment and explain where everything she might need is. When we come across the beast, I say, “You remember Machete.”

      He looks up at us lazily, so I sternly tell him, “This is Olive. Treat her as you would treat me.”

      He licks his paw, his furry face bored.

      All humans look the same to Machete, but especially you two for some reason. Whoever feeds Machete gets to live… for now.

      When we return to the living room, Olive spots Bill on the couch and rubs her eyes.

      “Oh yeah, can you toss him into the closet in my bedroom?” I ask.

      It’s a testament to how upset she is that instead of teasing or asking any questions, she simply nods, like putting away dummies with damaged dildos is completely routine.

      “You sure you don’t want to tell me what’s wrong?” I ask.

      “No. Go, please.” Olive puts her hands on her hips. “I’ve got it from here.”

      She’d better spill all her secrets tomorrow. I’m not above using sleep deprivation—or hair pulling—to get information. At this point, I’m almost as curious about Olive’s troubles as I am about Hottie McSpy’s mission.

      “Fine.” I turn toward the door. “Mi casa es su casa.”

      I still feel uneasy leaving, but she looks so relieved that I capitulate. Whatever happened, she wants to be alone for now.

      An elevator ride later, I step into my building’s basement parking lot, and my excitement about the infiltration returns.

      I check the time.

      Fuck. I’m late.

      I dash for my car, an Aston Martin DBS V12. Or, as I think of it, the car Daniel Craig drove as James Bond in Casino Royale and Quantum of Solace.

      As the powerful engine purrs to life, I put the Mission Impossible theme music on full blast and mentally plot my route.

      The meet is near the Manhattan side of the Brooklyn Bridge, and since I live by Battery Park, the distance I need to cover is but a few blocks. Typically, it would take about six minutes to traverse, depending on traffic. Given that the meet is about to start, I’ll have to halve that, traffic or not.

      I turn the wheel and floor the gas.

      As I fly out of the parking lot, I nearly run over a lady who lives across the hall.

      Oops.

      At least with the illegal-level tinting on my windows, she can’t see me behind the wheel. Hopefully.

      Tires screeching, I turn onto Water Street—and nearly crash into a yellow cab.

      The cab driver doesn’t even blink. He’s been through worse. In fact, the guy I took driving lessons from had cut his teeth on one of those cabs.

      Torpedoing ahead, I scan for pedestrians before running a red light and praying that no cop saw me. Luckily, I get away with it, and with annihilating the speed limit. When I reach the famous Wall Street, I run another red light. From here, I get all green until I’m zooming up Pearl Street.

      If I were really going onto the bridge, I’d take the ramp, but I’m not exactly, so I swerve into a parking lot, my tires squealing and the wheel jerking in my hands. Leaping out of the car, I leave my keys inside and toss a hundred-dollar bill at the nearby attendant.

      “Are you nuts?” he asks, mouth agape.

      “I’ll be back in a few hours,” I say. “Keep the change from that, and I’ll tip you another hundred if my car is happy.”

      Before he can ask me to fill out a form, write up a receipt, or do anything else to slow me down, I sprint out of there and beeline for the meet location.

      When I get there, panting, I check the time.

      A minute late.

      My FBI contact warned me that these people are punctual, but hopefully, a single minute isn’t a deal breaker.

      The meet was arranged on the Dark Web as per my contact’s instructions. I was impressed with the Hot Poker Club organizers. They sent me an email that I couldn’t trace despite all of my skills. A self-destructing email, in fact—very Mission Impossible.

      Not to mention, the location is great. A bridge. That’s a classic for things like prisoner exchanges à la Bridge of Spies, so it makes a fitting place to take me as a prisoner… of sorts.

      I make hand signals the way I was instructed, and notice two masked guys exit a black Chevrolet Suburban across the street.

      They must be the people I’m meeting.

      Yep. One of them makes the answering hand signal.

      My contact warned me about what comes next, so I feel a tiny bit apprehensive. I’m the first woman that I know of to do this. What if they decide to keep my cash and do something unspeakable to me instead of playing poker?

      But no. Woman or not, that would be bad for business, as it might deter future players. Besides, if anything untoward starts to happen, I can always use my Krav Maga combat skills. And if that fails, I can tell them where I work. Killing government agents is really bad for business—just watch Sicario.

      Still, no matter what I tell myself, my knees are wobbly as I cross the street. My Krav Maga instructor would call me a chicken right now—a dumb expression. To me, being a chicken means being a feathery monster, not feeling fear. I guess when it comes to chickens, I’m a chicken, but these guys aren’t as scary as that.

      “Hello,” I say when I reach them.

      Hey, my voice is steady. Score one for me.

      “What’s the passcode?” the leftmost guy booms.

      I say it.

      “Get in,” he says.

      Yep. I’m getting into a sketchy black van. Time to see if I’m cut out for field work.

      The reminder of my ultimate goal puts a spring in my step, and I jump into the car almost giddily.

      Hells yeah, I’m cut out for this. In fact, a cut-out of me should be in the dictionary under “kickass spy.”

      The man sitting shotgun turns my way. Besides his mask, he’s wearing a pair of those thick, giant sunglasses that the elderly wear to cut down on glare.

      Maybe this goon is going to retire soon?

      “Hand me your phone,” he demands.

      Hmm. He doesn’t sound all that old.

      I hand him my phone, and he turns it off.

      “You can keep it in your pocket, but don’t turn it on until we bring you back here,” he says. “We’ll know if you do.”

      So they plan to bring me back. That’s a relief. Of course, he’d say that even if they were planning to turn me into bird feed.

      “I’ll keep it off,” I say.

      “Good.” He pulls out a black bag from the glove compartment, tempering whatever was left of my enthusiasm. My FBI contact warned me about this part, but still. Black bag over one’s head is how you end up in a terrorist dungeon, not at a poker game.

      “What are you planning to do with that?” I ask, channeling an indignant—and very rich—poker player.

      “Don’t want you to see where we’re going,” the sunglasses guy says. “Until you become a regular, we’d prefer
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