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      Jackie Malloy’s life never runs smoothly and her efforts to avoid her pending 40th birthday party proves no exception.

      Foregoing her beloved airplane and swiping her parents’ sailboat to visit a childhood friend in the Bahamian Outer Islands should have worked. But her old training as one of the Special Operations Command’s top spies betrays her.

      The nefarious plans of three men staying at her friend’s resort forces her into action once more.
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      Three hundred and sixty-five—the number of days since I left the Army. After twenty years in, drifting awhile sounded good. Mom and Dad, however, have been rolling their eyes of late. One of the many reasons I’d run away from home this morning.

      Coming up on forty, girl.

      Yeah, I get it; a little late to the maturity game.

      Life on the inside always made sense. I’d become a top operative for the smallest and most elite intelligence agency we have. Insiders simply call it The Activity, short for the Intelligence Support Activity, one of many names that floated by over the years of hiding us under one budget or another. Now, a year adrift—living mostly in my converted DC-3 airplane—confirmed my assessment that, while civilian life rated more directionless, it included far fewer hazards than scouting sites Special Operations Command forces wanted to attack.

      I was all in favor of a measurably increased life expectancy.

      But this time, I was literally drifting along. I’d liberated my folks’ Nonsuch 36 sailboat for a few days, cruising through the turquoise Bahamian waters (I did leave a note on the kitchen counter—I think). The wind had died, and we wallowed together. Forty was no longer off the bow; my birthday was coming fast abeam and would be boarding ship tomorrow. Taking no prisoners, it would force me to walk the plank into my fifth decade, whether I was ready or not.

      The halyard slapped against the mast in a swell’s light roll, but that’s all that was happening; not a single knot of forward motion. Gads, but I hate it when reality slaps me with an accurate metaphor like a cold fish to the face.

      I’d been ready to face Mom and Dad, but with my little sister threatening to take a day off from her gold-standard jet training and charter service to come tease me over a birthday dinner, I decided to go sailing instead.

      Other than the lack of wind catching the sixty-two feet of my catboat’s towering mast and the imminent arrival of another irritating metaphor, I only had one other complaint—I hadn’t brought my music. It was on my phone and that (I know for certain) I left at home. Nothing easier to trace than a cell phone—as Taliban and al-Qaeda learned from us the hard way.

      The only music aboard was what Dad called his Al tape. (Yes, he still uses cassettes. Not retro either; he never stopped using them.) Al Dimeola, Al Green (seriously, Dad?), Al Jarreau, Al… If I didn’t lose my mind or catch a breeze by the time I alphabetically arrived at Al Stewart, either the tape or I was going overboard. Better that than his John tape. While I was down with Fogerty, Johnny Lee Hooker, and Prine—Denver and McCartney both give me hives.

      Ten hours into my six-hour sail… (The Al tape had drowned overboard around iteration five. Sorry, Dad. Hey, not into microplastics, so I only dunked it overboard for an hour or two before hauling it back aboard.) …I finally drifted up to the beach at Shannas Cove Resort. The turquoise waters and white sand beach were only the beginning of what drew me here. The resort perched among the palm trees being the best restaurant in the Out Islands didn’t hurt either.

      I anchored out and, not bothering with the dinghy, swam ashore.

      The main draw, Kristine, was standing on the beach in a floral dress like she knew I was coming. She was weird that way. My best buddy turned resort manager, our chronicles dated to before we were into boys as more than a passing interest. Hard to imagine, but there had been such a time. At least I could trust her to give me a minimal quantity of shit.

      “So, there’s the slacker birthday girl.”

      Or not.

      But the hug was good and the friendship ran deep. For that I allowed her more leeway than a flat-bottomed skiff made in a Force 8 gale.

      “Looking good, K.” And she did. Her half-Viet skin never darkened much past milk-white under her wide sunhat. Her silk dress already drying from my sea-wet greeting, which had made it look like a watercolor clinging to her every curve (her Irish half showing with a flourish I’d always envied). Don’t know how I was ever friends with someone so cute. Her five-two made my five-eight and slender appear closer to sticklike.

      “Looking like shit, J.” Hey, Men in Black premiered when we were both pre-teens, so sue us. Kristine and Jackie, united by a mutual crush on Will Smith. For some reason, most folks thought J stood for Jill when they overhear us—I never unraveled why. Anyway, two gals who’d fallen for the same guy and still got along. Did multiple ex-wives ever do that, bond over the guy?

      “Don’t be doing that, K.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Telling me the truth. Okay?”

      “Deal. You look so-oh-oh awesome, J. Like you’re just glowing with⁠—”

      I’m not proud of tripping her then sitting on her butt while she struggled against the hot sand, but some things are just inevitable.

      Once I let her up—but before I could ask her for an explanation, an answer, a way around, over, under, or through what being me had become—she locked her arm in mine and led me up the beach. No point in asking; she never explained until it suited her, and she always did that in the strangest ways.

      I’d set sail at sunrise, but the long sail and the mid-afternoon heat shining off the white beach were definitely cooking me despite my half-Bahamian complexion. She led me to the restaurant’s outside deck, cool beneath the thatched roof. An array of a dozen wooden tables and a half dozen lazing couples decorated the palm wood structure. In moments we both lay back in slatted loungers with bright blue curaçao daiquiris close to hand.

      She still didn’t speak. Instead letting the sounds of parrots, visions of sparkling sea water, and the warm breeze (that never felt better than when sitting in shade sipping a high-alcohol drink) work their magic on me.

      K might go the whole afternoon without saying another word.

      Me? A year out and I still wasn’t running on island time, never mind Out Island time. Life ran slow in the Bahamas, and half that in the Out Islands along the edge of the deep Atlantic. Clocks were illegal out here on Cat Island. Though I’d cycled down from the hyper op-level of SOCCOM intel, I was still running at least half US Mainland speed, which I knew made islanders’ brains hurt.

      Part of my training, a big part, was picking out the breaks in patterns. A young boy racing along a street in a straight line, though he was alone and not chasing a ball—even headed to the store for Mom, he’d wander. But not if he was rushing a message to a hidden armed squad that included his father or brother.

      A group of hijab-clad women walking as close as friends—except for one. Was the loner a male hiding an AK-47 under women’s robe? He’d never be close enough to the others to risk touching one who wasn’t his wife.

      A Minister of Trade at a G-8 meeting who kept a closer eye on security than his counterparts definitely had something to hide—or a nefarious plan.

      Telling my mind to shut up didn’t gain much traction with it. Actually, it was more of a trigger to a higher gear.

      An Abaco parrot landed on the porch rail, studied the bright polish on my toenails—weirdly the same blue as her wing feathers and the curaçao daiquiri K had made for me—then flitted off. Wouldn’t surprise me if K had somehow pre-arranged the color I’d put on weeks ago. The sun had dried the seawater drops from my swim on my sunglasses into white rings that I didn’t feel especially motivated to wipe off, adding a certain kaleidoscopic view of the world. The buzz of conversation was running at normal island speed—tourists from the main islands talking too fast—except one.

      Off my right and partly behind sat an odd couple, actually an odd trio by the added deep voice, in a rather intense conversation. Their voices were lowered, which made them stand out. They’d have been an indecipherable murmur if their cadence had been normal volume and Island laconic. It wasn’t.

      “K?” I waved my rapidly emptying daiquiri glass in their general direction.

      She didn’t have to glance over or even open her eyes to know who I meant. “Some lawyerly boondoggle as far as I can tell.”

      If they were at Shannas Resort, all hell-and-gone out on Cat Island, it was a first-class boondoggle. I’d give them that.

      “Some outfit called Simon, Wakeman, and White. Took over a couple cabins for two full weeks. Still have three days.”

      I’d met a number of lawyers during my years at The Activity. Mostly JAG and the ones I’d inspected in an up-close-and-personal fashion had looked even better out of their uniforms than in them—being a high-end soldier girl with a low-end taste in overseas bars had rarely steered me wrong.

      I never played with the SOCCOM operators, too much like peeing in my own sandbox. Special Operations Command depended on The Activity for intel about places that had very high mortality rates. Never wanted to do an after-action-gone-wrong pick-over-the-pieces of a relationship literally blown apart. Delta, SEAL Team 6, and the 24th STS—the guys The Activity served—were even crazier than we were.

      But those lawyers weren’t much for taking time off. A major break rarely for them probably lasted from bar to daybreak before they were up and gone again. As an intelligence operative, I fully understood. Two weeks out on Cat Island? Major pattern break.

      I began picking words out of their hushed conversation. Location. Timing. Contact. Calls? Would be easier if I could see their lips, but they sat deeper into the porch’s shade than I did. Scratching at some of the sand that had slipped into my shorts during K’s struggles for freedom gave me an excuse to turn.

      Shorter guy going salt-and-pepper, big-and-tall guy with long blond hair headed to white, and mister medium build long since gray. Simon, Wakeman, and White? Wakeman, White, and Simon? No. Statistically folks sat more often in alphabetic order than they realized, so Wakeman was the middle guy until proven otherwise.

      All wore mirrored shades, standard on anyone interested in not going blind from facing the white sand beach glaring under the afternoon sun. Trousers and button-down shirts screamed Mainland. And their untouched beers said they had major issues with common sense.

      So, why had they come to the islands?

      That was a question that did little to bother me as my long sail and a second daiquiri—which, with my slender (absolutely not elfin!) build, meant that I was running about twenty proof in my bloodstream—sent me into a very comfortable siesta.
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