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      Another state. Another city. Another dead-end job. A stellar FBI agent until tragedy set her adrift, Karen Pantelli finds herself working at a pizza joint in Billings, Montana, trying to ignore the increasing global unrest dominating the news, when three armed men walk through the door. Soon a shocking turn of events launches her on a cross-country quest for a former college classmate, an alluring but manipulative woman with just one goal in life: to marry rich. Very rich.

      But what happens when this stunning beauty ensnares the richest, most powerful man of them all? He may have a singular ambition of his own … with lethal consequences for a world already in turmoil.
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      They entered the restaurant together, three big guys in matching dark suits.

      The game room at Pizza Pete's was packed with lots of sweaty, yelling kids high on cake and root beer, lights from the video games flashing in the hazy darkness, all the clicking and clanking, beeping and banging, crashing over me in waves. From where I stood, boxed in behind glass cases packed with whoopee cushions, parachute soldiers, mood rings, and every kind of cheap candy imaginable, the noise was relentless. In addition to the regular crowd, we had three scheduled birthday parties, which was actually on the low side. I'd seen as many as seven on a Saturday.

      Still, even three parties made it a wall-to-wall experience of noise and lights and tightly packed little humans. In the five weeks I'd been donning the sparkling green vest adorned with Pizza Pete's cartoon mouse face, it was rare to see a man in a suit on a weekend. Sales guys from the Ford dealership sometimes grabbed a quick bite from our mini buffet, but they almost never wore suit jackets. Maybe a dress shirt and a tie, the sleeves of the shirt rolled up to the elbows, but not jackets.

      Especially not in late June in Billings, Montana. It was nearly ninety degrees outside.

      These guys were also armed.

      Side holsters under their jackets. The bulges were clearly visible. I noticed them right after they pushed through the double doors. Another person, someone who hadn't once been a highly trained FBI special agent, probably wouldn't have been able to tell, but I'd gotten pretty good at detecting when someone was armed. It wasn't just the way their jackets didn't fit quite snugly against their bodies, a wrinkle where there shouldn't have been a wrinkle, a rise in the fabric where it should have been smooth. These guys were fit, broad-shouldered, and didn't have an ounce of fat on them, so that made it easier to spot the holsters, but that wasn't all of it.

      It was also the way they carried themselves. People who wore concealed side holsters often walked differently. Something about the way their arms moved. I'd tried explaining it to other agents, but I could never quite describe it. In the end, it was just a feeling.

      Their jackets were buttoned-up, though, so they obviously didn't expect a firefight. That was a good, at least. They weren't FBI. I doubted they were NSA, CIA, Homeland Security, or any other government agency either. None of their employees were any better off financially than the Bureau's. The suits were too expensive—Armani or Zenga, I couldn't tell which brand from across the room—but the suits were tailored so well that someone had spent a fair amount of money on them. The occasional FBI agent might spring for an expensive suit like that, but it was rare, and certainly the chances of three of them wearing the same suit were practically zero. They also would have been tailored for someone wearing a side holster. Whoever had fitted these guys had done it when they weren't wearing their weapons. Too tight. Made it hard to get to the piece when needed, even when the jacket was unbuttoned.

      No, I pegged these guys as private security from the start, and badly trained ones at that. Probably ex-Army grunts who'd served one active stint before being seduced out of the service with the promise of better pay, which wasn't all that hard, or possibly barely literate washouts from the various law enforcement academies who thought that carrying a gun somehow made them important when all it usually did was make them dangerous.

      Stupid and armed was never a good combination, no matter how expensive the suit.

      I didn't know why they were at Pizza Pete's, but I knew it couldn't be good. I didn't think they were going to start shooting up the place—guys in expensive suits generally didn't behave like madmen, in my experience—but they probably weren't there to play Star Wars pinball either. They also didn't fit the profile of the TruePatriot nutcases, whose big thing these days was making sure they exercised their Second Amendment rights in the most public way possible. They didn't have unruly beards, for one thing. There was no camouflage clothing or red, white, and blue America First hats. And one of the guys was black, which was almost unheard of in the TruePatriot crowd, from all the rallies I'd seen.

      Holding a basket of Jolly Ranchers for a trio of pig-tailed moppets whose noses didn't reach the top of the counter, I watched the guys to see what they would do. They stood shoulder to shoulder on the terracotta tiles just inside the doors, their big heads swiveling on thick necks, scanning the room. All three had crew cuts so short that their scalps gleamed, slick with sweat from the oppressive sun.

      The guy nearest me was a pale-as-snow redhead with a bad overbite. When he looked in my direction, his gaze stopped.

      Uh oh.

      He said something to the others, then all three looked in my direction. The black guy, probably an ex-boxer, had broken his nose more than once. He likely had the best moves. The other white guy was a bit shorter. Based on how extra muscular he was and how he glared a bit more intensely, I figured he had a Napoleon complex. One to watch because he was the most likely to do something stupid in a confrontation. I hoped there wouldn't be a confrontation, not with dozens of kids who could get hurt in the process.

      Besides, there were birthday parties happening. Of all the terrible things I'd done in my life, and I'd done plenty, I drew the line at ruining a kid's birthday.

      The redhead with the overbite approached slowly but without any sign of aggression, hands close to his sides, not even a twitch toward his weapon. A good sign. The other two remained in the tiled entryway. Wow, it was almost like they had a strategy: One talked to me while the other two provided cover. Maybe they were afraid I'd pelt them with lollipops.

      "Karen Pantelli," he said over the tops of the girls' heads.

      "What a coincidence," I said. "That's actually my name too. What are the odds?"

      The guy blinked. He was even younger than I'd thought at first glance, and I'd thought him pretty young, late twenties maybe, but that had been because of his bulk and because a suit always made young guys look more mature. Up close, seeing his doughy, freckled cheeks, I wondered if he was even old enough to buy a pitcher of beer. No hint of laugh lines around his big, doll-like eyes, that was for sure. Not that he looked anywhere close to laughing. That was a shame. Sometimes a sense of humor was the only thing that made life bearable.

      It was true that I didn't always make it easy for people to know when I was joking, though. My old partner, Ben Wilde, used to say that my humor was as dry as a martini and just as much of an acquired taste.

      "You are Karen Pantelli, right?" he asked.

      "That's better," I said.

      "Sorry?"

      "You phrased it in the form of a question. Even had a little inflection at the end. Now we're getting somewhere."

      He blinked again, then glanced at his associates. Their faces were as unrevealing as pizza dough. Some of the employees at the counter, all at least a decade younger than me, some almost two decades, had taken note of the suited guys and were whispering among themselves. Great. Now I was going to be all the talk in the break room. No prom dates for me.

      Overbite Guy looked at me again, desperation on his face, his eyes possessing that blank, transparent quality that some people had that allowed an unobstructed view to the back of their heads. No Jeopardy! champion, this one. I almost felt bad for him, having to go through the world so mentally ill-equipped. Standing there ramrod straight in a sea of children, his dark suit buffeted on all sides, he made me think of the mast of a sinking ship.

      The pigtailed girls finally picked their Jolly Ranchers. Once again, nobody chose green apple. The wicker basket was full of the little green candies. I was getting worried. What was I going to do with all these green apples?

      "Ma'am," the guy said, finally recovering from my verbal parry, "I am going to assume you are—"

      "Speak up."

      "What?"

      "I can't hear you over all the noise. You have to speak up."

      He took a step closer to the counter, walking gingerly, as if afraid he might squash one of the tykes bouncing around him. "I said, I am going to assume you are Karen Pantelli."

      "Assumptions can be dangerous."

      "We need to speak to you immediately."

      "Oh. Immediately. By all means then. Speak."

      I figured it probably had something to do with my FBI days or maybe my involvement with the girl last year, which unfortunately plastered my face all over the news for a few weeks, but it was hard to say, and the fact that they were not government types made me uneasy—more than uneasy because I didn't want to deal with government types either. If I had one mission these days, it was to be left alone.

      He hesitated, looking around at all the little faces, then back at me again. "Actually, um, my supervisor is the one who needs to speak to you. And it would be better in private. Could you come with us please? It really is urgent."

      "Who do you work for?"

      "My supervisor will answer all of your—"

      "Why isn't he here instead of you?"

      "Ma'am, if you'll just come with—"

      "No," I said.

      "Excuse me?"

      "Can't you see I'm working? My own supervisor, that's Kim over there, she's sixteen and just got her driver's license, she's really a hard ass about goofing off on the job, and I don't want to get on her bad side. I usually get off a little after ten. You're welcome to come back then."

      He looked forlorn. Poor kid. He glanced at his fellow dark-suit wearers, then back at me, the uncertainty on his face breaking my heart. I felt like a girl at a middle school dance, waiting for a boy to summon the courage to cross the room. I decided to take pity on him.

      "I'll tell you what," I said as I bent down to the glass case to retrieve a miniature Rubik's Cube that a boy in a gray Minecraft hat wanted. "I'm due for a break in about twenty minutes. If you and your mysterious supervisor want to actually order some food, I might join you. The birthday party in the Yellow Room should be over by then, so we can sit in the back corner. There's a nice big booth there. That's where I'll be."

      Overbite Guy looked uncomfortable. "My supervisor is waiting outside. He told us that he wants to talk to you in the vehicle."

      "What, does he have warts or something?"

      "I'm sorry?"

      "Does he melt in the sun?"

      "Um, no."

      "Okay then. Yellow Room in twenty minutes. Now if you'll excuse me, I'm getting the evil eye from Kim. We have a family lunch special, by the way. An extra large and four sodas. A really good deal. Oh, and our barbecue chicken is to die for, if you want a recommendation. It's called Bo's Brilliant Barbecue. Bo is Pete's basset hound sidekick. You can get the kid cups with Bo's face on them if you want."

      He started to say something, and I held up my hand. He sulked back to his comrades, where they conferred on the tiles, then departed through the wooden doors. I turned my attention to a more urgent matter: the little Pippi Longstocking–lookalike waving purple tickets at me and pointing at the Jolly Ranchers. I hoped she was going to take some of the green ones.

      I might even tell her I'd give her a few extra if she did. She just had to promise not to tell Kim.
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      My new friends ordered Bo's Brilliant Barbecue, but they didn't get the Bo cups. It was just the plain red plastic cups for each of them, all clear liquid, which could have been 7UP but was more likely water since I didn't see any fizz. How disappointing. I was all for drinking water—it was important to stay hydrated—but if you were going to pay for four fountain drinks, you might as well get your money's worth. I was so poor these days that I always got my money's worth.

      Even more disappointing, nobody had taken a piece of pizza. Not even one. The untouched pie sat there on its aluminum platter in the middle of the dark-stained, deeply scuffed table, begging to be eaten, the steam visible in the light from the red glass chandelier that hung low over the booth. I loved the smell of tangy chicken, freshly-made tomato sauce, and the perfect combination of melted mozzarella, provolone, and cheddar cheeses. It was amazing they had the willpower to resist.

      Just as I'd hoped, the Yellow Room was empty, the four tables that had been pushed together in the center strewn with paper plates, leftover cake, three half-eaten pizzas, and other wreckage. It was called the Yellow Room because the arched doorway had been painted yellow, but the walls themselves were adorned with rough pine paneling, a look that was supposed to give the restaurant the feel of a mouse hole but also to help reduce the noise from the game room to a steady but tolerable hubbub. My new friends were packed into the big corner booth. A fourth man had joined them.

      While his compatriots were broad-shouldered and clean-shaven, he was smaller and leaner, and he bore a black beard so short and neatly trimmed that it looked as if it had been tattooed. His suit, and his position behind the table, made it difficult to see how fit he was, but I got the sense of a wiry, compact build, muscular without being bulky. His hair was completely black, still short but long enough that it could be parted and styled with hairspray that flared it out like a Nike swoosh. The color, as I got closer, didn't look natural, and I figured he'd dyed it, especially since the wrinkles on his forehead and around his eyes made me think he was in his late forties. He had the kind of deep, orange-tinted complexion that came from a tanning salon, a cream, or both, especially since the orange was uniform across his face and down his neck as well as on the hands that he had clasped on the table.

      He had a nasty scar on his neck just below his jaw line, where the flesh was smoother and whiter than the rest of him. Even if I'd just been meeting all four of them for the first time, I would have figured him for the leader, and it wasn't just because he was older. It was because of a powerful, radiant presence that belied his smaller size and the way he watched me as I entered, with a focused intensity that made me feel as if he'd already assessed, evaluated, and dismissed me as any kind of threat even before I'd reached the table.

      It turned out, he'd actually done most of the assessing long before he'd entered the restaurant.

      "Don't like pizza?" I said, grabbing a chair from the long table and scooting it to the booth. I positioned it backward, straddling the seat. "You are really missing out. This is good stuff."

      "Karen Pantelli," the tan guy said.

      "Don't any of you guys know how to ask a question?"

      Mr. Tan leaned back, his hands still on the table, his gaze never leaving my face, but it felt like a much more aggressive response. The other guys certainly reacted as if it had been, shifting uncomfortably in their seats. That was when I realized that they were afraid of him—not just uncomfortable, but genuinely, deeply, profoundly afraid of him.

      Mr. Tan blinked once, very slowly, and I realized that was the other thing that made his gaze so intense. He almost never blinked.

      "Karen Pantelli," he said. "Born in Tucson, Arizona. Father, a second-generation Italian immigrant, was a decorated officer in the Air Force, now deceased. One sister, currently living in Atlanta with an abusive husband. Graduated from the University of Arizona with a BS in criminal justice. Seven years as a special agent in the Federal Bureau of Investigation until an abrupt resignation four years ago, after the fatal shooting of a girl in a drug house in Boise, Idaho. A series of menial jobs since, never living in one city for long. Expert level marksman. Black belts in Taekwondo and Judo as well as specialized training in a variety of hand-to-hand combat methods. Motorcycle driver's license certification. Nonsmoker."

      He recited this information as if reading it, but his gaze never left my face. His voice was high and reedy, but there was an authority to it that made me think of those emergency broadcast test messages that used to play on TV when I was a kid. Even though it was a test, the voice still commanded your attention. His voice was like that. There was control and precision that made me want to follow him. That made me wary.

      "Well," I said, "when you say it all like that, my life doesn't sound like much fun, does it? If I smoked, would it make me more interesting?"

      "No," he said.

      "No, it wouldn't make me more interesting, or no, I'm not interesting in the first place?" He didn't say anything, just went on staring. I looked at the other guys. "What do you think? Any of you smoke? Or at least vape? Is it all it's cracked up to be?"

      The other three guys fidgeted in their seats, glancing at Mr. Tan as if asking for permission. His only response, as he continued to stare at me, was to tap his clasped fingers on the table once.

      "You have made some interesting choices with your life Ms. Pantelli," he said.

      "Why, thank you," I said. "I think. You know, maybe you should have gotten the Hawaiian. It would have gone with your tan. Kind of that island look."

      The other guys fidgeted some more, as if they feared their boss might react in anger, but he didn't even flinch. "While it might be interesting," he said, "and even instructive to continue to banter with you, I'm afraid that time truly is of the essence."

      "Me too. I've only a few minutes left on my break. You mind if I help myself to some pizza?"

      "My name is Joseph Nevin," he said. "I am head of security for Paul Boone. I trust you know who he is?"

      Now it was my turn, as I started to reach for one of those tasty slices of barbecue heaven, to lean back. Paul Boone. That was the founder and CEO of Atlas, Inc., a company Boone started in the heady dotcom days of the nineties selling athletic gear out of his garage in Houston, quickly grew into an online retail operation selling just about everything, and finally expanded into a massive, industry-sprawling giant employing over a hundred thousand people worldwide and involved with everything from cloud computing to movie production. They'd recently gotten FAA approval to test drone deliveries in a dozen cities, and our delivery guy at Pizza Pete's had been joking how he was going to be out of a job before long. I'd told him so would everyone employed by FedEx and UPS, so he'd be in good company.

      Atlas was a behemoth, like its Greek mythological namesake, and Boone, if not the richest person in the world, was right up there. He was also an intensely private man, someone who made Warren Buffet and Bill Gates seem like media hogs. I'd seen him in only a few interviews, and he was quite the odd duck, a gangly redhead who spoke in a halting monotone, his word choice odd, his manner both intense and distracted. He always made me think of those self-portraits of Vincent Van Gogh, a haunted genius.

      A bit crazy like Van Gogh too. Although Boone didn’t speak to the press often, when he did, he dropped some real doozies. He once said Ted Kaczynski, a.k.a. the Unabomber, might have done some real good in the world if his life hadn’t been cut prematurely short. Of course, Boone had said on another occasion that it was his personal mission to ensure the survival of the human race, so nobody really knew quite what to make of him. He was just unstable. And unstable people, genius or not, made me nervous.

      "Yeah, I know who he is," I said. "But what I don't know is what he has to do with me."

      "He wants to hire you," Nevin said.

      It was a good thing I didn't have any food in my mouth because I barked a laugh. Nevin didn't react. The other guys fidgeted.

      "Okay, I'll play along," I said. "To do what?"

      "This is a delicate matter, Ms. Pantelli. You will learn that when you sign the nondisclosure agreement."

      "You can't even tell me what it's about? Even in general?"

      "I'm afraid not."

      "Ah, I see. Well, no thanks."

      "As I said, it's a delicate matter. Discretion is critical. My employer was quite clear that no more information should be forthcoming unless you agree to certain stipulations of employment."

      "It doesn't matter what your stipulations are, I'm not interested."

      The skin around Nevin's eyes tightened. It wasn't much, but I could finally see that he was capable of anger, especially when his voice, while not losing any of its control, became a bit more cool. "Ms. Pantelli, I understand that you have embraced a certain … vagabond lifestyle. This perverse obsession with maintaining some sort of vow of poverty as punishment for your perceived sins may prove interesting to psychiatrists—"

      "Perverse?"

      "—but I have traveled a long way to discuss this matter with you. Mr. Boone's requirements may be unusual, but trust me when I say you will be adequately compensated in response. I would highly advise you to at least sign the—"

      "You can get a takeout box up front," I said, standing. "Normally, they only give out foil for the leftovers, but I'll tell them to make an exception for you. I'm nice that way. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have to get back to work. I don't want to get a write-up from Kim. She's sort of—"

      "Ms. Pantelli," Nevin said, "if you agree to this assignment, my employer will pay you one million dollars."
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      No film crew lurked in the corner. I glanced behind me, at the arched opening to the room, to see if anybody stood there, maybe my old partner, my sister, or even one of my fellow Pizza Pete employees, somebody who'd gotten it into their heads to play a weird practical joke on me. There was nobody. The noise from the game room was a steady but not overwhelming rumble, not loud enough that I could have misheard.

      I looked back at Joseph Nevin, who sat there with his hands clasped serenely on the table like some sort of tan, sinewy Buddha. Unflappable. Imperturbable. If Joseph Nevin was joking, he had the best poker face I had ever seen. His dark-suited grunts, however, were not quite so composed, exchanging furtive glances, eyes wide, eyebrows raised, which told me this information was new to them too.

      "One million dollars," I said.

      "Correct," Nevin said. "Mr. Boone authorized me to tell you that much."

      I swung the chair around so it faced forward. "Well, you have my attention," I said, taking a seat. "Just to clarify, that's a one with six zeros after it, right?"

      Nevin started to reply but stopped when there was a squeaky rattle from the door. The three grunts tensed. I turned and saw Billy and Veronica, two of my fellow emerald-vested comrades, entering the room. Billy was pushing the cleaning cart while Veronica toted a black plastic bag. They stopped when they saw us. I looked at Nevin, who'd raised his gaze to lock eyes with them. It was like he was aiming a pair of rifle scopes. He wasn't even looking at me, but I could feel the intensity of it.

      By the time I looked back at them, they were pushing the cart out of the room. The grunts went back to taking up space in the booth.

      "Nice trick," I said to Nevin. "But you're going to get me in hot water with Kim."

      "Half of your fee," Nevin said, returning his gaze to me as if nothing had transpired, "will be deposited in an account of your choosing immediately upon signature of the nondisclosure agreement. You will receive the other half when you complete the assignment."

      "Which is?" I said.

      He looked at me, saying nothing.

      "You really can't even give me a hint of what this is about?" I said.

      "No," he said.

      "But you're willing to give me half a million dollars just for signing an NDA?"

      He blinked once, like a camera shutter opening and closing, and leaned back again in his booth. "I am not doing anything, Ms. Pantelli. This is all my employer's idea, and if I may be perfectly candid, I do not think it is a particularly good one, given your … questionable history."

      "Ouch," I said.

      "However, it is not my call. It is extremely important to Mr. Boone that you … take this assignment."

      "This isn't some sort of Indecent Proposal situation, is it? Because I have to tell you guys, I think I'm pretty good in that regard, but that's probably overpaying for what I have to offer by just a little bit."

      "Ms. Pantelli—"

      "Personally, I think they miscast that movie." I looked over my shoulder to make sure there were no kids nearby, then leaned in close to whisper the rest. "I mean, a million dollars to sleep with Robert Redford? Even an older version of the guy? It's not really a tough choice, is it? Now, if it had been, I don't know, Danny DeVito, at least a girl would have to think about it."

      Overbite Guy, the one who'd originally talked to me at the game counter, chuckled. It was barely audible, more of a snort, really, and it was definitely an involuntary response judging by the way he quickly swallowed. The other two guys glared at him. Nevin didn't even glance at the guy, but I saw the skin around his eyes twitch.

      "So they didn't surgically remove your sense of humor," I said to Overbite Guy.

      "Ms. Pantelli," Nevin said, "I appreciate your effort to bring levity to the situation, but this is a serious matter, I assure you." He reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and pulled out a white envelope along with a black pen with the gold Atlas logo on it. He slid the envelope and the pen across the table. "It's a very simple NDA, but it will take us to the next step where we can discuss details and get your banking information for the wire transfer. My associate here is a notary public, so if you sign it now, we can proceed." He nodded toward the shorter of the two white guys, the one I'd pegged with a Napoleon complex.

      "Wow, a notary," I said to him. "Now I'm really impressed. They don't hand those things out like library cards. Do you have your little log with you?"

      The short guy didn't say anything, but I saw his jaw muscles ripple and the biceps in his too-tight suit jacket flex a bit.

      "Ms. Pantelli," Nevin said, nodding toward the document. "Please."

      I leaned back and crossed my arms. "You're so sure I'm going to sign, aren't you?"

      "What I think is immaterial."

      "You're being very presumptuous."

      "You obviously need the money," he said, glancing around the room with obvious disdain, then nodded toward my Pizza Pete uniform. "Would you be wearing that ridiculous vest otherwise? Of course you'll sign. Now please, get on with it. You'll soon know why we don't have time to waste."

      There was no anger in his voice, but it was still a slip. His cool facade fell away, there at the end. The longer I looked at the guy, with his cheese-puff tan and painted-on beard, the more fake he seemed to me. Fake but still deadly, like he was wearing a costume of a man who was both controlled and ruthless, one he'd carefully cultivated, but the real person underneath was just as ruthless but not nearly so controlled. His facade wasn't there for my benefit, but his. If he didn't have it, he may not have been able to function.

      There was a weakness there, a weakness that might reveal more information than Nevin wanted to disclose if it was exploited in the right way.

      "Do I look like someone who is motivated by money?" I said.

      His eyes narrowed. "Everyone is motivated primarily by money. It is the height of naiveté to think otherwise."

      "Primarily," I said.

      "Excuse me?"

      "You added the word ‘primarily.’ You said, everyone is motivated primarily by money. That means you've allowed room for people to be motivated by other things too. I find that interesting, that you did that. That says something about you, I think."

      "Ms. Pantelli—"

      "I'm not saying I disagree. I'm just saying it's interesting that you were the one who added that adjective. Or is it an adverb? It's modifying the word ‘motivated,’ right?" I waved my hand dismissively. "Whatever. I think I'm a decent writer—at least my high school English teacher Mrs. Tepper always said so—but I was never great at labeling the parts of speech."

      Nevin became absolutely still. I was trying to get under his skin. Anything to throw him off balance, get him to tip his hand. He looked at me a long time, then, without breaking his gaze, tapped his fingers once on the envelope.

      "So," he said.

      "So," I said.

      "You're not going to sign, then?"

      "You're not going to tell me what this is about first?"

      He shook his head.

      "Well, there you go," I said.

      "Even for half a million dollars?"

      "Even then."

      "My employer is going to be extremely disappointed."

      "Well, gee whiz."

      He held my gaze for a few more seconds, then shrugged. He took the envelope and slid it into his pocket. He nodded toward his associates, once, a curt nod that anybody could have missed if they hadn't been looking right at him, but of course they didn't miss it, and all of them skedaddled right out of the booth. Nevin, without looking at me, took his time getting out himself.

      He didn't seem quite so measured in his movements anymore, not so controlled in his manner. I'd gotten to him, though I couldn't say it had given me any kind of advantage.

      "You're a curious woman," he said, getting to his feet.

      "Oh, why, Joseph, that's so kind of you. Curious. It's what every girl likes to hear."

      He shook his head. It wasn't much, but for how restrained he was, it might as well have been a primal scream. Standing next to me, as I slouched in the chair, he was even shorter than I expected, certainly shorter than Napoleon Complex guy, but I didn't get the sense he ever felt inferior because of his height. I didn't get the sense he felt inferior about anything.

      He reached into his jacket's side pocket and pulled out a business card, which he placed on the table in front of me.

      "If you change your mind," he said, "or if you come across information pertinent to this matter, please contact me."

      Then, without even a nod, he started to walk toward the door. His dark-suited soldiers fell into step behind him. I looked at the card, which listed his name over the title of head of personal security as well as the gold-embossed Atlas logo and his various contact information. It even had a fax number. Who faxed anymore?

      "How can I have information when I don't have any idea what you wanted me to do?" I asked him.

      He was almost out the door, and he paused. It wasn't even a complete stop, just a hitch in his step, not even enough to get his colleagues to hit the brakes, but it was definitely something. I saw it. He knew I saw it.

      There it was. The slip.

      As they left the room, I picked up the card and tilted it back and forth over the low-hanging lamp, watching the gold Atlas logo glitter in the red light. When I held the card just right, it looked like the logo was bleeding.
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      Kim didn't fire me, but she was irritated. Not only did I have to clean up the mess in the Yellow Room, she had me vacuum both the game room and the main lobby even though I was only supposed to be responsible for the game room that night. I wasn't about to argue. Kim just had braces put on and was in a foul mood. There was no telling what she might do if I gave her lip.

      It was well after eleven by the time I finally punched out and headed home. Hazy, golden rings surrounded the streetlamps in the empty parking lot. There had been a massive fire east of Yellowstone last week, one they'd only just started to contain, and the smell of ash still lingered. The smell wasn't as bad as last week, when the smoke had been so thick that it was hard to be outside without a mask, but it was still unpleasant.

      Grand Avenue was deserted. Despite the smoggy air, there'd been a raucous America First motorcycle group pass through last weekend, but little sign of it remained, not even any litter alongside the wide, four-lane road. Kudos to the Billings Public Works Department. After ten, except for the occasional summer event, this fairly provincial city pretty much shut down. It may have been the biggest city in the state, experiencing rapid growth from its early days as a thriving railroad town, but even with a hundred thousand people it didn't have much of a nightlife. Not unless you liked redneck bars, which wasn't really my thing.

      I didn't see anyone watching me. I was careful to duck quickly around the corner of the strip mall for fear that one of the other departing employees would offer me a ride. I wanted time to mull over my encounter with Joseph Nevin, and walking alone always helped me think. The heat of the day had long since dissipated, but I could still feel it radiating off the asphalt. Under normal conditions, the weather in Billings reminded me a lot of Tucson’s, where I'd spent most of my childhood: hot days, cool nights, mostly dry.

      Of course, the winter was another matter. In Billings there was always plenty of snow in the winter, unlike in Tucson, where it was extremely rare. But I'd most likely be gone by then. That was one of the benefits of being a professional drifter. I didn't hate the snow, but I didn't like it enough to tolerate it unless absolutely necessary.

      Before any of the other employees had even started their cars, I'd already veered past the closed-up Fourth of July stand, one that had only been open a week before the city prohibited the sale of fireworks due to the fires, and was already across Grand, jogging over the four lanes just before a Walmart truck rumbled past. I veered away from the sidewalk into the shadowy area of the big Goodwill parking lot so Chris, an even newer employee than me, wouldn't spot my distinctive green vest. He lived with his parents a few blocks from my place and had pulled over with his little beat-up Kia more than once when he saw me walking. Chris had a hell of a crush on me. He was cute, too, but then I wasn't about to be his Mrs. Robinson.

      The smoke choked off the starlight. The lights in the Goodwill were on, and I could see that the store was empty, but there were no lamps in the pitch-black parking lot. I'd walked it so many times that I could have walked it blindfolded, though, which I was pretty much doing.

      I was halfway across when a vehicle toward the east end flashed its lights.

      At first, I figured it might be Chris, but the headlights were too high for his Kia. I stopped, my heart rate picking up a notch. It was a big vehicle, an SUV of some sort, and I could just make out the shape of a man in the driver seat.

      I took my time making my way to the vehicle, swinging wide toward the driver side. Closer now, I saw that it was a Ford Explorer. Black or navy blue. Newer model. It wasn't running. The driver side window was rolled down, and I saw a man's hand—white, long fingers—gripping the doorframe.

      "Ms. Pantelli," he said, barely above a whisper. "It's me, from the game room."

      It was Overbite Guy, the baby-faced redhead who'd first approached me in Pizza Pete's.

      "Why are you sitting in the dark?" I said.

      Overbite Guy was silent for a few seconds. "Mr. Nevin doesn't know I'm here. Can you get in? I don't have a lot of time before the other guys start to wonder. I'm supposed to be picking up beer."

      "What's your name, kid?"

      "I'd—I'd rather not say. Can you get in? It's important."

      "I don't think so."

      "The assignment … It involves somebody you know. She sent you an email, but I guess you never got it?"

      "Who?"

      "It's not safe to be talking in the open. There are people looking for her. I just thought the NDA was bullshit. If she's in trouble, she might need your help. And if you're the sort of person to turn down a million dollars, you're probably the sort of person who could help her."

      "Who? Who needs help?"

      He hesitated. "Dinah Chilton," he said.

      I hadn't known too many Dinahs, but it still took me a moment to recognize it, and that was because the only time I'd seen that last name was when I'd gotten a wedding invitation five or six years earlier. A wedding I hadn't attended. That was back when I was still living in Philly and got things like wedding invitations.

      "Did she used to go by Dinah Hale?"

      "Was that her maiden name? I guess she went to college with you."

      "Yeah, that's the one." I shook my head, remembering Ditzy D-Cup Dinah, as I'd thought of her until I knew better, when my impression of her had only gotten worse. Blonde, blue-eyed, a certain Marilyn Monroe sex appeal. She'd had a knockout body, that was for sure, the kind that made every girl standing next to her, no matter how beautiful, seem plain by comparison, but that hadn't been why my opinion of her went south. It didn't take me long to discover that her ditziness had been an act, a well-practiced shtick to make people drop their guard, especially men. She also had more layers than an onion, each one more rotten than the last. There'd been sexual abuse in her childhood, or so she'd told me, but I never thought that excused her more awful behavior. Her only real goal, she'd once confided in me, had been to marry someone rich and powerful and never do a day's work in her life. We'd hung out for maybe a year, even taken a few notable road trips, before it all went south. "I haven't talked to Dinah in almost ten years," I added. "What's going on?"

      "She's missing."

      "Oh. What does this have to do with Atlas? Or Paul Boone?"

      Overbite Guy said nothing. Behind us, a Safeway truck rumbled and rattled by on Grand Avenue.

      "Look," I said, "I'm not even sure I want to help Dinah. We didn't exactly part on good terms. But if you don't tell me what you know—"

      "I don't know that much."

      "Are the police involved?"

      "No. I was told that if the police get involved, it might get her killed."

      "Why?"

      "I don't know. She's only been gone a couple days. I told
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