
[image: cover.jpg]


PARTNERS IN CRIME

 

PARTNERS IN CRIME 

CHRONICLES – BOOK 1

 

[image: img1.jpg]

 

elise sax

 


Partners in Crime (Partners in Crime Chronicles – Book 1) is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2020 by Elise Sax

All rights reserved.

ISBN: 978-1654660901

Published in the United States by 13 Lakes Publishing

[image: img2.jpg]

 

Cover design: Elizabeth Mackey

Edited by: Novel Needs

Formatted by: Jesse Kimmel-Freeman

 

elisesax.com

elisesax@gmail.com

http://elisesax.com/mailing-list.php 

https://www.facebook.com/ei.sax.9

 

 


ALSO BY ELISE SAX

Matchmaker Mysteries Series

Matchmaking Advice from Your Grandma Zelda

Road to Matchmaker

An Affair to Dismember

Citizen Pain

The Wizards of Saws

Field of Screams

From Fear to Eternity

West Side Gory

Scareplane

It Happened One Fright

The Big Kill

It’s a Wonderful Knife

Ship of Ghouls

Matchmaker Mysteries The Complete Series

 

Matchmaker Marriage Mysteries

Gored of the Rings

Slay Misty for Me

Scar Wars

Die Charred

Spawn with the Wind

 

Agatha Bright Mysteries Series

The Fear Hunter

Some Like It Shot

Fright Club

Beast of Eden

Creepy Hollow

Agatha Bright Mysteries The Complete Series

 

Goodnight Mysteries Series

Die Noon

Doom with a View

Jurassic Dark

Coal Miner’s Slaughter

Wuthering Frights

Goodnight Mysteries The Complete Series

 

Partners in Crime Chronicles

Partners in Crime

Conspiracy in Crime

Divided in Crime

Surrender in Crime

 

Operation Billionaire Trilogy

How to Marry a Billionaire

How to Marry Another Billionaire

How to Marry the Last Billionaire on Earth

Operation Billionaire Trilogy

 

Five Wishes Series

Going Down

Man Candy

Hot Wired

Just Sacked

Wicked Ride

Five Wishes Series

 

Three More Wishes Series

Blown Away

Inn & Out

Quick Bang

Three More Wishes Series

 

Standalone Books

Forever Now

Bounty

Switched

Delivery Happiness

 


“I had lots of troubles, so I write jolly tales.” 

–Louisa Mae Alcott

 

 


 

ALSO BY ELISE SAX

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

CHAPTER 25

CHAPTER 26

CONSPIRACY IN CRIME EXCERPT

ALSO BY ELISE SAX

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

 


CHAPTER 1

 

Peter Bolton was a spy, but he was up for a career change. Especially right now.

At this moment, a man with an obvious steroid addiction problem was punching Peter in the head. He had been doing it for a while, and he didn’t seem to be getting tired. He wasn’t even breathing hard. Peter wasn’t breathing hard, either. In fact, he was barely breathing. He was pretty sure one of his lungs had collapsed when the man’s buddy had kicked him in the chest, and now he was having a hard time getting any oxygen into his body.

“Can’t we just be friends?” Peter asked the six-foot-five, muscle-bound Chechen just before he punched Peter in the head again.

Peter spit out a mouthful of blood. The good thing about getting hit in the head was that it distracted him from the pain in his broken hand. That had been his fault. He shouldn’t have tried to punch a steroid-addicted Chechen. Now, his broken hand was tied behind his back to his other hand with duct tape. They had also duct-taped his legs to the chair he was sitting on at the ankles.

The Chechen’s friend was working on Peter’s buddy, Bram Jones. Another spy and Peter’s longtime partner in the espionage business.

“You said the weapons would be waiting for us in the potted plant, but noooo,” Peter moaned in Bram’s direction before the Chechen hit him again. Bram’s left eye was swollen shut, and his nose was hanging off his face at a precarious angle.

“Goddamned bureaucrats. I must not have filled out the right forms,” Bram croaked. 

The Chechen’s friend punched Bram in the nose again. Another one like that and Bram would be Peter’s ex-buddy. And Peter hated funerals. The food was always bad, and the grass messed up his perfectly polished shoes. Not that there would be a funeral. Peter wouldn’t be able to get Bram’s body out of Russia. So, there would just be a memorial, and Peter would have to explain to Bram’s mother why her son’s body was left behind. Ugh. Peter hated talking to mothers. That reminded him that he owed his mother a phone call. If he didn’t call her every Sunday, she would hound him like a ruthless stalker.

That wasn’t acceptable. He didn’t need two mothers angry at him.

So, Peter needed to turn this whole debacle around before Bram’s nose was punched into his brain. He looked down at his shoes. They were splattered with his blood. “You messed up my shoes. Now, why’d you go and do that?” Peter asked the Chechen. “Just when we were becoming friends. I was going to invite you to a barbecue next week.”

“Hey, you didn’t invite me to a barbecue,” Bram said to Peter. “You like him more than me?”

The Chechen and his buddy stopped punching for a second, and they looked from Peter to Bram and back again, as if they were trying to follow the conversation. At that moment, Peter threw his body up and back and landed hard on the wood chair, breaking it into pieces. His legs were still attached to the chair legs, but he could stand. He lifted his arms up behind him and dropped them down hard, ripping the duct tape.

The Chechen’s eyes grew wide in surprise.

“Oh, yeah,” Peter told him kindly. “Duct tape is crap. Always use zip ties.”

“Zip ties are much better,” Bram agreed, breaking his binds. “I’ve never been able to break a zip tie.”

“Yep. Impossible,” Peter said and landed a right hook that sent the Chechen flying to the other side of the room. The Chechen tried to maintain his balance, waving his arms wildly, but it was no use. He hit the ground with a crash and Peter was on him as soon as he made contact with the wood floor.

“Ground and pound, baby,” Peter announced with glee. He punched him three or four times in the face with his good hand. As soon as the Chechen was out cold, Peter went back to help Bram.

But he didn’t need any help. Bram had choked out the other guy and was sitting on his chair with his legs still attached to the legs. 

“What took you so long?” Bram asked Peter.

Peter put his hands up, as if he was looking at Bram like a movie director framing a shot. “You’ve never looked better than you do right now,” he told him.

“If my nose falls off, do you promise to catch it?” Bram asked, breathing through his mouth.

“No way, man. That’s gross. You catch your own nose.”

“Let’s steal their weapons and kill everyone,” Bram suggested.

“I’m all for killing the bad guys,” Peter started, but he was interrupted by a loud noise. The door burst open, knocking into the wall. A parade of bad guys stormed in, and they all seemed to suffer from the same steroid addiction as the Chechen.

“Do you think I can call a time out?” Bram asked Peter as he furiously tore at the bindings on his legs.

“You can try, but I’m not sure they play by NFL rules,” Peter said. He dove for the Chechen’s buddy’s feet and got hold of his gun just as one of the other men reached him.

Peter let out two shots and the man fell on top of him, knocking the air out of his good lung.

I so need a vacation, Peter thought as he struggled to stand in order to take on the steady stream of murderous thugs. Bora Bora’s nice this time of year. Or any time of the year. I could get one of those bungalows on the water. And room service. Lots of room service. Drinks with little umbrellas. That sounds good. But I really should visit my mother in San Diego. They have drinks with little umbrellas in San Diego, too. 

As Peter weighed the benefits of vacation destinations, he shot two more behemoths before a third cold-cocked him, sending the stolen pistol into the air and Peter down to the floor, stunned and in pain.

So, this is how I die, Peter thought. Pulverized by a horde of guns for hire with steroid necks. Too bad about the little umbrellas.

But he didn’t die. At least, he didn’t die at that moment. Bram tugged him up by the collar just in time. “Run away with me,” Bram urged.

“Where’s the ring? I’m not running away with you without a ring,” Peter joked. But he was running. Unarmed and injured, he knew when to run away from a group of men bent on his murder.

Bram and Peter sidestepped a couple of their attackers and made it out the door. But four more guys were waiting for them in the hallway. “I’ve never felt so popular,” Peter said, as he and Bram found a side door and locked themselves in.

They looked at the flimsy lock on the door. “We’re so going to die,” Bram said. “Quick, do your MacGyver act.”

Peter looked around him. They were in a utility closet with precious little utility. Peter shrugged. “I guess I can make a bomb or a little gun.”

“I’ll make the bomb. You make the gun. I can’t make a gun. They didn’t teach gun-making at my high school,” Bram said.

“Damned public education,” Peter said, shaking his head.

It didn’t take them long. Any decent bomb maker could make explosives out of a few chemicals, and to make a gun, you only needed a projectile and a nail. It took them one minute, which was more or less the same time it took their attackers to break through the door.

Peter shot two of them, which allowed him and Bram to flee again and run down the hallway. When they got to the end of the hallway, Bram lit his molotov cocktail and tossed it at the bad guys. Peter and Bram didn’t wait for the explosion. They ran for it, down a couple floors and out of the building. 

They were in a rundown neighborhood just outside of Moscow, and there wasn’t a friendly face anywhere. The steroid junkies were still after them, and they had more broken bones than not.

“In here!” Peter yelled. They ran into a squat building and barricaded themselves into a back room. It was a dump, full of trash and dirt. And it was hotter than hell.

“It’s hotter than hell,” Bram complained, tugging at his collar. They were still in their shirts and ties, but their suit jackets had been removed when they had been caught only a few hours before. Their backup should have saved them by now, but the home office was awfully quiet. “Since when does Moscow get this hot?”

“Plastic straws. Don’t use plastic straws,” Peter said.

“Plastic straws made it this hot? I’m never using one again.” Bram searched through the filthy room. “Eureka!” he announced and lifted up a box with a picture of a fan on it. “It’s a sign. It’s saying that we’re the good guys, and we deserve some relief from our plastic straw heat.”

“I would prefer a different sign, one that includes a rescue team, medical care, a suite in a five-star hotel, and a glass of bourbon, straight up.”

“That’s a big sign, pal,” Bram said and opened the box. He pulled out the fan, which was in pieces. “I guess we have to put it together.”

“I don’t know how to put a fan together.”

“How hard can it be?” He tossed Peter the directions.

“They’re in Russian. You read Russian?”

“I barely read English,” Bram said. Peter dropped the directions on the floor. “It comes with a little screwdriver and some screws. Easy peasy.”

Five minutes later, they were still struggling with the fan. “Center it so I can screw it in,” Peter yelled at Bram. He was dripping sweat and really needed some air.

“That’s what he said,” Bram said. “Look, it’s centered. It’s centered. Start screwing.”

“I’m screwing! Center it!”

Another five minutes later, they got most of the fan together, and Bram plugged it in. The fan started to spin, its blades grinding against metal as they moved. Bram and Peter put their faces in front of it, thrilled to get a little relief.

“Thank God,” Peter said. “I thought we were going to suffocate.”

Bram picked up a screw. “We forgot this one. What should we do with this?”

“I have no idea,” Peter said.

“It’s got to be important.”

“Maybe they put an extra screw in the box,” Peter said.

“Why would they put an extra screw in the box? I feel like I should do something with this screw,” Bram said, holding up the screw, like it was the secret to happiness.

The door burst open and the Chechen and his buddy stormed in. “They have a lot of staying power. Have you noticed that?” Bram said.

“Maybe we should have spent more time on making a weapon instead of setting up the fan,” Peter suggested.

Bram shook his head. “Nah. I’m proud of my fan. I might take it home with me after this is over.”

The Chechen and his buddy marched slowly toward them. They both held knives with jagged edges, and the Chechen was wearing brass knuckles. “It might be over real soon,” Peter said.

The Chechen and his buddy attacked quickly.

The Chechen went after Bram with his knife. Just as Bram was surely going to be stabbed, he hit the Chechen as hard as he could with the screw in his hand. The screw went through the Chechen’s forehead like it was toothpick into a club sandwich. The Chechen blinked once and then never again. He fell backward, stiff as a board, onto the floor. Dead as a doornail. 

Or a screw.

“See?” Bram said. “I told you the screw was important!”

The Chechen’s buddy kept coming right for Peter. Peter was a big man, but his attacker was bigger. And angrier. He lunged with his knife. Peter grabbed the fan and shoved it in the man’s face. He screamed an ear-splitting, high-pitched scream as the blades of the fan sawed his face off. Blood and flesh went everywhere, splattering all over Peter and Bram. The man clutched at the remains of his face and crumbled to the ground.

He was dead, too.

“Gross,” Peter said, wiping pieces of face off his tie. “This is much worse than your nose.”

“You ruined my fan,” Bram complained. “It was a perfectly good fan, and now it looks like a scene out of Saw IV. I can’t take you anywhere.”

“How about Bora Bora? Would you take me there?”

Bram’s face brightened, and his mouth turned up into a smile. “I would love to. I mean, just as soon as they reattach my nose to my face.”

[image: img1.jpg]

She ran through a dark tunnel. At least she thought she was running, and she thought it was a tunnel. She wasn’t totally sure about anything. Her mind was fuzzy, thick with the remnants of some kind of drug.

Only a few minutes ago, her brain had cleared enough to realize that she had been drugged. Before that, she couldn’t remember a thing. Her identity and her past were a complete mystery to her. Her first conscious thought came when she was already fleeing, already escaping. So, she didn’t know who or where she was fleeing from.

Now, she was only sure of three things: she was cold, thirsty, and completely stoned.

The cold problem was obvious. She was stark naked. She wasn’t wearing a thing, not even shoes.

Naked, alone, and stoned. I’m probably a party girl. And I don’t have a lick of sense in my head because why am I running for my life, naked and stoned in a dark tunnel in the middle of nowhere?

She didn’t know the reason. And she didn’t know if she really was a party girl. But something did tell her that she really was running for her life. The fight or flight response was exploding in her, and she figured that a naked young woman better choose flight over fight if she had any chance of survival.

“Oh!” she gasped.

Her bare foot had caught on something sharp, and she stumbled. Catching herself, she clutched her foot and removed the sharp thing from it. Then, she continued running. She was in good shape. She felt like she could run forever, and she noticed that she had little body fat. Either she was health conscious, or it was more proof that she was a vain party girl.

As she continued to run, she finally caught the faint whiff of fresh air. 

Thank God. I’m almost safe.

Cold, with a fuzzy brain, the only other thing she knew was that her ear hurt. It wasn’t an ear infection kind of hurt. Instead, the outside of her ear hurt, as if she had been fighting Mike Tyson and he bit her. Then again, even though she didn’t know who she was or where she was, she was pretty sure that she had never fought Mike Tyson.

The scent of the fresh air grew stronger, and her fight or flight response waned as the promise of freedom grew more real. She slowed down a little, trying to avoid stepping on anything else that would tear at her feet.

It was a mistake. As she slowed, she heard heavy footsteps behind her. They were running faster than she was, and by the sound of the footsteps, it was a man, and he was wearing shoes, unlike her.

Something inside her told her that the man following her was her attacker. Somehow, she knew that he was the person responsible for the state she was in, for the pain in her ear, for her drugged head, and for her amnesia.

That’s what she had. Amnesia. 

It wasn’t just that she had blacked out and didn’t know where she was. But as she sped up and ran full out toward safety, she understood that she didn’t know who she was at all. She grasped at memories, trying to rummage through her brain for some hint of her past.

There was nothing.

Nothing at all. Not a memory of her parents, of her childhood, or of growing up. Nothing about her first job, school, or a pet dog. Nothing about her favorite foods or even what her face looked like. 

Nothing.

Her mind was a complete void, and nothing was more terrifying than that, not even the attacker who ran after her.

She sped up even more, throwing away any fear of stumbling or stepping on something sharp. She ran for everything she was worth, and with her amnesia, she had no idea how much that was.

The funny thing about amnesia was that it didn’t erase ego. She had plenty of ego, and her ego was screaming at her to stay alive. No matter what, stay alive. So, it was evolution that was going to save her, the biological need to live, not any memories of who she was and where she came from.

She could have been a cavewoman or an Amazonian warrior princess. It didn’t matter. Her ego was telling her to run for her life. Do everything you can to survive. Nothing else matters. It flooded her body with adrenaline and epinephrine. Her blood was racing with it, pushing back any fatigue that she might have or residual drug in her veins, hardening her will to make it to safety.

Without her identity, she was merely a biological being, programmed to survive in order to make babies and propagate the species. Whoa. How do I know that?

She wondered if she was an evolutionary biologist. Perhaps she a professor at a university. She didn’t feel like a professor. First of all, professors wore clothes, and she was stark naked. Were professors party animals who got stoned and lost their memories in the middle of nowhere?

She doubted it. If professors went to a party, she was pretty sure that they went with a friend and didn’t wind up in this mess.

If this was who she really was—a stupid woman who wound up murdered because she was a party animal and got drunk and didn’t have an ounce of sense—she didn’t want to be that person. She was disappointed that this was who she was. She wanted to be someone more serious, someone who traveled a lot and had reasonable adventures, like three-hour snorkeling trips or horseback riding in a National Park somewhere.

Those kind of adventures. Not this kind of adventure.

Not this stupid horror movie kind of adventure where she played the dumb chick who got killed, solely because she was a moron.

Oh, I hope I’m not a moron.

The footsteps behind her grew quieter, and she realized that it was because she was running faster than he was and was finally making distance between them. Finally. She sped up even more. She was fast, the adrenaline pushing her to sprint-level speeds.

When she finally broke free of the dark tunnel, she sucked in the fresh air greedily. It was as if she hadn’t breathed fresh air for a long time. As if she had been starved of fresh air. As if she had been locked away for a very long time.

She shivered, and it wasn’t just because of the cold. Even though she couldn’t remember anything, but she had the terrible certainty that she had been held captive, and it was only now that she could escape.

Not that she was sure she was escaping successfully. She was naked and in pain, and when the adrenaline wore off, she would probably collapse. She knew she was thirsty, probably dehydrated. It was cold, and she was naked, and she didn’t know who she was or where she was. She said a prayer that she was near a road, near a town, but when she finally broke free of the tunnel, she understood that she wasn’t any closer to safety.

There were trees everywhere. The moon and the stars peppered the forest floor with pinpricks of light, but it was still dark. It was nighttime. If she hazarded a guess, it was about two in the morning. She didn’t know how she knew that, but she did.

Oh, phew. I might be some kind of astronomer. They would know things like that. Not like stupid party girls. I would rather be anything than a party girl. A hog farmer would be better than this. Or I could dig septic tanks for a living. Much better than running for my life from a psychopath.

She ran into the forest in hopes that the trees would camouflage her from her abductor. Roots and leaves tore at her feet, but she refused to slow her pace. Her attacker was still after her, but she was determined not to be caught. Something in her told her that if she was captured, there would be no escaping this time. This was her only chance. If she was going to survive, she had to escape. And she had to do it now.

She ran, narrowly missing trees as she passed. Giant trees. So big that she wondered if she was still under the influence of a drug and was hallucinating.

She ran for a long time, and even the adrenaline surging through her couldn’t save her from her own fatigue. It washed over her, and her body started to slow. 

No, dammit. Don’t slow down. Don’t weaken, now. I refuse to be caught. I refuse to be killed.

She urged her body to keep moving, but her pace definitely slowed. She screamed in frustration and fear. 

Then she screamed again because somehow the man was in front of her, and as she tried to run past him, he thrust his arms out and caught her.

 


CHAPTER 2

 

Peter had been retired for six weeks. Six glorious weeks.

Sure, there had been a lot of paperwork. The government didn’t like to let their super spies go so they threw a lot of red tape at them before they could leave. 

It made sense. After all, the government must’ve had millions of dollars of training invested in him, and the government didn’t want to just let him fade into the sunset with a half-pension and a pat on his back.

But after some convincing, they let him retire. This all happened in the hospital. His partner Bram and he had had a lot of recovering to do after their last mission. Stuck in a hospital room together for over a week, Peter filled out the paperwork to leave the spy game, while Bram tried to convince him not to give up a great medical plan.

“You never know when you’re going to need a good surgeon to reattach your nose,” Bram told him.

“Hey, you’re the one who had to have his nose reattached. I’m smart enough to save my nose.”

“What about that time where you lost your kneecap?” Bram asked. “That wasn’t too smart.”

“Technically, I didn’t actually lose my kneecap. It was shot out by a .45 Magnum by a very angry terrorist,” Peter said, waving his finger at Bram.

“And why was he angry? You don’t have people skills, Peter. You need to learn people skills. How’re you going to go off into the world without me and backup? Not to mention an expense account. You’re going to have your knees shot out, your nose hanging off, and all kinds of other horrible things.”

“Don’t remind me about the expense account. That’s a low blow, Bram. As for my knee, the reason he shot my kneecap out was because I was stealing back the nuclear material that he had just stolen. He was angry because he couldn’t nuke New York City. He wasn’t angry because I have bad people skills. Besides, I got great people skills. That’s what I’m going to do in my retirement. I’m going to use my great people skills. I’m going to get a little house with a picket fence, a wife, and kids.”

Bram laughed hysterically, slapping his bed. “A picket fence? I’ll pay you thirty-five-thousand dollars and twenty-six cents to see you living in a house with a picket fence.”

“That’s sort of a random figure. Thirty-five-thousand dollars and twenty-six cents.”

“It’s the money I won off the last Rams game. It’s all yours to see you behind a picket fence.”

They were joking, but Peter knew that Bram was upset to lose his partner. They had had each other’s backs for six years. Peter couldn’t have asked for a better partner. And all in all, he had loved being a superspy. But it was time to go. As Oprah would say, he had no work-life balance.

And Oprah was a wise woman who should be listened to.

Peter had been all about saving the world, and nothing about saving himself. Well, maybe a little bit about saving himself. He was very fond of bulletproof vests, for example. But he wasn’t saving himself in the way that Oprah would approve.

He couldn’t remember the last time he had sat down for a homemade holiday meal. He couldn’t remember the last time he had had a real relationship with a woman. A serious relationship.

It might’ve just been that his brother Spencer had settled down with a fantastic woman and was enjoying life in a big house, in a small town, with a picket fence. Peter wasn’t jealous of Spencer, exactly. It was just that through Spencer, Peter realized just how much he was missing in his life.

Wow, Oprah was so smart.

After his hospital stay, when all of the paperwork was signed, Peter took the first plane to Bora Bora and settled himself in a luxury bungalow over the pristine turquoise water. 

And he got drunk.

Very drunk.

Very, very drunk. 

In fact, he didn’t remember much about his time in Bora Bora except that he got very drunk and very sunburned because he had forgotten to bring sunscreen.

Sure, a luxury month-long vacation in Bora Bora wasn’t exactly settling down with the girl next door in a house with a picket fence, but a guy had to start somewhere. Right?

Peter enjoyed the finer things in life, and he easily got used to doing nothing in Bora Bora. There was room service, lots of liquor, a beautiful ocean to swim in every day, and a memory foam mattress with a heavenly thick duvet.

He added an additional week to his vacation, before he came back to the States.

His mother had been pestering him to visit her in San Diego, so he did. She cooked for him, complaining that he had gotten too thin, and she was right. He hadn’t been working out, and his usual muscles had diminished in size. He spent two weeks with his parents, working out and eating homemade food. His body rebounded, and by the time the two weeks were up, he was filling out his suits again.

“So, what’re you going to do now?” his mother asked him at least thirty-five times. Thirty-five was when he stopped counting, but it was a lot more than that.

“Work-life balance,” he told her.

“But you quit your job,” she pointed out. “Your job with benefits, you quit that. You’re not working at all. Not even laundry. I washed another load of clothes for you this morning.”

“Okay, then. Just life balance, Mom. No work. Oprah’s all about the life balance,” he told her and kissed her forehead.

She pushed him away. “Cut the crap. Oprah runs a network, and she’s making frozen diet food left and right to save people from diabetes. She’s making diabetes money with her life balance. It’s fine to quit your job with benefits if you’re selling frozen food, but I don’t see you doing that. I don’t see you making any mashed cauliflower or cauliflower pizza crust or anything with cauliflower. How’re you going to survive on that kind of crappy life balance?”

She had a good point. Peter only knew how to do one thing: save the world. And he wasn’t doing that right now. Oprah was saving the world with cauliflower, and he was spending his time eating homemade grilled cheese sandwiches and meatloaf and jogging around the block. It probably wasn’t the kind of balance that Oprah had in mind.

A week later, after a supper of roast chicken, mashed potatoes, and green beans, Peter was lying in his childhood bed looking up at the ceiling when his cell phone rang. There was no caller ID, but he answered. “San Francisco. Redwood Forest,” the voice said and stated the longitude and lab latitude where he was supposed to meet.

“I’m retired, man,” Peter said.

“We know. Go there, anyway,” the mysterious voice said and clicked off.

Peter looked at his phone for a minute. At first, he assumed it was the government calling him back into duty, but the government was a lot more bureaucratic than a ten-word phone call. This was all spy and no bureaucracy. So, not the government.

It had to be an ambush. As they would say in Top Gun, they wanted him to go to the danger zone. Peter’s spine tingled, which he had to admit he liked. A little spine-tingling. A little mystery. What would it hurt to take a little trip to San Francisco to see what was what? It wasn’t like he was going back to work or to making cauliflower pizza. He could just put a mysterious trip to the Redwood Forest into the life column in his work-life balance ledger. 

Oprah would definitely approve.

Peter hopped out of bed, packed his bag, kissed his mother goodbye, and took the first plane up to San Francisco.

He followed the coordinates to the Redwood Forest. By the time that he got there, it was two in the morning, and he was wondering why he had come. There was no one there to meet him. No sign of life except for wildlife, which was sleeping at the moment.

He opened his car window and listened for a moment. Nothing. Not a rustle of a leaf. Not a chirp of a bird. He was about to turn the car around and check into a hotel in town, but something told him to get out and look around. 

He left his car and stepped into the forest. He dug his phone out of his pocket to use the light, but before he could turn it on, he saw a glint between the dense trees. Peter stopped in his tracks, peering into the forest, but the glint was gone. It had come and gone so fast that he half believed that he had imagined the light.

He stood still, searching for the glint and listening for signs of life. His spine was tingling again, and he was happy about that. Bora Bora was great, but a good spine-tingling was greater.

Peter sucked in air. There it was again. A glint in the distance, and it was moving. He stepped toward it, and that’s when he heard the scream.
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The man’s arms around her were strong and heavily muscled. She struggled against him, but he was much stronger than she was, and it was impossible to break free of him.

She screamed again and was disappointed in herself that all she could do was scream. She had screamed a lot. Screamed when she was running and screamed when she was caught. She was a worthless female, just like the worthless females in stupid horror movies. When her life was on the line, all she could do was scream? She didn’t know who she was, but she hated herself.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” the man said.

She screamed again.

“I’m not going to hurt you. I’m not going to hurt you,” the man repeated.

She stopped struggling. The voice wasn’t familiar, and even though she had amnesia and didn’t know who her attacker was, she knew instantly that this was not the attacker. It wasn’t the same voice. She didn’t remember what her attacker’s voice sounded like, but she knew she would recognize it. 

Still, it wasn’t like she could trust that this man didn’t work with the attacker and that he wasn’t a threat to her. She started to struggle against him, again. 

“I promise I will not hurt you. I’m no threat to you,” the man said.

Her eyes had adjusted to the darkness, and she could make him out. He was tall and well built, and he was wearing a perfectly tailored suit. His thick dark hair was messy in a deliberate way, and he was extremely handsome.

Blech. She hated handsome men. At least she thought she hated them. She didn’t remember hating them. But she knew that handsome men were egomaniacs. 

And boy, he was handsome. He had a great smile. Kind. Empathetic. It was hard to imagine that he would hurt her.

“Are you all right?” he asked her. 

“I’m naked, running for my life in the middle of a forest,” she spat. “Does that spell all right to you?”

“I was never very good at spelling. I was always more of a math and science kind of guy. But not in a nerdy way. I was on the football team.”

“Are you for real? I am naked and running for my life, and you’re making jokes?”

“Sorry,” he said, seriously. “My sense of humor goes on overdrive when I’m in a dangerous situation.”

“That’s a weird sense of humor,” she said and shivered.

He took off his jacket and draped it over her. She slipped her arms through the sleeves and pulled it tight around her, fending off some of the cold.

“I’m Peter. Peter Bolton. And you are?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I don’t know who I am, and I don’t know where I am. And worst of all, I don’t know where I’ve been.”

As the words left her mouth, it stoked her fear, which was revving up to terror. Her adrenaline was waning, and whatever strength she had was disappearing and she felt like she was going to pass out.

Peter shined a light on her and touched her right ear gently. The slight touch sent a shock of pain through her.

“Piper Landry,” Peter said.

“What? Who’s that?”

“I think that’s you. At least that’s what it says on the cattle tag bolted to your ear.”

 


CHAPTER 3

 

“I don’t want to go to the police,” Piper said.

“Normally in these situations, a visit to the police is called for,” Peter countered. Although, to be honest, in his life as a superspy traveling around the world and meeting everyone from world leaders to underworld masterminds and everyone in between, Peter had never come across anything like Piper Landry. 

A naked woman running around the Redwood Forest with amnesia and a cattle tag bolted to her ear? Nope. This was a first for Peter.

“What if I did something wrong?” Piper asked. “What if they arrest me?”

“What if they can tell you who you are? What if they can find your family? Wouldn’t that be nice?”

Piper seemed to think about that for a moment. Then, she nodded. “Okay. Take me to the police.”

She let him hold her hand as he walked her to his rental car. As he opened the door for her, a thought came to him. “Maybe you were doing some kind of cosplay. You know, like The Handmaid’s Tale.”

Piper groaned. “God, I hope that’s not it. I don’t want to be that stupid.”
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The closest law enforcement was the local sheriff’s department. Peter had mentioned the possibility of going all the way to San Francisco to the police department, but Piper relaxed when she saw the small, unimposing sheriff headquarters. It was more Mayberry than Alcatraz, and she guessed that she would receive fair treatment inside.

Perhaps they could quickly give her the information she needed, and then she could leave to go home, wherever that was. Despite her optimism, a frisson of fear went up her body when they walked inside. She should’ve felt safe in the protection of law enforcement, but something about being there triggered her fight or flight response again, and it was all she could do not to run out of the building as soon as she entered.

Peter didn’t seem to share any of her concerns. He smiled wide in his charming way, and Piper watched as people gravitated toward him, eager to be in his presence and win his approval. He was the definition of easy-going, which probably went hand in hand with having total self-confidence in a Tom Cruise kind of way. He also looked damned good under the brutal fluorescent lights. 

Not that she noticed. She reminded herself that she didn’t like handsome men, as far as she knew. And besides, she was mostly naked, had a cattle tag bolted to her ear, and had no idea who she was. So, she had other things to think about instead of a man’s perfect bone structure.

Peter greeted the desk sergeant as if they were long lost friends. He rested his forearm on the desk and leaned in. 

“Good evening, Officer,” he said affably. “We’ve got a situation. Nothing too serious. This young woman seems to have forgotten her identity, and we’re
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