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      Neal didn’t stop for the cyclist. He didn’t even take the time to consider himself lucky when the kid swerved out of his Acura’s path.

      On a mission, he took up two spaces in the parking lot then almost forgot to lock the car’s doors as he dashed for the convenience store’s entrance. He hustled up and down the aisles twice before finally losing it.

      “Dammit—Don’t you have any Listerine?”

      “Sorry, shiny,” the clerk hollered back at him.

      Neal knew his skin was still covered in baby oil—only in the car did he realize it might’ve been wise to rinse off before he’d left Lady Kat’s room—but the fact the clerk could tell he was slicked up from a couple dozen feet away only made him more anxious. What if the chuckling fool made a leap in logic and figured it out? Shiny head and arms sticking out of a wrinkled, stained polo . . . Couldn’t have been the worst or oddest of what has passed through the convenience store; but the clerk wouldn’t take his eyes off him.

      “We have a dry mouth oral rinse.” The fool, still chuckling, may or may not have been trying to be helpful.

      “I need something that kills odors,” Neal said. “Germs.”

      “It does the same thing.”

      “No, it doesn’t.”

      He had to get out of there. He had to get out of the store, and out of the area. He wanted to just go and jump in some magic acid bath, something that would cleanse and purify his clothes and body, inside and out.

      He grabbed the bottle of oral rinse and laid three dollars on the counter.

      “One short, dude,” the clerk said.

      “It’s only a three-ounce bot—” Neal closed his eyes and sighed. “Never mind.” He gave the clerk another buck and twisted off the cap as he headed for the exit. For the next ten minutes, he stood next to his car, swishing, sloshing, and gargling the bottle’s contents. It was no use. He couldn’t wash the taste from his mouth. Or the stench from his upper lip.

      He got into his Acura and sped off. He’d take the back roads, making sure he reached the Agency even faster than if he’d taken the highway. He sure as hell could maneuver a vehicle more smoothly and successfully than he could a woman’s body. His experience with the Kat had certainly confirmed that.

      She was in-call only, just as Neal preferred. And there was a fifteen-year age difference, also as he preferred (he was too embarrassed to be with anyone near his own age). A different ethnicity? Check. She wasn’t anything close to Irish, not even a so-called Black Irish like himself. And he’d stuck to his aliases—“NumberJuan” on email and cell, and “Juan” in person. Everything was working, except for the one thing that never really worked.

      He wasn’t a virgin. He was something worse. Inept. He couldn’t hold a girlfriend because he had no technique. Sloppy kisses and awkward caresses had yet to impress any. He did have what he once thought of as a secret weapon, over eight inches long. But it didn’t take long for him to recognize that wasn’t enough. It’s not the size that counts; it’s what you do with it. His sexual adulthood had been a progression from wet-noodle wielder to—with the assistance of a little yellow pill—cannon carrier, one that refused to fire when he was with a partner (though he did just fine on his own).

      His lifelong dream of having a child was fading with each passing day. Thirty-five years out of his mother’s womb and he still was no closer to being able to sow his own seed, not for the lack of trying. After thirty minutes of fumbling around with a woman, unable to even come close to ejaculating, his interest in satisfying her steeply declined. Frustration was a mood-killer no drug could reverse.

      When his partners’ reactions passed from “That’s okay, baby” through yawning to “What the fuck . . . Are you gay?” he decided he needed practice. He bought a red smartphone and a new account to match; then he hit the backpages. He scheduled appointments with escorts who operated far from his neighborhood and his other regular haunts, but not too far. A Heartland Security agent using most of his personal time to make long-distance trips would quickly raise suspicion and potentially call down the wrath of superiors.

      He’d been successfully elusive for six months now. But practice wasn’t making perfect; it was just making him sick.

      Fifty years old and heavyset, Lady Kat initially seemed promising. She’d agreed to meet him in her motel room on Saturday morning, 11:00, roughly two hours before he’d have to head in for his shift. Neal performed his usual surveillance ahead of time. As a member of the Agency’s elite Peacemakers, a special-mission unit, he damn sure knew how to stay invisible while scouting territory, ensuring it was safe to enter. He’d perfected that skill, at least. Good thing the Heartland Security Agency was interested in hiring Peacemakers rather than Lovemakers.

      Lady Kat was big, but voluptuous. A pleasing smile and gorgeous eyes that seemed to shift back and forth between green and blue both relaxed and aroused him. The body-rub he’d explicitly come for went well enough, even if her palms felt like she’d been laying brick with her bare hands. After she disrobed and they began entangling for what he’d implicitly come for, things went downhill—in more ways than one. He kissed her on the forehead and steadily made his way south. Her skin was sticky but tasty, as if she’d used maple syrup for lotion, but her thong, the one piece of clothing she’d kept on, smelled like the kitchen of a fast burger joint and had the greasy taste to match. He made sure the thong stayed on, and he stayed away from the patch for the rest of the hour.

      He’d left the room with a mild feeling of nausea and something verging on a migraine, but the lingering odor in his nostrils and film on his tongue were what he most wanted to rid himself of before arriving at work. He could take a shower once he got there.

      He couldn’t help but appear as a heap of something one would wisely steer clear of if one spotted it in one’s path. And most of his coworkers were wise. Unfortunately for his unit partner, she had no choice but to get close.

      “You’re almost late,” Katrisha said.

      “Almost.” Neal dropped his bag in his chair and rummaged through his desk drawers.

      “Why are you so shiny?” she asked.

      He answered with a more important question. “Do you have any mouthwash?”

      Katrisha sniffed. “Is that coconut oil?”

      “Like strong mouthwash?” Neal repeated.

      She shook her head. “Why didn’t you get some on the way in?”

      He smirked as he pulled his toothbrush out of the drawer. “Because I was almost late.”

      Katrisha shifted her eyes downward and nodded. “How’d you know? You’re not wearing your watch.”

      Neal followed her eyes and dropped his brush. “Shit . . . Oh shit!”

      The watch was Agency-issue, a prototype of a device developed in conjunction, and in secret, with a private contractor. As Neal understood it, the device was designed to connect with the nervous system and somehow enhance the body’s electrical activity to the point where the air around the skin, the tiniest fraction of an inch, acted as a force field of some kind; they were experimenting with watches before they moved on to neural implants. Neal and other select Peacemakers were to wear the devices out in the field, testing them in action so they could be studied and improved. They looked like normal digital watches, almost exactly like Neal’s old one, so he thought nothing of taking it off with the rest of his clothes and laying it on Lady Kat’s nightstand. When it came time to leave, he was far more worried about getting the hell out of there without vomiting.

      “Go back home and get it.” Katrisha usually wasn’t one to get emotional. She was professional through and through, believing wholeheartedly in the Agency’s mission and following orders without question. What he saw in her eyes now was fiery intensity, so much of it her irises seemed to glow. Even though Neal was her senior in the unit, and her mentor, he’d screwed up, and she wasn’t going to stand for it.

      “It’s not at home.”

      “Where is it?”

      “It’s . . . not at home.” He wasn’t sure what to say. Several years back, in the aftermath of President Sullivan cheating on his wife and being murdered for it, the law euphemistically dubbed the “Mistress Act” made prostitution and other pay-to-play sexual activities a severe crime, punishable by a minimum three-year prison sentence. One strike and you’re in. To survive as an escort these days, one had to be smart and discreet: accept cash only, and for companionship only; the word “sex” and common terms for sexual activities were never to be mentioned in an escort’s presence, not even in private settings. Not all those who advertised in the backpages knew the unspoken rules. Neal knew to only pick those who’d been advertising for some time; they were the ones who best knew how to stay out of jail and protect their clients. Now, he felt as naked as he’d actually been in Lady Kat’s den.

      “Neal, you need to get that watch back. If it—”

      “Falls into the wrong hands—I know, I know.” He waved her off as he hustled toward the stairs and pulled out his red smartphone. He wasn’t about to risk a call. Even a text was too chancy within a building housing those dedicated to surveillance and security. He did send Kat a brief, cryptic email while making his way to the parking garage. He didn’t expect a reply before he got back to the motel, but he wanted to try to give her a head’s up he was coming.

      He unlocked his Acura.

      “We’re taking the SUV.”

      “The fu—” Neal almost dropped his phone at the sound of Katrisha’s voice. “Were you following me?”

      “We’re on Agency time now. Neither of us is off duty. Wherever you’re going, I’m going.”

      Neal muttered three obscenities before following his partner to the black armored vehicle. Katrisha settled herself in the driver’s seat as she asked, “So, we’re not going to your place?”

      “Just get us out of the garage,” Neal said. “I’ll guide you.”

      She drove the speed limit, but it still seemed a little too fast for him. Maybe because his brain had slowed down, inversely proportionate to the millions of rapid thoughts he’d had after seeing his bare wrist.

      “What did you do this morning?”

      Katrisha’s question was a casual attempt at small talk, but in his ears the words were the drip-drop beginning of an interrogation.

      “I had brunch,” he said after a moment.

      “On Saturday?” she asked. “Who around here serves brunch on Saturdays?”

      “Someone who shouldn’t.”

      The vehicle was silent until they crossed the city line, officially exiting Indianapolis. Katrisha sped up, edging over the limit.

      “Where?”

      Neal sighed. “The Perfection Inn. About two miles down.”

      They parked in the guests’ section. Neal unbuckled and held up his hand as Katrisha opened her door.

      “Would you mind letting me check this out alone?” he asked.

      She furrowed her brow.

      “Just stay here and call in,” he said. “See where we’re supposed to go next.”

      She seemed content with this, softening her eyes as she closed her door. Neal got out and ran, rounded a corner, then banged on door 204. After a minute of silence, he banged again. He dialed the Lady on his red smartphone. No answer. And still no response to his earlier email.

      To hell with this. He tried to hear through the windows and peer through the drawn curtains. It was possible she was with her next appointment, but Neal was beyond caring—and he didn’t have time to go to the motel manager with an explanation (even a false one) and request a key. His reputation, job, and freedom were on the line. Such a sudden realization could really push a man.

      He drew his Glock and fired at the window. He was built like a running back, but he had no hope of breaking down a deadbolted door without injuring himself. The window was safer—for him, if not for whomever was on the other side.

      He kicked in most of the glass, brushed aside the curtains, and crawled through. There was no trace of the Kat. No clothes, no toiletries, no odors . . . and no watch. The room was clean. The woman must’ve checked out right after Neal had left.

      This time, before he could leave, his partner, someone who was probably the motel manager, and several onlookers gathered at the broken window and now-open door. Neal took a deep breath and calmly held up his HSA badge. The onlookers scattered. The manager backed away from the door. When Katrisha cleared her throat and flashed her badge, the manager glanced and scrambled away.

      People, particularly people in the Midwest, knew why the HSA had been founded. Most folks harboring memories of immoral deeds shied away from the agents, lest they end up disappeared. Of course, that was just an urban legend among Middle Americans. If one cheated on his wife with a married woman, or had sex with a child, HSA agents wouldn’t just drop out of the blue and throw the offender into a black hole. The offender would get a trial first.

      Neal was getting the first taste of his trial now.

      “What the hell is going on, Neal?” Katrisha stood in the doorway, glaring again with the fire in her eyes. This time, it was less a poetic impression; he actually thought her eyes flickered.

      “Let’s talk in the car.” He walked toward it. “You called in to the Agency?”

      Katrisha nodded.

      “What’d they say?”

      “Get back to the Agency.”

      They said nothing more until Katrisha had put several miles between them and the motel. She wasn’t going to repeat her earlier question; she apparently felt she’d said enough. She was a good agent. She knew how and when to apply the silent treatment on one with a damaged conscience.

      “I . . .” Neal cleared his throat. “I was with a woman this morning. I left the watch on the nightstand. An accident.”

      “Could be more serious than that,” Katrisha said quietly, “depending on what she does with it.”

      Neal gazed through the windshield, looking at nothing.

      “What type of woman was she?” Katrisha asked. “Young? In her twenties? What color were her nails? How was her hair styled?” She asked three questions in the amount of time it took Neal to answer one. She was the sharpest mentee he’d ever had. A description of the woman—everything from her appearance, age, and the way that she spoke—could help them narrow down the type of people with whom Lady Kat might run around, and the type of locales she might frequent. But when Neal gave Katrisha the Lady’s age and appearance, the junior agent seemed stumped. Escorts of this type were rare; most either were or tried to pass themselves off as twenty- or thirty-something models.

      “She probably operates alone,” Katrisha said, “or with a single partner. A boyfriend, or a permissive husband.”

      Neal was shocked that Katrisha had remained so professional after his admission. Maybe she just wanted to do her duty for the day—retrieve the watch—before shepherding his termination and imprisonment.

      “Whores like that . . .” Katrisha mused. “She’s probably a swinger.”

      Neal’s red phone buzzed. He’d received a text.

      U want me? Ow!

      It was Lady Kat. Neal texted back, responding with the obvious question. He received a less obvious answer.

      Meat 2nite at SXS. 9:30.

      “What are you doing?” Katrisha asked.

      “SXS.” He ignored her sharp tone. “You know what that is?”

      “It’s a swinger’s club on—” She paused before shifting her tone again. “Is that that bitch? Hand me your phone!”

      “Just keep driving,” Neal said.

      “Hand me your phone! I can trace—”

      “Keep both hands on the wheel,” Neal said. “She’s already switched phones. I only know it’s her because she included some stupid puns in her messages. She’ll switch again before you or I can do anything.”

      “She’s at the SXS? Let’s go.”

      “No. She said 9:30. She wouldn’t have given us a location if she were there already.” Lady Kat was going to be more trouble than he thought. Swinger, escort, whatever—she was starting a dangerous game. For the first time, Neal considered whether she probably—somehow—had targeted him, possibly just to get the watch.

      “So we’re just going back to headquarters to twiddle our thumbs till then?”

      “We’re going to get backup,” Neal said, “and to strategize. I have the feeling she’s not all we’re going to have to deal with tonight.”

      Katrisha mumbled something.

      “How did you know, just off the top of your head, SXS was a swinger’s club?” he asked.

      “It’s my job to know. It’s our job.”

      Neal stayed silent for the rest of the drive.
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      Rufus, the head of Indiana’s Peacemaker unit, appropriately and sufficiently chewed Neal out before allowing him to shower and change into his uniform.

      The HSA had only one local branch in the state of Indiana. Ohio and Illinois both got two, while Michigan and Kentucky both had only one. Neal and his colleagues had spent countless hours discussing Washington’s bias and debating whether Indiana could use one more office, say in Gary, or even in Evansville. But today he experienced a big benefit of working in a state’s sole office: the top men more jealously guarded their own, happily ignoring protocol when it came to some of their best and more senior employees. Some of that had to do with a we-need-all-the-help-we-can-get mentality. But much of it had to do with turning a blind eye to stupid, minor crimes to focus on the perpetrators of bigger ones.

      Neal was reprimanded but he’d keep his job, and take a slight reduction in pay—roughly the amount he’d probably spend on escorts over a six-month period. He considered that fair enough. The memory of his most recent wasn’t going away any time soon.

      Neither was the oil. He spent fifteen minutes in the shower to no benefit. Whatever it was, it certainly wasn’t baby oil. He grumbled to himself as he dressed, mixing curses with vows to pick up stronger soap after work. He then hurried on to the planning room.

      There were a dozen Peacemakers already waiting; that was half the number in the entire office. Katrisha, sitting up front, motioned for Neal to join her. Rufus then stood and explained the mission, gave some background about the club and its neighborhood, then asked Katrisha to take over. Before she could even stand and speak, she was hit with a question.

      “Is it really going to require all of us?” one of the Peacemakers asked. “Can’t three or four of us just go in undercover?”

      “Two of us should go in undercover,” Katrisha said, “me and Neal. Any more than that is too risky. But we’ll need backup at every entrance and potential exit.”

      “For what?” another Peacemaker asked. “We’re talking about perverts, here, not gangsters.”

      Katrisha and Rufus exchanged glances before the latter said, “You all know about the White Fire Virus. You’ve been briefed many times on what some of its carriers can do. You’re damn right we’re going into a den of sexual perverts, one or more of whom will likely be infected with the STD.”

      “Why else would this woman hole up there and send us an invitation?” Katrisha said.

      Neal bowed his head. When he began his practice sessions with escorts, he did consider STDs. He’d always worn a condom, but even a child knew rubbers didn’t offer 100% protection. If Lady Kat had not just an STD but the strangest and most feared one of all . . .

      What the hell had he done to earn this rotten spot?

      “Neal will provide us with a description,” Katrisha said. “I just want to say, don’t trust your eyes. Anything that looks like . . . whatever—ghost, demon, or angel—shoot it. Multiple times. Washington won’t let us quarantine these plague carriers, but . . . Well, use your best judgment, the judgment we’ve been trained to use.”

      Neal heaved his shoulders and sighed as the savvy agent retook her seat. It appeared the mentee was quickly surpassing the mentor on the levels of respect.

      He stood and described everything about Lady Kat he could remember—how she looked, sounded, and smelled (eliciting chuckles), what she’d been wearing, and everything she’d told him during their moment by candlelight. He wasn’t sure how this was helpful for the mission; part of him just wanted to confess as a way of absolving himself. Another part of him dwelled on the fact he was destined to live his life childless, having accomplished nothing meaningful outside of his low-paying job. Nothing beyond close friendships was in his future. And if he’d somehow contracted the Virus, a much worse fate would welcome him.
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      The SXS was as packed as expected for a Saturday night, and no one gave Neal or Katrisha any kind of hassle as they paid the cover and headed toward the bar. It helped immensely that Peacemaker uniforms were nothing like military or police uniforms. They came in a variety of colors and designs, were armored in the right places, stocked with hidden (and dangerous) goodies, and yet they
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