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The knock, or I should say pounding, on my door startled me out of the rainy Saturday morning HGTV home renovation coma I’d slipped into. The clock read half past ten, and I realized I’d been watching back-to-back shows for over three hours. I picked up my coffee to finish it, but the half inch at the bottom of the mug had gone cold and skimmed over. 

Bang! Bang! Bang! 

I clicked off the show. “I’m coming! Keep your pants on!” 

The knocking likely came from one of my fellow condo neighbors. Winding my auburn hair into a bun and tightening the knot on my chenille robe, I shuffled to the foyer. 

“Who is it?” I asked, peeking through the peephole.

The man on the other side wore a long overcoat opened to reveal a barrel chest in a dark suit, white shirt, and striped tie. He had gray-brown hair and a bulbous nose. Not a neighbor. 

“If you’re peddling your religion, you can move along. I’m quite happy with my own beliefs. Thank you!” I hollered.

“FBI. Open the door, Ms. Cardinal. I have a warrant to search the premises.” He held his badge in front of the peephole. It read “Gerald Newcomb”. 

Warrant? I turned off the security system, unlocked the deadbolt and the floor bolt, and pulled it open. “May I see the warrant, please?” 

The agent, a little shorter than my five-foot-nine height, invaded my personal space as he laid the piece of paper onto my open palm. “We’re looking for Michael Finnegan.”

“Mike?” I glanced over the sheet. “Your information is out-of-date. We broke up a few months ago, but feel free to search away.” I pulled the door wide, and two other agents wearing Men’s Warehouse suits followed Newcomb into my tiny foyer. The first guy was in his late twenties, with freckles and reddish blond hair. I held out a hand to stop him. “Your ID, please.”

“He’s with me,” Newcomb snapped.

My mouth flattened and I delivered him a side-eye. “It wasn’t a request. Identification, please.”

“Brandon Keller, IRS, fraud division.” The freckled fellow held out his card. 

The olive-skinned, black-haired man following Agent Keller held up his badge as he entered, but he needn’t have. I recognized Amir from the last time he’d been in my home more than a year ago. “What?” I mouthed. Ever so slightly, Amir shook his head. Something slammed in my kitchen. Newcomb and Keller had already begun their search of my two bedroom, two bath condo. Abandoning Amir, my fluffy pink slippers and I shambled over to investigate. 

My kitchen was U-shaped with an island in the center. Newcomb opened and closed each cabinet, needlessly slamming them shut with a bang. However, he had no such luck with the soft-close drawers that were put in when I updated my fifty-year-old condo a few years ago.  

“Wow, it’s ten thirty on a Saturday. Judge—let’s see . . .” I scanned the paper in my hand. “Here it is—Judge Robinson must really love you.” 

The agent didn’t respond and started with the lower cabinets along the back wall.

I leaned against the island and drawled, “Mike is six foot tall and a solid 185 pounds. Do you really think he’s going to fit in the cabinetry?”

“Please stand back, Ms. Cardinal, and let us do our job,” Newcomb stated.  

Crossing my arms, I moved aside to allow him to check out the island cabinet behind me. “I’m telling you—you’re barking up the wrong tree. We broke up over two months ago.” My volley didn’t receive a response. “Agent Newcomb, what division of the FBI did you say you worked in?”

“White Collar,” Newcomb replied in a clipped tone as he pulled open the cabinets beneath the sink.

White Collar? Hm, did I just fall down a rabbit hole with Alice? Mike worked in the Cybercrime division. 

Newcomb opened the tiny microwave above my stove, and I rolled my eyes.

“You know, Mike once told me that they found an entire safe inside the dishwasher. Maybe I’ve stuffed him in there.” I pulled it open and whipped out the racks. Dirty dishes rattled and clanked. Newcomb jerked upright, putting a hand to his hip in an action I’d seen from Mike. Amir hustled in from the other room. 

“Nope, not in there. Don’t forget to check the fridge. Oh, and there’s a washer and dryer in the pantry.” I pointed. “Maybe he’s hiding in there.”

Newcomb was not amused. “Ms. Cardinal, I can arrest you for interfering in an investigation, or you can go sit down and wait until we’re finished,” he said in a menacing voice.

“Interfering? Why, darlin’, I’m just tryin’ to help,” I explained in my sweetest southern debutant accent.

Amir cleared his throat and caught my eye. His silent message was clear: “Don’t.”

“Okay, fine.” I threw up my hands. “I’ll leave you to it. Let’s see what the tax man is up to.” 

I discovered that Keller had moved from the living room on to my bedroom, and he was searching my dresser drawers. 

“Is fingering my lingerie part of the warrant, Mr. Keller?”

His freckled face bloomed like the red tide. 

“Then I suggest you get your mitts out of my panty drawers and check places where an adult male might hide. Under the bed, closet, bathroom. You get the picture,” I snapped.

He slammed the drawer shut.

“Leave my shoeboxes alone, too. He’s not hiding in them, either!” I delivered the parting shot and strolled across the living room and down the hall to my guest room, where I found Amir searching the walk-in closet. 

“Amir,” I whispered, “what the hell is going on? Is Mike in trouble? What are you doing with White Collar? I thought you worked in Cybercrime.”

Amir put a finger to his lips to shush me. “Ms. Cardinal, I believe Agent Newcomb asked you to take a seat while we finish the search,” he said in a normal tone. Then he took my hand and placed a tiny, folded piece of paper in my palm. 

Shoving the paper deep into my robe pocket, I harrumphed, “Fine. I’ll go wait in the living room.” I stomped to the living room, plopped down onto the sofa, and flicked the TV back on to the home renovation show. 

A few minutes later, Newcomb came into the living room. I turned up the volume. 

Keller also joined us in the living room. “The bedroom is clean.”

“Did you check under the dining table?” I snarked, then caught Newcomb staring at the sofa. “Oh, for the love of Pete!” I muted my show, stood, and picked up the cushions one at a time. “He is not in my velvet couch. And if he did dare to try and crawl in there, you would be the least of his worries!” 

Newcomb didn’t seem convinced and continued to stare.

“What? Do you need to check behind the couch?” I yanked the armrest and it moved about six inches. 

Keller trotted over to give the backside a gander. He pulled it out farther and shook his head. “Nothing back here.”

Shoving my favorite piece of furniture back in place, I collapsed down and put my fluffy feet on the coffee table. 

Newcomb pulled up the safety bar and unlocked the slider. 

I sighed as he spotted the door on the far-right side of the deck. “You’ll need the key for the utility closet.”

“Please open the closet, Ms. Cardinal,” Newcomb requested in a very nice way.

Amir joined us in the living room. “All clear in the guest bedroom and bath.”

“Agent Amir, would you please retrieve my car keys from the glass bowl by the front door?” I asked sweetly, copying Newcomb’s tone.

When Amir returned, Newcomb indicated I should open the door for them. Instead, I plucked out the key to the closet and held it between two fingers. “I prefer to keep my distance from the creepy closet. Last fall, a copperhead slithered in there while I was replacing the furnace filter. I locked that sucker tight and haven’t been in since.” I wiggled the key. “It’s all you.”

With interest, Newcomb took the key. All three men piled onto my tiny deck, standing tense and at the ready, as if waiting for Mike to jump out of the closet like a jack-in-the-box.

“Be careful. That deck gets slippery when wet!” I hollered from the comfort of my couch. I considered shouting “boo!” when they opened the door, but I decided I might get shot. 

The agents were doomed to disappointment. The door swung open, revealing my furnace and rusted water heater. Newcomb said something to Keller. The poor guy pulled a small flashlight out and dove into the depths of the three-by-five-foot snake- and spider-infested room. I hated that closet and shivered in disgust just watching him. He returned dusty and holding a dried-up snake carcass. 

Jumping to my feet, I cried, “See! I told you there was a copperhead.”

“Ma’am, it’s just a rat snake. They’re good snakes. They eat rodents and vermin.”

“There is no such thing as a good snake if it’s in my home,” I replied to Keller’s misconceptions. “There’s a dumpster out back where you can dispose of it, please.” I added the please in a particularly wheedling tone, because there was no way I wanted that snake to be dropped in my kitchen trash. 

I guess the show was over, because after closing and locking the closet, Keller and Amir filed through my apartment and out the front door. 

Newcomb returned my keys. “Your boyfriend—”

“Ex-boyfriend,” I clarified.

“—is in big trouble. He’s wanted for questioning. If he contacts you, please give me a call.” He passed me his business card. 

Following Newcomb to the door, I said, “Pardon me, but I’m having a difficult time believing my Boy Scout ex did anything illegal. What exactly is he accused of?” 

No one responded.

“Hello?”

Newcomb paused, with his hand on the halfway closed door. “It seems he’s scarpered off with one point two million dollars. We need to find out why.” The agent shut the door in my mouth-bobbing shocked face. 
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Chapter Two 
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I must have stared at the door for a full five minutes before coming back to earth. Mike stole over a million dollars? 

No.

No and no and no. 

There was simply no way that could be correct. 

Mike and I had been good friends in college and reconnected here in D.C. We danced around a relationship for a while, finally sealing the deal after I played a role in finding the killer of a sitting senator. Our relationship ended in neither acrimony nor on the best of terms. We simply didn’t see eye-to-eye on some of my past escapades, and I’d become tired of his censorship of my life choices. Mike accused me of seeking chaos and questioned my judgement. I accused him of being a boring prig and never there for me. And on that note, we both decided it was time to end our romantic interlude. While I didn’t speak with him on a daily basis, we’d forgiven each other for the unkind words, and stayed in touch through social media. Mike was a good man, and I still considered him a friend. Newcomb’s accusation seemed unfathomable; however, it caused my gut to clench in fear, and I reached for my cell. 

The call went directly to voice mail. “Mike, it’s Karina. I’ve had a rather unnerving visit from an FBI agent Newcomb in the White Collar division. Can you please give me a ring when you get this? Thanks.”

I spent the next twenty minutes on my laptop searching Mike’s social media accounts for any indication of where he might be. Not that he ever “checked in” anywhere, but still, he’d occasionally post a picture from an identifiable D.C. location. Per usual, his Twitter account hadn’t been used in over a month. Facebook’s most recent post was a funny meme on Monday about coffee, and he posted an Instagram photo last weekend of the Lincoln Memorial lit up by a gorgeous orange-and-pink sunset, probably taken during one of his runs. 

On the off chance he hadn’t changed his Netflix password, I tried logging into his account. Success. Thursday night he’d rented an action flick, and it looked as though every night before that he’d been working his way through the second season of Breaking Bad. However, there must have been a mistake, or another person had used his account, because on Tuesday, the account showed a seven-hour marathon of Breaking Bad at a time when Mike would’ve been at work. The rest of his Netflix account revealed nothing of value, except for the fact that he’d watched a number of The Baby-Sitters Club episodes. Must have been a new guilty pleasure—one I’d enjoy ribbing him about the next time we spoke.

Having run out of social media ways to stalk my ex, I contemplated the next move. His sister’s and parents’ phone numbers were still in my contact list, but I didn’t think it wise to phone and possibly alarm them. Perhaps one of my contacts at the FBI—

“Karina, you dope!” My voice echoed in the empty dining room. I gave myself a mental head smack and dug out the wadded piece of paper Amir had given me. In sharp, slanted handwriting was a phone number with a Maryland exchange and the words, 

Call after 5. Don’t use your phone. 

The mantel clock revealed the hour closing in upon noon. I needed a shower and a visit to the grocery store—two things that would help while away the time until the appointed hour, when I hoped my overwhelming curiosity would be satisfied by Amir.

At 5:05, I trotted across the hall and let myself into my neighbor’s apartment. The aroma of vanilla and jasmine enveloped me from the Glade PlugIn by the door. A new flavor. Tim was branching out; he usually stocked the fresh linen scent. Tim Spencer was a traveling salesman for a tech company. Three years ago, he’d given me a key, asked me to water his plants once a week, and keep an eye on the place. A move which turned out to be a lucky one for him after a pipe burst last winter while he was in Oregon. Normally, Tim traveled during the week. However, he’d garnered so much comp time and airline miles, he’d recently started taking more holidays and three-day weekends to fantastical places such as Bali and Iceland. Since I refused to accept any sort of monetary payment from him, Tim invariably brought back little gifts from his excursions, including a silk scarf, keychain, gorgeous postcards, and my favorite—local wines.

Tim’s condo could best be described as stark minimalist. The few items of furniture were either white, black, or gray, with sharp lines, and the tables made of glass and chrome. The only color came from the half dozen plants sitting in front of the sliding glass door. Tim and I were probably two of the few people left in the D.C. metro area who still had landlines in our apartments. A few years ago, I’d listened to some of Tim’s messages and understood why he’d kept a landline. The voice mails were all from women. All of them asking when he was coming back to town. Tim was an average-looking guy—about my height with bronze hair and physically fit—but what he might have lacked in the looks department he made up for with natural charisma and melt-your-boots brown eyes. Clearly, Tim charmed lady loves across the nation and gave them his home phone number so they couldn’t bother him while he was working . . . or possibly visiting other women. Whatever the case, Tim’s need for a landline came in handy for me today.

He picked up on the third ring. “Amir speaking.”

“Well, Amir, would you like to tell me what the hell is going on?”

“Karina, I assume.”

“Excellent guess.” I pulled out one of the polished metal stools at the counter and sat. “I’m assuming the FBI has tapped my phones, which is why you asked me to call from another location.”

“I’m not quite sure what Newcomb is planning, but I haven’t put it out of the realm of possibility,” Amir replied.

“Are they expecting Mike to contact me?”

“They’re covering their bases.”

“And as the ex-girlfriend, they think he might call me.”

“So goes the thinking.”

Playing with my necklace pendant, I swiveled to face the living room. “Read me in on the situation?” 

“Just tell Mike to contact me if you see or hear from him,” Amir said.

“Oh, no. We are not playing that game. If you want my help with Mike, you need to tell me what’s going on. Otherwise, you’ll get no help from me. You know I have friends who can make the FBI’s investigation very difficult if I ask.” My threat hung like a water balloon about to be released from four stories up. 

Amir took a beat before responding, “Two weeks ago, an account at Mike’s bank, in Mike’s name, was opened. On Monday, one point two million was transferred from a numbered account in the Cayman Islands to the new account.”

“Well . . . that doesn’t sound right. Maybe it’s a different Mike Finnegan. There must be other Mike Finnegans in this area.”

Amir continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “On Tuesday afternoon, a man matching Mike’s description walked in with a briefcase and walked out with the entire one point two million in that briefcase.”

I gulped. “Well, lots of men fit Mike’s description.”

“You’re correct. The height, weight, and hair color match Mike.”

“What about his face? There are monitors all over banks these days.”

“He was wearing a ballcap and avoiding the cameras. We didn’t get a facial recognition match.”

I let out a relieved sigh. “Then it must be someone else. Besides, if it was in the middle of the day, Mike would’ve been at work.”

Amir dropped the anvil. “He called in sick that day. His prints were left on the withdrawal documents and a computer monitor.”

“Geez.” I scrunched my eyes shut and pinched the bridge of my nose. “Did anyone in his apartment complex see him that day? What about traffic cams? Did he drive to the bank?”

“Street cams tracked him to the metro. Then he disappeared.”

My head popped up with a thought. “Wait a minute, did you say Tuesday?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I did some of my own digging, and according to his Netflix account, he was watching a Breaking Bad marathon all day. Surely that shows he was in his apartment all day.”

Amir paused, and I waited with bated breath. “It won’t hold water. Once you tune into a Netflix series the episodes simply continue to run until you turn them off. Makes for a weak alibi.” 

My sigh blew audibly across the handset. “Yeah, you’re right. So, you’re telling me no one has seen Mike since Tuesday?”

“He returned to work on Wednesday. However, he left for lunch on Friday and never came back. No one has seen him since. His disappearance verified Newcomb’s theory and kicked the investigation into high gear. Newcomb pulled strings to get search warrants on a Saturday.”

“You realize I’m having trouble swallowing this.”

“If it makes you feel any better, I am too,” he said solemnly.

“Is that why you’re on the team looking into it?”

“I’ve been tasked with figuring out who owned the account in the Caymans.”

“Good.” I nodded even though he couldn’t see me. “Amir, one thing I don’t understand. How did the FBI get onto this account transfer and subsequent withdrawal?”

“The government works with the banking industry to track all transactions over ten thousand dollars. A raw data report is delivered once a week to the IRS and various divisions at the Bureau. The IRS tracks it for fraud and tax purposes,” Amir explained.

“That would explain why that Keller guy was with you. Is he the bean counter that found the transaction?”

“The data drops into their laps on Wednesday. On Thursday, Keller was having lunch with another FBI agent in counterterrorism and mentioned his finding. He asked the counterterrorism agent if he knew Mike. He didn’t, but it was Mike’s bad luck, because Newcomb was having lunch at a table nearby and overheard their conversation.”

“And what or who is Newcomb to Mike? A friendly like you? Or just an agent doing his job who’s been assigned to this case?” Realizing I was pulling hard on my pendant, I let it drop before I accidentally broke it. 

Amir whistled a sigh. “That’s the problem. Mike started his FBI career in White Collar. I don’t know the entire story, but there’s bad blood between Mike and Newcomb. This isn’t just an assigned case. Newcomb started the investigation against Mike, and he’s gnawing on it like a dog with a new chew toy. It’s like he’s getting some sort of sick pleasure out of it.”

I digested all the information Amir revealed. It still didn’t add up in my head. “So, is the FBI’s working theory is that Mike took a bribe from a bad guy?”

“That’s one of the theories.”

“Newcomb’s theory?”

“Yes.”

“And you’re in charge of investigating the Cayman account, where the money originated.”

“Correct.”

I hopped off my stool and began pacing the living room. “So, what’s the problem? Can’t you get the Cayman bank to give you the name on the original account?”

“It doesn’t work like that. The lenient tax laws make the Caymans the fifth largest financial banking center in the world. Banks, such as Deutsche Bank, where the transfer originated, provide complete anonymity and security to their clients. Making it nearly impossible for U.S. agencies to track the money,” Amir explained.

“In other words, the money came from an unnamed, numbered account, and this Deutsche Bank doesn’t want to play ball with the FBI.”

“That is correct.” 

“Hm, have you considered a different angle?” I pivoted and paced back to the kitchen. “Maybe Mike was forced into moving this money for someone. Maybe it’s blackmail. Have you checked on all of his family members? Is everyone safe?”

“We’ve considered it.” He paused, and I stopped pacing in anticipation. “Field agents searched his family members’ homes this morning. Everyone seems to be in perfect health.”

“Are you sure? None of them seemed twitchy or reluctant to help you?”

“I wasn’t there, but I spoke with two of the agents who conducted the search warrants. Neither felt the family had any idea what was going on.”

I rubbed a hand down my face and groaned. “I simply don’t get it. He’s not the type to go on the run with a bunch of money. He’s got family and ties to the community. Can you give me one good reason for Mike to do such a thing?”

“No, I can’t. Newcomb is working along the theory that an opportunity presented itself to Mike, and he’s taken advantage of it.”

“Amir, have you ever seen Mike do something sloppy in his work? In the field?”

Without hesitation he answered, “No.”

“No. Mike is methodical. He’s smart. He knows about these transaction laws. What you’ve described is sloppy. Fingerprints. Taking a briefcase. Getting caught on camera.” I ticked off each piece of damning evidence. “Hell, having the money transferred to his own bank. Isn’t there a Deutsche Bank downtown?”

“Yes.”

“Then why on earth wouldn’t he just go there? Couldn’t he access an account at the local branch?”

“All excellent questions, which I can’t answer. I’ve got another call ringing in and must go. If you hear from Mike, have him contact me. I can bring him in safely.” Amir hung up before I could ask another of the million questions reeling through my noggin. 

The plants looked a little thirsty, and I gave them a drink while I stewed over my next steps. It took about ten minutes for me to realize the next steps belonged to either Mike or the FBI. I’d left a message for Mike, and there was no other way for me to contact him. If he was as smart as I thought he was, he wouldn’t come near me or his family. 
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Saturday night brought little sleep, which is why I didn’t get out for a morning run until after eleven thirty. A number of my friends assumed I had a high metabolism and that keeping a relatively curvy, yet decent weight, came naturally to me. They would be mistaken. My mother passed on her Irish peasant ancestry, which made it easy to pack on the pounds by just looking at a donut, and, I’ll admit, I wasn’t fanatical about eating healthy. Things such as jogging and yoga helped to keep me from ballooning into a plump Irish partridge on her way to the county fair. Running didn’t come naturally to me, but after the upsetting events from yesterday, I figured I needed to get out of the house. 

Luckily, the rain had ended sometime in the night and left behind a crisp breeze with the scent of spring upon its wings. February was coming to a close, and March was around the corner—one of my favorite times in the D.C. area. The Tidal Basin would soon be surrounded by cherry blossom trees in full bloom, and brightly colored tulips would greet me as I jogged past, their heads nodding in the gentle wind. Though the breeze was cold, the sun warmed me. Quite a few folks were out enjoying the fine weather, which was why it took me so long to notice I’d gained a tail. At least, I thought it was a tail. 

The woman seemed to be pacing herself about twenty feet behind me no matter how fast or slow I ran. Reaching the Jefferson Memorial, I trotted over to the steps to rest and tighten my laces. Surreptitiously, I watched the lady in the pink and black spandex jog past without giving me a second glance. She was of Asian descent, and her beautiful black ponytail bobbed innocently with each step. Eventually, the crowds hid her from my sight.

I didn’t see her again, but the incident, or should I say non-incident, preyed on my mind, and in conjunction with my recent FBI visit, I had that creepy feeling that I was being watched. Maybe it was plain and simple paranoia. The rest of my run I kept checking my six, turning what should’ve been a stress-relieving run into the exact opposite. When I got back to my car, I opened the rear passenger door to toss in my sweatshirt and happened to glance down the line of vehicles parked along the curb. I caught a glimpse of those bright pink-and-black leggings as their owner climbed into a black, extra-long panel van that seemed familiar to me. I slammed the door and strode down the sidewalk to rap sharply on the side door. 

It remained shut, and I banged again. “Who’s in there? Hernandez? Josh?” The door slid open, and a fearsome face stared back. “Jin! Good to see you. It’s been a while. Have you been out of the country on assignment?”

Jin grinned back at me, making the long, jagged scar across the left side of his face pucker. He was former military special operations, and I’d once heard he’d gained that scar in Afghanistan. He had black hair and eyes and was almost as tall as me, but his build was wiry and whip strong. “Hello, Karina,” he greeted in his well-modulated voice. Not that Jin spoke in a monotone, but I’d never seen him get excited or angry. He always seemed to roll along on an even keel. As a person whose emotions could fluctuate vehemently—which I blamed on my Irish ancestry—I often envied Jin for his Zen-like-style. 

“I must say, I’m surprised to see you here.” I glanced over his shoulder at the high-tech computer and surveillance equipment lining the inside of the van. I’d once accused the Silverthorne crew of stealing the van from the FBI. They’d denied my accusations, and after seeing some of the proprietary equipment in action, I realized it was far beyond something the FBI could afford—more on par with military intelligence or CIA. “I thought this van was the property of Hernandez.”

“Though he doesn’t like it, sometimes he has to share,” Jin replied. “Besides, he’s out of town on assignment.”

“Would you like to explain why Silverthorne is tailing me today? Is there something I can help you with?” 

“Damnit!” cursed a disembodied voice.

I leaned my head into the van and spotted the pink-and-black clad jogger sitting on one of the squat stools in the back. “Hi there.” I gave a finger wave, then returned my attention to Jin. “New recruit?”

He simply shook his head and chuckled. 

“Is money exchanging hands right now?” I asked. It was widely known among the Silverthorne Security team that Jin never laughed . . . except when I was around. Many a man had lost good money taking bets against me. 

“No—” 

A firm hand came down on my shoulder, and I jumped sky high. “Eeyow! Don’t sneak up on me like that!” I put a hand to my heart.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.” Rick’s silvery gaze met my startled green. “I was just going to say that I’ve banned the team from placing bets when it comes to you and Jin.”

“Why? Did you keep losing?” I taunted. 

“No. I’ve learned never to bet against you.” He gave my ponytail a gentle tug. 

Like Jin, Rick was former. . . something. Could’ve been military intelligence, CIA, NSA—I wasn’t very clear on where Rick’s training came from. I guessed his age to be around forty, and like all the Silverthorne employees, Rick was in excellent shape, with broad shoulders and a trim waist. His tree-bark brown hair was cropped military-style, shot through gray at the temples. He rarely smiled, but when he did . . . whoa, Nelly! He was the head of Silverthorne Security—a private company based in D.C. They provided protection for foreign diplomats visiting D.C., worked private security in warzones and sketchy countries, and Mike once hinted that they did wet work for the CIA—though I’d never received confirmation on that score. I’d met Rick well over a year ago, when he’d saved me from a gruesome fate at the hands of a knife-wielding mafia thug who didn’t like my investigation into a stolen painting. I’d once given Rick the moniker of Batman because of the way he swooped in and out of my life. However, I’d come to rely on him, and other Silverthorne operatives, to help me get out of some sticky situations.

“When did you pick up on our surveillance?” he asked.

“Maybe a mile into the run. I recommend less identifiable clothing next time. Also, I thought it might be . . .” I trailed off, unsure if I should reveal that I’d originally believed she was an FBI tail. 

“You thought it might be . . . ?” Rick prompted. 

“Uh, nothing.” I returned my gaze to Jin. “So, want to introduce me to the new recruit?”

“Karina Cardinal, this is Sonia Lee.” Jin indicated the woman. 

She was petite, maybe five foot three, with slashes of black brows, almond eyes, and a wide, flat nose. 

“Hey, Sonia.” I reached a hand back and she reluctantly leaned forward to give it a short shake.

“Hi.” Her tone was clipped. 

“What’s your background? Military? Police? FBI? CIA?” I probed.

“Military,” she stated with reluctance.

I decided not to push her. I wasn’t sure if she’d taken a dislike to me, or if her reticence was due to embarrassment from having been spotted by a civilian such as myself. Instead, I returned my attention to Rick. “Is this just a training op, or is there a reason you’re tailing me?”

“Training op,” Rick responded. “Jin, why don’t you and Sonia head back to the office for a debrief? I’ll meet you there. I’m going to walk Karina to her car.”

“Sure thing, boss.” Jin slid the door closed.

“I’m glad to see you’re branching out and hiring women for field work,” I said. The only woman I’d seen at the Silverthorne offices was the receptionist, Regina, a black woman in her fifties with a high-pitched, sing-song voice and lovely smile. 

“I have four women in the field right now.”

Taken aback, I paused a step. “I’ve never seen them. Are they here?”

“Out of country.” He quickly changed the subject. “Want to tell me why you’re so jumpy and on the alert for a tail?”

I sighed and stared down at the sidewalk. “I had a visit from the FBI yesterday. They arrived with a search warrant. Mike’s in trouble.”

“Boy Scout?” he asked incredulously. 

“I know. They believe he’s taken a one point two million dollar bribe.”

Rick frowned. “From whom?”

“That’s the rub. They don’t know. However, it’s likely they’ve tapped my phone.”

“And bugged your apartment?”

“Oh, Lord.” My head popped up. “I hadn’t even thought of that. It’s certainly possible.”

“I’ll send someone over later today to sweep the apartment and your car.”

“Probably a good idea.” I scowled.

“Have you heard from him?”

“Mike? No.” I shook my head.

Rick’s sculpted features scrutinized me. His six-foot frame had me tilting my head only slightly to meet his scrutiny. 

“What?” I asked.

“I’m trying to decide if you’d lie to me even if you had heard from him.”

Removing my sunglasses, I opened my eyes really wide and gave him a hard stare without blinking. “No, I have not heard from Mike,” I repeated in a monotone. 

We gazed at each other for a few beats before Rick broke away. Thank goodness, because my eyes were starting to dry out, and I had to blink a few times to restore moisture. 

“You can always come to me if you need help,” he reassured me. 

I lowered my lids and dropped my head forward. “I know. I’m just hoping I don’t have to.”

He lifted my chin with a finger, and we gazed at each other, only inches apart, so close I could feel his minty breath on my face. A bolt of electricity zipped down my spine. It wasn’t the first time the attraction had come on hard and fast like that. I’d been ignoring it for months. However, I was fairly certain I was the only one feeling it, so, per usual, I disregarded the sensation and waited for Rick to say his piece. He didn’t. I stepped back, squinting at the Silverthorne van as it cruised past. Rick glanced over his shoulder and raised a hand in farewell. The van drove off, but Rick continued to survey the scene across the street. Tourists walked the pathway to visit the Martin Luther King, Jr. Memorial. An octogenarian sat on a bench drinking coffee. A woman with a stroller waited to cross the street. 

“Have you got a ride back to the office? I can give you a lift if you need one.” I replaced my sunglasses.

“No thanks. I’ve got my truck.” His eyes were narrowed as his attention returned to me. “You might be right about an FBI tail.”

I sucked wind, but he raised a finger to his lips to shush me.

Softly, he murmured, “I want you to get in your car and drive straight home. Don’t drive like you normally do.” I opened my mouth to protest, but he continued, “You drive like a maniac.”

My jaw snapped shut.

“Obey the speed limits and other rules of the road. I’m going to follow and see if you’re being tailed. Okay?”

“Fine. But I resent the aspersions you’re casting on my driving skills.” I shook a finger at him.

“I never said you weren’t a skilled driver. You just drive like you’re on the Daytona Motor Speedway every time you get behind the wheel,” Rick observed as he opened my door.

I harrumphed as I folded myself into my car. 

“I’ll contact you later and let you know what time someone will be coming over to sweep the apartment.” And with that, he shut my door and sent me on my way.
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The text I received from Rick was nothing if not succinct. 


Mission inconclusive. Joshua. 4 p.m.


Roughly translated, we were back to square one and unsure if the FBI had put a tail on me. Meaning, my old lady driving through Old Town Alexandria, which garnered more than a few angry horn honks, had turned out to be a waste of time. Also, Josh was due at my house around four to sweep for bugs. Fabulous. Josh was one of the first Silverthorne Security guys I’d met and had become a favorite of mine. In his former life, he’d been a Navy SEAL and a medic. To my irritation and embarrassment, Josh had to put his medical skills to work by patching me up . . . on more than one occasion. He treated me like an annoying but loveable little sister. I always felt safe when Josh was around. 

At ten past four, I opened my door to the bulky, blond man. He wore jeans, a navy-blue polo with a Silverthorne logo on it that fit tight across his muscular chest, and a Washington Capitals ballcap. He carried a duffle on his shoulder. 

“Hey, Josh, good to see you.”

“You, too.” He leaned in for a side hug and whispered directly in my ear, “Paper and pen.”

I nodded—“Come on in.” —and guided him into the kitchen, where I’d left a legal pad and marker on the island for just this occasion. 

He set the duffle on the counter and wrote talk normal.

“What can I get you to drink?” I asked. “I’ve got iced tea, lemonade, water, and diet soda.”

“I’ll take an iced tea.” Quietly, Josh unzipped the duffle and removed a little black box similar to one I’d seen Rick use on my apartment in the past. 

“I made some cookies this afternoon. Would you like some?”

Josh methodically moved about the dining room with his bug detector. “What kind?”

“Chocolate chip.”

“Absolutely.”

While I prepared our drinks and set a handful of cookies on a plate, Josh moved into the living room. 

“A slice of lemon with your tea?”

“If you’ve got it,” he said, distracted. Something behind my television had garnered his attention. 

I carefully cut two perfect lemon wedges and dropped them into our glasses. Carrying the whole kit on a serving tray, I placed it on the coffee table. Meanwhile, I wracked my brain trying to think of a new topic for discussion. 

Josh turned, and I spotted his ballcap. “Did you catch the Caps game yesterday against the Penguins?” I asked.

“I was at the game,” he replied. “Helluva thing.”

“I saw on the news the score was one to one up through the third period. Then, wham! Ovechkin scored twice within minutes.” I wrote on the pad Did you find one? and held it up for Josh. 

He nodded. “The Penguins scored twice, but then Carlson and Panik each scored for the Caps, and that was the game.”

“Do you think we have a chance at the Stanley Cup this year?”

“Possibly.” He shrugged and abruptly changed the subject. “I need to use your bathroom. I’ll be back.” He trotted down the hall to my guest bathroom.

I sat back, sipping tea and speculating if the FBI’s bugs were strong enough to pick up the sound of me nibbling on my cookie. Josh left me cooling my heels for a solid fifteen minutes before flushing the toilet for our listening audience.  

Anything? I wrote.

He nodded and pointed to the glasses. “Which one is mine?” 

I handed him one. “How about a cookie?” 

“Thanks.” He swallowed half the glass in a gulp and the cookie went down in two bites. “Mm, these are really good. I didn’t know you were a baker.”

“I enjoy doing a bit of light baking now and then.” I wondered if the FBI was enjoying our scintillating conversation. 

“Could I get the recipe?” he asked as he scribbled Bedroom next on the notepad. 

“Sure, let me copy it down for you before I forget.” I nodded, pointing to the closed door off the living room. A memory of Keller rifling through my lingerie came to mind, and flipping to the next page, I penned Check the dresser drawers. 

Josh acknowledged and entered my private domain. 

Closing my eyes, I pinched the bridge of my nose. Great, my panty drawer was getting more action than I was. While Josh fingered my lingerie, I moseyed to the kitchen with the notepad and proceeded to copy the cookie recipe from the back of the Nestle Toll House chocolate chip bag. 

Finally, he finished and waved me out to the back deck. 

“Here is the recipe you wanted.” 

Josh stuffed it in his back pocket and closed the door behind me. 

Before he spoke, I put a shushing finger to my lips and held up the note. They were out here, too. 

Josh rolled his eyes and used his little mechanism to search the small deck. The furnace moaned and wheezed like an old man as it turned on, and I pointed to the door, mouthing the word “inside”.

But he shook his head. “They wouldn’t have put one in the utility room. Too much ambient noise between the furnace and water heater.”

“What did you find?”

“A GSM is plugged in behind your television where all your electronics are. There’s also an RF bug in a lamp on your dresser.”

Great. “So, you’re telling me there’s a van parked somewhere in the vicinity listening to my conversations.”

“Not necessarily. The GSM, global system for mobile communication, bug is being transmitted to a computer somewhere. However, the radio frequency in your bedroom would need something closer. Maybe a few miles radius. I suspect they’re listening to your phones and the GSM. If they hear something, it’s more likely they’d plant additional RF bugs and
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