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      Over a year had gone by since Alex Parker retired from the CIA. After a few months of recovering from the wounds that she received in Russia, she started the private security business that she and Turner had always talked about. They offered both short, and long-term security solutions for civilians, businesses, entertainers, as well as cyber security, which was Turner’s specialty. Parker mostly handled the logistics for the personal and private security offerings. Most of the work they did these days was of the office variety. There were days when Parker missed being out in the field, involved in some dangerous operation, but most of the time, she was quite content with the life that she and Turner were building. It was rare when she ventured out onto an assignment nowadays, usually only if they were short-handed for some reason. For personal security, they mostly did the legwork and hired independent contractors to be on site.

      After just eight months of being in business, they’d already built up a healthy clientele list. Thanks to all the money that Parker had saved over the years, they had plenty of time to get the business profitable. But to their surprise, it wasn’t taking as long as they envisioned. By their calculations, in a few more months, and a couple more clients, they’d already be in the black. They were pretty happy with their new life, though it did take some getting used to for Parker to stay in one spot for so long. It definitely was a weird feeling not to be flying on a plane every week to some foreign country. But she was getting comfortable in her now normal life. Turner had even dropped a few hints about marriage in the not too distant future, a proposition which at first terrified her, but she was beginning to warm up to.

      Cole also had left the CIA after the Russia incident. For a while anyway. While he initially joined the Parker/Turner enterprise, he just couldn’t get into it. He tried working for them for two months, but he was too miserable to continue with it any longer. While he enjoyed being around and staying with Parker and Turner, though he wouldn’t admit it in Turner’s case, he just didn’t like the work. It was too boring for him. It didn’t have the same appeal to him that the CIA did. The dangerous missions, the exotic locations, the unfriendly foes, being able to shoot people, he missed all of that. Plus, he hated Los Angeles. He hated the crowds; he hated the traffic, and he couldn’t find one thing about the area that he actually enjoyed. Luckily for him, Burnett welcomed him back with open arms.

      While Burnett assumed that Parker was done for good, she always had the feeling that Cole would be back. They just had different priorities. Parker was yearning for normalcy. She wanted to be away from the life that a ghost agent offered in the CIA. Cole was completely different. He loved it. The only reason he left was because of his friends. Once he determined that the normal citizen routine wasn’t for him, he eagerly jumped back into his old role. Turner was a little surprised that he left the team for his old life, but not Parker. Since retiring, Parker could tell that Cole wasn’t happy. He always seemed so restless. Probably because he hadn’t fired his gun and shot someone in so long. For him, a two, or three-month stretch without killing someone made him go stir crazy.

      Even after Cole went back to the CIA, he still kept in constant communication with his friends. They exchanged emails, texts, or phone calls on a weekly basis, letting each other know what they were up to. As much as Cole could, anyway. Now that Parker was on the outside, he couldn’t freely communicate what his missions entailed or necessarily where he was. And though he missed his friend and partner, he was much happier now that he was back with the agency. Sometimes he hoped that Parker would come back and rejoin the outfit, but he knew that was more wishful thinking than anything. When they were together in Los Angeles, she actually seemed to enjoy her time there.

      But there was an old saying within the agency. Especially the black ops division. You may be through with them, but they’re never through with you. And that would prove to be especially true in Parker’s case. Twice in the year that she’d be gone, Burnett checked in with her to see if she missed her old job. To see if she had any warm feelings on coming back in. Maybe if she had some lingering fondness for what she used to do, she’d be receptive to the idea of returning. Every six months Burnett contacted her by phone to try to persuade her to come back. Both times, Parker politely shot her down. The last time was just a few weeks ago. She just wasn’t interested in leaving what she and Turner were building. Maybe if she were alone, she might be persuaded to go back, but not as long as she had Turner.

      Parker and Turner were now also new homeowners. They bought a three bedroom, two bath condo in West Hollywood for seven hundred thousand that they paid cash for, mostly with Parker’s stash money. They’d been living there for three months and life was almost perfect. Especially for Turner. He was in his own home, with the woman of his dreams, had his own business, life couldn’t really get any better. They’d just eaten dinner and settled down, snuggled on the sofa together and started to watch some TV. But Parker suddenly sat up, looking around as if she’d heard something.

      “What’s the matter?” Turner said.

      Parker continued looking around, not yet giving a reply as her eyes darted around the room.

      “Alex?”

      She got up and went over to the window, looking outside, though she wasn’t sure what she was looking for. It was just a feeling that came over her. Something was nagging at her that something was off, though she couldn’t put her finger on what exactly it was.

      “Alex? You’re starting to remind me of the old, looking-for-someone-to-shoot-Alex. Not that I’m saying you’re old. I should prob... what are you looking for?”

      Parker still wasn’t paying much attention to him. She could hear him saying something, but she was blocking out the specifics. After a minute looking out the window, she backed away from it, still staring at it. It was almost like she expected something to come crashing through it any second. Turner was now getting worried. He hadn’t seen her act like this since she left the CIA. He was beginning to think she was having flashbacks, or maybe she was having a vision that she was back in the agency. He got up and walked over to her, gently placing his hand on her arm to try to calm her.

      Parker finally acknowledged him, looking at his concerned face. His caress didn’t have the impact that he was hoping for, as she still had a bewildered look on her face. Turner tried saying a couple more things to her in the hopes of calming her nerves, though nothing seemed to be working. Since she wasn’t responding, he wasn’t even sure if she heard a single thing he’d said.

      “Alex, what is it?” Turner said, his voice mixing between concern and fear over what she might be going through.

      She looked at him once more, finally able to put her feelings into words, even though they weren’t much. “I don’t know. I just feel... like something’s out there.”

      “Like what? What could possibly be out there?”

      Parker shook her head, not sure she could explain exactly what she was feeling. “It’s hard to describe. When you’ve done the things I’ve done, been the places I’ve been... when you’re in dangerous situations, or you know you’re about to run into a difficult spot, you can kind of feel it before it happens. It’s like a sixth sense. You just know it’s there even though you can’t really see it.”

      Turner nodded while rubbing her back. Though he’d been with her on a few assignments, he didn’t know the feeling that she described. He assumed it was a real thing, something she could definitely feel, but he didn’t have the same experience level that she did, so he figured it was probably something that was only acquired with time in the field. Something he didn’t have much of.

      Parker looked at him again and faked a smile, thinking she must have sounded crazy. “I know what that must sound like. Like...”

      “No, it’s fine,” Turner said, not sure what else he could do or say to calm her down.

      He was just about to take her hand and lead her back to the couch when they heard a noise outside. It was a distinct sound, like someone or something had hit the side of the house. Parker and Turner looked at each other, both making sure the other heard it too. Parker especially wanted to be certain that it wasn’t just her mind playing tricks on her.

      “You heard that, right?” she asked.

      “Uh, yeah, yeah, definitely did,” Turner said, who also shared her concerned face.

      Parker broke free from his grasp and rushed over to a closet and removed a box that was on a shelf. She opened it and removed her gun, then grabbed a magazine and loaded it into her Glock pistol. She raced past Turner, who seemed to be frozen in place, unsure of what was happening.

      “Stay here,” Parker said.

      “Alex, maybe we should call someone.”

      “Nobody we call will be more dangerous than I am.”

      Parker hurried to the door and looked through the peephole. She didn’t see anything. She looked back at Turner one more time before opening the door. He had a scared expression on his face, unsure what he was more worried about. Was he more worried about whether there actually was somebody on the other side of that door, or Parker actually finding someone out there? It was a toss-up for him. Part of him was fearful that the old Alex would return. Since leaving the CIA, she’d pretty much thrown that part of her personality away. Turner didn’t see many signs of her regressing back to her former life. She seemed happy away from it, and not eager to return or relive any of those experiences. But this was the first time that he noticed her regressing. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be a sign of more things to come.

      Though she didn’t see anybody out there, Parker’s experience taught her that didn’t mean much. She slowly opened the door a crack. Without a person in sight, she put her gun in the back of her pants and opened it further, walking outside. Almost immediately, she saw a well-dressed man in a suit only a few inches to her left. Instinctively, she kicked him in the gut, then wrapped her arms around his head and flipped him onto his back like she was a world champion wrestler. Parker gave him a punch to the face, then noticed another man storming toward her. She quickly got back to her feet, and as the other man came within striking range, she delivered a devastating judo kick to the side of his face, felling him alongside his friend. With both men on the ground, Parker withdrew the gun from the waistband of her pants and pointed it at the two men.

      “You better tell me who you are and what you’re doing here,” she said angrily. “And you better start talking fast because I can kill the both of you before I finish my next sentence.”

      The two men looked at each other, knowing that they were in trouble. They were thankfully saved by the woman who’d sent them there, though she didn’t envision their talk starting off in this troubled manner.

      “Alex, stand down!” a familiar voice yelled.

      As soon as she heard the words, Parker knew who it was. She’d been with her long enough. With a stunned look on her face, she calmly turned around to see her visitor, putting the gun back in her pants.

      “We’re in Los Angeles, not the middle of North Korea,” Burnett said.

      Parker laughed a little, tilting her head as she wondered what she owed the honor of her former handler’s visit to. “Well, when I see two hostiles approaching me and looking like they have bad intentions, I tend to go into combat mode. Especially when they start surrounding my house.”

      “They weren’t surrounding your house. They were here as an escort for me.”

      “Oh. Well, you all probably should have planned that differently.”

      The two men had now gotten to their feet, a few extra bruises than they had previously, and a little embarrassed that they just got taken out by a woman. Especially one that looked like she had more business in a beauty pageant than a private government black ops security program.

      “Sorry, guys,” Parker said, a devilish smile on her face, somewhat enjoying the fact that they seemed embarrassed at their lack of success against her.

      “I probably should have told them who they were up against first,” Burnett said, shaking her head at them. “But, I also didn’t anticipate we were walking into a mixed martial arts contest.”

      “So, what are you doing here? You just called me a few weeks ago. My answer’s still the same now as it was then,” Parker said, anticipating it was for the same reason.

      “Well, I have something new to discuss.”

      Burnett said nothing else and walked past Parker and the two men that she just clobbered. Parker raised her eyebrows and sighed, not looking very pleased at her former handler for showing up at her home.

      “Wait here,” Burnett told the two guards as she walked inside.

      Parker just stood there for a second, watching Burnett move about her home like she was invited. She couldn’t imagine what else she had to talk about. Everything had been said before, at least in Parker’s mind. She wasn’t coming back and there was nothing they could do or say to change her mind. She looked down at the ground, not really wanting to move. She knew that once Burnett went in, she was going to have to hear the recruitment speech all over again, and she wasn’t in the mood for it.

      “Maybe next time, guys,” Parker said, taking a final shot at their pride. She playfully slapped one of the men on the arm as she went inside, joining her guest.

      As Parker closed the door behind her, she could already see Burnett and Turner conversing, and they seemed to be getting along well. Though they had a rocky beginning to their relationship, and Burnett often found Turner annoying, he eventually grew on her and proved his value to the team, in the right situation.

      “I can see civilian life seems to be suiting you,” Burnett said as Parker entered the room, looking around at their lovely home.

      “Yeah. I’m enjoying it,” her former employee replied.

      “Business is good?”

      “Business is great,” Turner emphasized.

      The three of them sat down, Burnett on a brown leather chair, Parker and Turner on the matching sofa across from them. While Parker’s face wasn’t one of disgust, it was more one of indifference. Turner, on the other hand, didn’t seem fazed in the slightest by the visit of his girlfriend’s former boss. With a smile on his face, he actually seemed somewhat pleased by her appearance. Ever since Parker left the CIA, she tried to distance herself from her former life. But Turner didn’t have the same long history, so he wasn’t as tired as she was of listening to stories or hearing from former acquaintances. It wasn’t out of his blood yet.

      “We can skip the pleasantries and small talk,” Parker said. “I know you didn’t just come here to look at our house. So, you can stop beating around the bush and just say what it is you really want.”

      “Very well,” Burnett said, still formulating the pitch to Parker in her mind. “We need your help.”

      Parker smiled as she looked away, letting out what would have to pass for a laugh as she shook her head. “I knew it.”

      “We need you to come back.”

      “We’ve been over this and over this. I’m not coming back.”

      Burnett squirmed uncomfortably in her seat. “It’s not the same pitch that I was making to you before.”

      “Sure sounds like it.”

      “We would like you to come back for one mission. Then you can return here when you’re done.”

      Parker rolled her head around and sighed as she looked at the ceiling, wondering when they were going to get the hint that she had no interest in returning to her former profession. Seeing at how resistant she was, Burnett knew she had to get to the crux of the matter rather quickly.

      “You have plenty of other field agents,” Parker said. “You don’t need me.”

      “Have you talked to Cole lately?” Burnett asked. “I know you two have remained in contact.”

      “Not in a couple weeks. But before that, just about every week.”

      As Burnett thought of the best way to put it, Parker curiously looked at her, knowing she brought up her former partner for a reason. She didn’t just name drop him for the sake of knowing their contact history.

      “Why?” Parker asked. “Why are you asking about Cole?”

      “He’s dropped off the grid.”

      Parker and Turner looked at each other in astonishment. “That doesn’t sound like him. He wouldn’t just do that,” Turner said.

      “He’s right. That’s not Cole. He lives for that job,” Parker said. “He wouldn’t just abandon it without a good reason. And it doesn’t really matter, anyway. If you’re here because you want me to track him down, it’s not gonna happen.”

      “Alex, you don’t understand,” Burnett said.

      “I understand perfectly. I hunted down a former partner before because it was my job. It’s not my job anymore. And I’m definitely not doing it to Cole.”

      “Alex, that’s not it. We know he didn’t walk away from the job. He’s been on a top secret undercover assignment for the last two weeks.”

      “That must have been right after we talked last,” Parker said.

      “It appears so. In any case, we haven’t had any contact with him. We can’t reach him. He hasn’t checked in, hasn’t contacted any of our sources. Nothing..”

      “That’s not like him to go completely dark like that.”

      “We know. That’s why we’re concerned.”

      “How long’s it been?”

      “We last heard from him five days ago,” Burnett said, looking at the floor. “He’s missed all five check-ins since then.”

      Parker nervously put the tips of her thumb and index finger in her mouth as she began worrying about her friend. Though Cole sometimes liked to do things his own way, he usually was a stickler for regulation when it came to contacting the agency when it was required. Missing five check-ins in a row was definitely something he wouldn’t do on his own. Not if he could help it. As Parker nibbled on the edges of her two fingers, she looked right past Burnett, barely even seeing the outline of her body as she stared at the wall, wondering what was going on in Cole’s world right now.

      The room had fallen silent as Burnett wasn’t sure what else to say or how to proceed after delivering the news that Cole was missing. Turner just looked at his girlfriend a couple of times to see how she was processing things. By the look on her face, it didn’t seem to be going well. Over the past several months, just on a whim, she contemplated a few different scenarios in her own mind about what it would take for her to ever go back to the agency. Cole being in life-threatening danger just happened to be one of them.

      After the news sunk in, Parker cleared some of the bad things out of her mind that she was thinking. “Have you sent anyone else in to look for him?”

      “We sent someone in a few days ago to see if they could pick up his trail, but that proved to be futile,” Burnett answered. “We heard back this morning that they came up empty. That’s why I’m now here.”

      Parker squeezed her eyebrows together, something not quite making sense to her. “Wait, if you just heard from your people this morning, then how could you have gotten here so fast? There’s no way you could’ve gotten here from Virginia already. You were already waiting here. You were already planning on telling me this.”

      “I came here in advance of hearing whether or not they found Cole as a fallback option. If they didn’t, I wanted to be here as quickly as possible to talk to you in person. I didn’t want to take that chance and wind up wasting half the day, or another day. That time, as you well know, could be crucial to Cole’s survival... if he’s still alive.”

      “And if they had told you that they found him?” Parker asked.

      “Then I would have flown back to Virginia and coordinated rescue efforts from there. And we would never have had this conversation.”

      “So, what is it that you’re actually asking me to do?”

      “To go in and find him... and bring him back.”

      “Where’s he at?”

      “South America. I can’t say any more than that unless you’re actively involved in the operation,” Burnett said.

      Parker looked at Turner, wondering what his thoughts were. She didn’t even need to ask the question, though. “It’s Cole,” Turner said, not waiting for her to ask anything, fully on board with whatever was needed to get their friend back and out of trouble.

      “I’m in,” Parker said. “For one mission and one mission only.”
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      As they began gathering specifics, and Burnett started divulging the mission details, Turner briefly left the room to assign control of their business to one of their assistants. As part of their operation, they had trained two other people to be able to run the business in case they were gone. Mostly if they went away on vacation, but in the back of their minds, it was also in the event that something like this came along and they were gone for a few weeks, if not longer. He came back into the room only a minute or two later, just as Burnett was giving away Cole’s last known location.

      “So, where was he last?” Parker asked.

      “Colombia.”

      “What was he doing there?”

      “Infiltrating a powerful cartel run by Santiago Barrios. They’ve got their hands in just about everything. Drugs, weapons, you name it, and they’re looking to expand. Up until now, they’ve mostly been dealing in South America, the United States and Canada, as well as Mexico. But recently they’ve been making contacts and exporting to Asia, not to mention the Middle East.”

      “I assume if they’ve been dealing for a while that they’ve been on the radar for a while.”

      “We’ve had our eye on them for some time, yes. But we’ve had them under control. Now, they’re looking to expand their power and start dealing some weapons to people that we don’t want to be in possession of those weapons. Bad people, and with weapons, they can do a lot of damage,” Burnett said. “That’s why Cole was there. To learn who exactly they’ve been communicating with overseas.”

      “You said they’ve been operating in the United States. Why wait until now?”

      “Up until now, their main concentration in the U.S. has been drug smuggling. Their drug of choice being cocaine and heroin.”

      “Why hasn’t anyone stopped them before?” Turner asked.

      “Drug smuggling is not exactly our bag. That’s more of a DEA problem. But we’ve kept track of them. And now, they’re not content with just participating in the drug trade. They want to expand their power base and influence. They’ve been acquiring and dealing weapons, mostly throughout South America and Mexico. And they’re apparently not satisfied in stopping there.”

      “Hence the Asia and Middle East influence.”

      “Exactly. As most cartels go, this one is equally as dangerous and violent.”

      “I’m gonna need weapons, extraction points, all the information Cole had, as well as any contacts down there,” Parker said.

      “After we find Cole, how are we gonna get out of there?” Turner asked. “If we got people on our tail, it’s a cinch we’re not just gonna be able to wait for the nearest plane ride.”

      Before Burnett could answer the question, Parker turned her head and looked at him. Turner could feel the heat of her stare and wondered what the problem was.

      “We?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” Turner said, not seeing an issue.

      “We’re not going anywhere. You’re staying here. I’m going alone.”

      “Oh, no, you’re not.”

      “Oh, yes, I am. You’re not trained for this.”

      “That never stopped me before.”

      “This is entirely different,” Parker said.

      “How?”

      “This is a rescue mission. Not an info mission.”

      “Listen, Cole’s my friend too.”

      “I know that. But...”

      “But nothing. If you’re going, I’m going too. I’m not just gonna watch you walk out of here to an unstable country, wondering if you’re gonna come home or not,” Turner said.

      “Ryan, I’ll be back.”

      Turner shook his head and made a face, not seeming convinced. “Yeah, and I just wanna make sure that you do.”

      “I didn’t barely survive Russia just to die in Colombia a year later. I will be back.”

      “And what if you need backup?”

      “I’m sure I’ll think of something,” Parker said.

      “I can help. Let me.”

      “It’s not about you helping, it’s about keeping you safe.”

      “Alex, I’ve been on missions with you before. Some of them really dangerous. What are you so afraid of with this one?”

      Parker sighed, knowing he wasn’t going to let it go. She also wasn’t going to answer the question. At least not with Burnett still in the room. He was right; she was afraid of something. Part of her wasn’t sure she was going to be as good as she used to be. It’d been almost a year since she was out in the field. That’s almost a lifetime in that kind of work. She worried that she wasn’t the same person, or at least as lethal of an agent. Would she still have the same instincts? Would she still be able to do whatever was necessary? These were the concerns that raced through her mind. The one thing she was still certain of was that she could shoot. From the moment her injuries had healed, she visited a shooting range at least two or three times a week. Part of the reason why was just to remain sharp, if the need ever arose. The other reason, probably the biggest one, was that it was therapeutic for her. She was used to the rigors and schedule of life in a secretive government agency. But life as a civilian, having a boyfriend, running her own business, those were things that were foreign to her. And even though she enjoyed it, sometimes she felt like the walls were closing in. Going to the range and firing some weapons were the ways she coped with the stresses of her new life.

      Though it wasn’t one of her initial concerns, she also worried whether she was as good as she used to be. She’d been trying hard, and for the most part succeeding, at putting her former life behind her

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

