

Chapter 1

			Clean Slate

			Valerie adjusted her sunglasses as the summer sun glared down off the towering, almost fortresslike structure of the CIA headquarters, austere windows reflecting the clear blue Virginia sky. Too much caffeine and an underfed nicotine addiction mingled with the ever-present nervousness that had destroyed her sleep and wracked her waking moments for the last few weeks. She fought the smile that came with the pride blossoming in her chest.

			“Prim. Proper. Professional,” she murmured, forcing her shoulders to relax. She had repeated the mantra so many times today that it was starting to feel alien to her. When the mantra didn’t fully squash her anxiety, Valerie took a deep breath, letting it all sink in.

			History in the making surrounded her. She wasn’t just on the precipice of greatness, but now part of it. Was this how greats like Mata Hari and Virginia Hall felt before being immortalized in history books? Maybe. Or maybe they never realized it, just doing their jobs and making certain the mission succeeded.

			She straightened and strode toward the entrance, heart thudding in her chest, grip tightening on her grandfather’s old, worn leather briefcase. Last chance. Could throw away the last three years and go back to Seattle.

			She dismissed her thoughts and smoothed her blazer before opening the glass front door.

			The lobby’s polished marble floors echoed with measured footsteps and hushed conversations. A large CIA logo shone brightly in the center of the floor, making her feel small as it left her in awe. To the rear, stars stood out against the stark white walls, framed as a shrine to those who gave the final sacrifice for the greater good.

			An A-frame board to the right of the display welcomed “The Classes of 1975.” Valerie was a little amused at the single balloon attached to the sign. It beckoned her as if this were a high school reunion instead of an orientation for spies. She only hoped this would be more exciting than her actual reunion as she followed the signs to a large meeting room. The heels of her loafers clicked against the tile like a metronome counting down to her new future.

			The auditorium buzzed with recruits, eager faces, and anxious glances. A pang of loneliness hit her. Part of her wished she hadn’t focused so heavily on training and had spent time getting to know them. She barely remembered the names of anyone, all practically strangers save saying “Good Morning” to them once or twice on The Farm.

			Not for the first time, Valerie noticed how few women there were here. It was a male-dominated field, but the fact she was one of three women in the two combined classes still came as a shock. A proverbial sea of men looked like poster children for protein supplements and spy movies.

			She scanned the crowd for an open seat, briefly catching the eyes of a redheaded woman who caught her off guard with an unsubtle wink. She definitely would remember if they had met before. No dice on a seat by her, though.

			Valerie grabbed a seat near the front just as a broad-shouldered man with a chiseled jaw and an authoritative air strode to the podium. The chatter dwindled, giving way to tense silence as his gaze swept across the room. He assessed the recruits with a piercing intensity like he was a general surveying his troops.

			“Good morning.” His voice was deep and unwavering, silencing the audience instantly as he spoke. “I am Deputy Director James Hargrove, and it is my honor to welcome you to the Central Intelligence Agency. You are here because you have taken an oath to serve and protect our nation. An oath to defend its people, and to safeguard the values of this land from threats its citizens will never know existed. This is no ordinary job. The work you do here will not be easy. There will be long days and even longer nights. You will be asked to navigate the murky waters of deception on a daily basis. And your families will never know of the great work you do here, but they will know of the sacrifices you make.”

			Valerie leaned forward with her knee bouncing, absolutely captivated by the thought of the journey she was undertaking. Each word he spoke hung heavily in the air, etching itself into her mind.

			She glanced around to gauge the crowd’s reaction. Serious stares, bored yawns, a few people scribbling in notepads, but no actual excitement. It would be disheartening if she weren’t so sure they were wrong. This was the start of the most exciting part of their lives, and she was ready for it.

			Deputy Director Hargrove’s tone shifted, electrifying her atmosphere. “You will encounter situations that will test your morals, your loyalty, and your courage. You will be asked to deceive, and at times, to kill for our great country. Lives will depend on your ability to perform under seemingly insurmountable pressure. You will be asked to make decisions that would break a lesser man, but this is a burden that we all take on to keep our way of life safe.”

			He paused and scanned the crowd, a smile growing on his face.

			“Remember this: success is rarely about glory. It’s about vigilance. It’s about collaboration and discipline. And above all, it’s about trust—trust in your training, and trust in the values we uphold. Enemies are everywhere. Never drop your guard, and be careful who you let into your life outside these walls. You are amongst the elite of the elite—failure will never be an option, and death is always a possibility.

			“Welcome to something far greater than yourself. Your country is counting on you, and we have every confidence that you are ready to rise to the challenge. Go forth with this in your mind, ‘And ye shall know the truth and the truth shall set you free.’”

			Valerie broke into a wide grin, fresh excitement thrumming through her body. Everything felt real as the people around Valerie applauded. In these hallowed halls of Langley, resolve ignited within her. And with each passing second, she grew more ready to face whatever awaited her.

			* * *

			Quiet laughter and conversation began to pour in from the hallway as the auditorium cleared, cliques she saw in passing during training reforming. Some things never changed.

			Valerie lingered behind, watching the others leave. The director’s words now weighed on her. This truly wasn’t an ordinary job, and regardless of how many reports she would have to write, missions she would be sent on, or bad guys she took down—she’d never be able to have an everyday life again.

			She really wished she had taken time to make at least one friend. Hell, even a name to go with a familiar face would be nice.

			The auditorium doors swung shut, leaving her in the hushed space. Her mind grew heavy with the thoughts of what lay ahead. Thoughts of infiltrating enemy lines, gathering intelligence, and the probably childish thought that her choices could alter the course of history. Still, it all beckoned her the same as it did years ago, even as old doubts crept in.

			She was good enough for this.

			Right?

			She’d worked hard to be here. Studied her ass off for four years to get her degree, spent three years working late nights with the Seattle Police Department, even took every extra patrol to demonstrate her reliability just to get to this point. After being cut off from her friends and family for months to make it through the rigorous training of the CIA, she should be certain that she would be okay going forward.

			But the thought of just being “okay” was what made her pause. This wasn’t the minor leagues—the people around her were the real deal. Everyone worked just as hard to be here and had just as much to prove as she did. Rivals as much as they were colleagues.

			It was her personal prerogative to carve out her legacy here, and that meant being even better than she had been before. Even with everything she had done, she still needed to be better than the agents around her.

			“Hey.” A bright voice startled Valerie.

			The short, red-haired woman from earlier approached her from down an aisle of chairs. She was memorable, to say the least. A black pantsuit with a red plaid shirt underneath, sharp features, and a swagger in her step that screamed, “Try me.” To top it all off, she was short, barely coming to Valerie’s shoulder.

			“You okay? You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.” The woman’s faint Southern accent honeyed the words.

			Valerie returned a small, sheepish smile. She always hated getting caught in her head. “Just…processing everything, I guess. Lots to take in.”

			The woman chuckled, her bright-blue eyes almost glinting in the fluorescent lighting. “Welcome to the overwhelmed club.” She casually extended her hand. “Name’s Jenna. I’ll be workin’ in the financial analysis department. Place certainly has a way of makin’ you feel like you’re in a spy novel, don’t it?”

			“Yeah, it sure does.” Valerie shook Jenna’s hand a tad too firmly given Jenna’s grimace before the woman broke into a slightly feral smirk as she let go. “I’m Valerie. Field Collections Officer as of today.”

			Jenna shifted her weight back, crossing her arms. “Pleasure to meet you, Valerie. I hope you’re ready for the challenge.” Her eyes slowly, and openly crawled over Valerie’s figure. “Though I imagine you’re definitely able to hold your own.”

			Valerie nodded, feeling a faint flush on her cheeks from Jenna’s intensity. “I didn’t come this far to back down.”

			“That makes two of us.” Jenna practically beamed. “Let’s see how you hold up when the ‘real shit hits,’ as my brother would say. Come on, let’s get going before the next briefing starts.”

			Jenna started toward the exit, and a simmer of determination bubbled under Valerie’s skin. They made it out of the auditorium and building, and by the time the warm sunlight poured over them, that bubbling turned into a roar.

			* * *

			Two hours later, Valerie was metaphorically trapped in a cavernous meeting room, hands resting against the cold wood of the large conference table. The walls were adorned with what passed for artwork, along with the occasional framed poster warning against Soviet aggression. Her high-backed chair creaked as she shifted restlessly, a sound that unfortunately echoed through the room.

			The Field Agent Orientation she had just attended was…mildly overwhelming. There were enough acronyms and jargon to make her head spin, to the point it was a small blessing when the senior agent who led the meeting had been called away halfway through the presentation. It gave her mind a chance to not overheat.

			An extended lunch break was called when he couldn’t return, leaving Valerie feeling like the new kid in school as she made her way to the cafeteria.

			The aroma of brewed coffee and greasy cafeteria food hit her, a stark contrast to the sterile atmosphere that filled the rest of the Agency. Clusters of agents engaged in animated conversations, all looked like seasoned veterans who had seen the world through the lens of a sniper scope before being recruited to join the Agency. Their confidence radiated from them like a heat wave, and the chill of self-doubt crept up Valerie’s spine. Still, she straightened her shoulders, determined to push through the unease. She scanned the tables, searching for one less threatening face, like Jenna’s, to join.

			Luck didn’t seem to be on her side today.

			Prim. Proper. Professional. Show no fear.

			She settled on a table with a few agents who looked about her age, hoping that was her in. She hated introductions, of all the things she had to be bad at, the universe chose saying “Hello” the first time as what would do her in. Infiltrating buildings, firearm drills, hell, even learning to resist torture techniques came easier than breaking the ice ever did. Her heart pounded a little too loudly for comfort, but she looked confident. Or at least, she hoped she looked confident.

			“Hi, I’m Valerie.” Her voice barely rose above the clatter of trays and conversations surrounding her. But the trio looked up. Unfortunately, their expressions were a mixture of annoyance and indifference.

			A tall man with a hawkish nose and sharp eyes raised an eyebrow. “You’re a newbie, right?” he asked flatly.

			“Uh, yeah. Just had orientation today,” Valerie replied, her words stumbling over one another. “I’m in the—”

			“Doesn’t matter.” His chuckle was dismissive. “Let me guess, though.” His tone grew sarcastic and rude. “You’re one of the new secretaries?” He turned to his companions, his laughter a sharp blade that sliced through her confidence.

			Heat burned her cheeks as she tried to force a smile. The other two agents exchanged glances, their expressions unreadable, but their scrutiny was unspoken judgment making her skin prickle.

			“Dick, that’s rude of you.” A shorter man with a fade cut chimed in, his tone light but laced with derision. “I imagine she’ll be great at ‘pushing papers.’” His once-over made her skin crawl. “What’s it like adjusting to the…excitement of Langley?”

			She knew what he was insinuating. Who did you screw to get here? And how easy is it to get on that list?

			 She swallowed, searching for a response that wouldn’t make her sound defensive. She was painfully aware that each passing second just made their stares worse. “You know…It’s different,” she managed to say, her voice wavering slightly. “But I’m here to learn.”

			“Good luck with that,” the tall man—Dick—said, not even attempting to mask his amusement. He picked up his coffee cup, taking a sip as if savoring the taste of her embarrassment.

			Valerie shifted uncomfortably, desperately trying to think of a retort or at least something to say to not be stuck here awkwardly. The cafeteria buzzed with life around her, yet she felt utterly isolated. She could almost hear the whispers in the air, a chorus of judgments that she couldn’t shake off. She took a half-step back, ready to cut her losses and leave.

			“You’re Valerie, right?” A smooth Southern drawl from behind pulled her back out of her head. Valerie turned to catch sight of a tall, broad-shouldered man with a mess of auburn hair and a kind smile. He was, by all accounts, attractive. Her heart would’ve fluttered like a teenager’s if she were into men.

			“Hey there, I’m Tom. I’m in your department.” He extended his hand, balancing his tray with practiced ease. “Class of ’72.”

			With a less elegant tray maneuver, Valerie grasped his hand firmly. It was like a lifeline, and she was grateful for the rescue. “Nice to meet you.”

			“Don’t worry about those guys.” Tom nodded toward the trio as he guided her away from their table. “They’re a buncha assholes to everyone. Not to sound cliché but just keep your head up and be yourself.”

			Valerie nodded. “Thanks.”

			“Some of them think they’re hot shit, but they’re nothin’ but cold piss on a paper plate, I swear. You’ll find your spot in the Agency, don’t worry.” His sweet Southern smile put her at ease. “Now enough of this after-school special stuff.” He chuckled and gestured to a less-populated table. Valerie’s tension eased even more as she followed and grabbed the seat across from him.

			“So, what’s your story? Not gonna lie. You’re the first woman we’ve had on our team, so I’m curious, what brought you here?” Tom leaned in with genuine interest.

			“I’ve always wanted to do this. I studied Psychology at the University of Washington.” Valerie was surprised by how easily the words rolled off her tongue. “I thought it might give me an edge in understanding people, especially in this line of work.” When he nodded and kept eye contact, she continued, “After that, I went through the police academy and spent a few years with the Seattle police force before coming here the moment the recruiter said yes.”

			“Smart move.” Tom stabbed his salad. “You’re more than qualified to be here. Just remember”—he leaned back in his chair nonchalantly—“confidence is great, but you can’t let them see you sweat.”

			“As if you’d know about sweating, you lazy ass,” a familiar voice piped in. Jenna smirked and sat down next to her. Tom gave Jenna the middle finger before doing an introductory motion between the two of them. “Valerie, this is my sister, Jenna.”

			“Hello again.” Valerie nodded to Jenna before turning back to Tom. “We met during the group orientation.”

			“Then you already know how much of a pain in the ass she is.” Tom smiled softly. “You won’t be alone here.”

			Jenna gently elbowed Valerie before flashing a mischievous smile. “Won’t ever be alone again with us around. You’ll hate it.”

			Valerie couldn’t help but laugh. Somehow, she doubted she’d ever dislike their company.

			





Chapter 6

			Charcoal and Vanilla

			The Capital Beltway was at a near standstill as Valerie thumbed her steering wheel out of boredom a few hours later.

			There would be days like this, when she’d leave at just the right time to get stuck in the maximum amount of traffic. Tom and Jenna even warned her before she left that ten minutes of wait would save her twenty on the road, but she wasn’t in a rush today. Usually, she’d start planning her evening to pass the time, but for once, she just took in the sights around her.

			It was hotter outside, and the one thing her car lacked was AC. But outside was beautiful, the cicadas were singing, and traffic was steady, so she didn’t have any complaints. She rolled her windows down and enjoyed the wind filling her nose with the scent of maple trees, fresh grass, and a hint of car exhaust.

			Summer in a single breeze.

			Valerie lowered the volume on the radio after the third news bulletin on the Soviet Union’s ambassador’s staff being arrested on charges of espionage. Between each identical breaking news segment, the same ad for Jaws had been spliced in like it hadn’t been in theaters already for a few months. She’d read the report this morning anyway, and had seen the movie with her father after she graduated from training.

			Her mind drifted as she watched the slow passage of trees. A new job, new friends, and a new house—it was all exciting. But she still felt the pang of needing a little more in her life. Her dry spell started pre-CIA training, and now, nearly two years later, she had almost forgotten what a woman’s touch felt like.

			It was simple when she lived in Seattle. The number of queer people in Capitol Hill led to a “live and let live” mentality among the populace. She’d never felt like she had to hide that part of herself outside of work. She only had one actual relationship though, and that was so “on-again, off-again” that Valerie never bothered telling her she was leaving for training. Not that the woman would have followed—or waited. She probably would have just shrugged and gone back to work at the same precinct.

			But maybe at twenty-six she was already reaching that age where she wanted someone to come home to. More likely all the recent changes made her want something more concrete. Though the thought of wanting that would have made her laugh a few years ago. But now?

			Just made her lonely.

			Jim Croce’s “Walkin’ Back to Georgia” came on as she turned down her street, and she turned the radio up. The song was a fast favorite of her father’s. Without fail, he would say it reminded him of her mom.

			They’d fallen in love when he was on a business trip in Macon, Georgia. By the end of the month, she returned to Seattle with him. Two months later, they were married, and two years after that, Valerie was born. She was six months old when her mother was killed by a drunk driver jumping a curb. Her dad never remarried, and when he finally opened his repair shop, he named it Rosie’s in her memory.

			She never got to know her mother, but the look in his eyes every time this song came on made her want a slice of what they had for herself someday.

			The chorus rang out as she pulled into her driveway, compelling her to let the song finish before heading inside. She softly tapped on the steering wheel, mouthing along with the words. Her eyes closed, she leaned back, listening fondly as a gentle duet filled the air. A woman’s voice layered beautifully with the music. “Didn’t know a new version came out,” she hummed to herself.

			As the song faded, she cracked her eyes open to the sight of Luna watching her closely and quietly singing along to the final chorus, her emerald eyes almost sparkling in the sunlight.

			Valerie sat up quickly. “Oh shi—hey!” She turned off the car without breaking eye contact. “Sorry, wasn’t quite ready to go inside.”

			Luna’s gaze seemed to soften as she smiled at her. “I get it. I love that song.”

			She leaned against the door of Valerie’s car, blocking her in. Her hair was out of the bun Valerie had grown used to seeing. Black strands swayed gently in the breeze, a perfect contrast to her white blouse and high-waisted khaki pants. Valerie could smell a hint of vanilla, cloves, and something earthy emanating from her.

			“Anything I can help you with?” Valerie unbuckled her seat belt, but Luna wasn’t moving. When she made a small gesture toward the door handle, she only got an impish smirk in return. Valerie’s face warmed. Even with how dense she knew she could be, she realized Luna was enjoying this. “Umm…”

			Luna’s smirk widened a little more as she crossed her arms casually and stepped back. “I was wondering if I could have my platter. I forgot I offered to help with the church’s bake sale, so I need it back.”

			“Oh! Yeah, sorry about that.” Valerie gently opened her door so as to not hit Luna in the process. “It’s on my counter. I washed it and meant to return it, but you know.” She shrugged a little as she slipped out of the car. “I, uh, didn’t know you were the church type.”

			Luna retreated a few more small steps but kept close enough for Valerie to almost touch her as she exited. “I’m not. It’s only out of, tu sais, boredom. But now, I am quite curious to know what type of person you think I am, mon chérie.” The statement felt loaded, like Luna was testing the waters.

			Valerie closed the car door before stretching her arms above her head. She looked Luna over quickly, noting the small smudge of what looked like charcoal on her cheek. “Artsy, maybe?”

			She couldn’t unsee the way Luna was staring—studying her.

			Her blazer and tie were discarded into the passenger seat the moment she was off Agency property. Her grey button-up shirt was a button open past decent, sleeves pushed up, and her navy slacks had wrinkled more during the drive. All of which felt like it might catch fire with how hard Luna focused.

			Valerie didn’t understand the compulsion, but she flexed her arms subtly as she lowered them. She could have sworn Luna’s pupils expanded. “So…would you like to come in for a second while I grab it?” Valerie reached back to pull her keys from the ignition. Luna nodded. Valerie could feel Luna’s eyes on her back the entire time.

			Valerie trekked up the stairs and opened the screen door. Something in the back of her head said it’d be a bad idea to let Luna into her home. It was clean…ish. It’s just for a minute anyway. Still, something gnawed at her, saying that she could—should—ask her to wait outside.

			But Valerie pushed it aside for the sake of wanting to know Luna more.

			The click of the deadbolt unlocking cast away the thoughts. She opened the door and stepped aside to let Luna in. Her mind desperately attempted to not linger on the feeling of Luna’s hair brushing against her as she passed.

			“Dangerous letting me in so easily.” The words were faint, almost inaudible to the point she thought her mind was playing tricks.

			“Wha—”

			Luna strode into the living room and twirled slowly as if scanning the whole room in one go. She couldn’t fight the small smile that spread across her face as Luna buzzed about inspecting everything.

			Valerie walked into the kitchen and grabbed the cookie platter. When she turned back, Luna was looking intensely at her small book collection. Luna touched each spine carefully, her fingers lingering on one almost reverently.

			The pause before Luna carefully pulled the book from the shelf could have been seconds or minutes. Valerie’s concept of time dissolved as Luna opened it. Her finger ran across lines like gospel and something about the scene was so natural that it was like Valerie had seen it millions of times before. Her fingers lingered on the corner of a page, but she didn’t flip it, instead gazing in Valerie’s direction. For the briefest of seconds, a sad, wistful look crossed Luna’s face before it reset to a neutral, nearly pleasant smile. She replaced the book with a gentleness it’d never known and turned back.

			Valerie began to walk toward Luna, platter at her side, but Luna quickly closed the distance, leaving them both at the front door. It seemed as though Luna wanted to say something. But as the silence stretched, she never spoke.

			The moment felt oddly charged as words eluded Valerie. There was a spark of something in Luna’s eyes that she couldn’t name, but she faintly recognized it. Like she knew she couldn’t stay but wasn’t ready to leave either.

			“Hey, would you—”

			Luna looked away from her before quickly stepping through the front door. She briefly turned around and smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I’ll be seeing you around, Valerie.”

			Luna turned again and hastily crossed the street, leaving Valerie confused and alone in the doorframe. Her brain lagged at the sudden exit.

			“You forgot your platter!” Valerie called, but it was too late as the door to Luna’s house shut. She stood there watching for a few seconds longer before returning the platter to her kitchen counter. “I don’t think I said anything wrong,” she thought aloud.

			Valerie grabbed herself a Coke from the fridge, holding the cold glass bottle for a moment before popping the cap off with a wine key. Her gaze drifted to the living room, counting off the books in her head until she found the one at which Luna had lingered.

			Valerie crossed the room and pulled it from the shelf. Her old poetry anthology from college. Its binding was worn and had started to come apart from the number of times she’d read it over the years. She ran her fingers across the cover before replacing it and looked toward Luna’s house.

			Through the window, she saw the door shut again. She’d have guessed whoever lives with Luna came home, but the driveway was still empty. Her mind wandered back to the look on Luna’s face—the way she seemed to be holding something back before leaving. The hint of sadness in her eyes. She shook her head to clear her thoughts before deciding to get back to work.

			She went out to her car to retrieve the reports from the back along with her blazer and tie from the front. The passenger window had been lowered, not by much, but more than she remembered.

			She wanted to chalk it up to being tired, but something was off. Her tie was nowhere in the car.

			Her eyes lingered where it had been. It was red, not something easily lost in the car’s almost all black interior. She bent to check under the seat again, but it wasn’t there, and nothing else was out of the norm outside of a small, dull spot on the leather seat. When Valerie ran her fingers across the mark, it smeared slightly, clinging to her skin.

			“What the?” She brought the smear close to her face, rubbing her fingertips together slowly. As it smudged, there was an unforgettable scent.

			Charcoal and vanilla.

			





Chapter 6.5

			Home Alone

			She shouldn’t have gone back when she knew he was about to call. She missed his call because she got greedy. Two rings were all he gave. All he ever gave.

			Add a sin for not keeping her word.

			She shouldn’t have stolen the tie. Or at least she shouldn’t have purposely left a trace. She was better than that. Since when did she get so reckless?

			Another sin for theft.

			She should have stayed home and waited for his call as soon as she saw the time. He’d call back. He always did. But she should have been here the first time.

			Luna stood at her kitchen counter, eyes flickering between the dull-yellow phone and the ruby-red tie in her hand. Was it worth it? Was the punishment worth a moment of selfishness?

			“You disappoint me.” A low, slurred voice came from the empty corner of the living room, making her body freeze. The voice wasn’t real. But her heart still raced like it was.

			“You’re worthless,” it muttered almost conversationally, like the statement was as true as the sky was blue. Definitive. Truth from an unreal mouth.

			She jerked her head to the side to look, attempting to stare down her attacker—but nobody was there. No shadow, no outline.

			Her mind screamed. It’s not real! You know it’s not real. He’s not here today. He can’t touch you.

			Touch? No.

			Harm? Yes. If not now, then later.

			The rational part of her brain buzzed in the background, growing weaker by the second but still persistent: It’s stress. You’re tired. Stay calm. Breathe.

			But her hands trembled. The voice didn’t leave just because she knew it was in her head. It mumbled again, soft enough that she couldn’t catch the words this time. Quiet enough to make the skin on the back of her neck crawl.

			She hated when he mumbled. It always meant something worse was on the way. She covered her ears—not because she thought it would block the sound, but because it gave her something real to do. Something she could attempt to control.

			Pseudohallucination, Luna reminded herself desperately, clinging to the medical term like it would somehow make any of this better. Her back ached as she slid down the cabinet and onto the floor, drawer handles digging into her spine as her nails dug into her scalp. “It’s coming from inside my head. Not an outside thing. It’s not real.”

			“Oh, but aren’t I?” The voice laughed grimly.

			“He’s not here. He’s not here. He’s not—”

			The phone rang, and every nerve in her body instantly caught ablaze as she reached for it. Her hand refused to steady, and she almost missed the second ring.

			“Johnson residence.” She knew it was him, but she had to repeat the line otherwise he’d be angrier.

			“Are you having fun? Unable to answer my calls? Suddenly too stupid to follow a basic task?” His tone was icy and contained. He was already beyond angry. She had to control her breathing before her mind strayed to what that would mean later.

			Luna’s eyes darted to the tie she still clutched tightly. “I apologise. I was talking with the new neighbour.”

			“The blond woman? I’ve seen how you look at her. Trying to fill that sick urge of yours?” His words made her stomach churn. He knew how to get under her skin and twist the metaphorical knife.

			“Just making her feel welcome. Keep up appearances.”

			He was silent for a painful moment. Then he mumbled something under his breath. Her body went cold. “We will discuss this more when I return tomorrow. I will call again in the morning. You will answer this time. Understood?”

			“Yes. I understand.” It was rehearsed, needed to be perfect.

			The line went dead without another word. The dial tone blurred with the droning sound of blood in her ears. She shakily hung up the phone and swallowed the scream she so desperately wanted to release.

			The mind tends to make worse assumptions about horror when less is known. He never said it, but she’d be punished when he returned. He’d never say how, but the bruises on her body showed it.

			Her mind began to twist as her breathing quickened. She couldn’t leave, couldn’t be helped. She was alone, like he intended for her to be forever.

			Her fingers slid over the tie, taking in the faint warmth and softness of the fabric. She needed warmth more than anything. Needed something tangible. Something that couldn’t be ripped away. Not by him or anyone else.

			Luna brought it to her face and breathed deeply. The scent of cigarette smoke and coffee filled her lungs. Her mind drifted to the kindness in Valerie’s eyes and the muscles hiding just under her clothes—the feeling of excitement when she was close enough to touch. She wanted to, just to know what kindness felt like on her skin.

			It was wrong, and guilt bubbled up. But she didn’t stop, even as tears of fear and desperation escaped. She needed to stop thinking, even for just a second. To be in control of something again. Even if it meant being the one to hurt herself first in a way he couldn’t. To give in and embrace the need she’d never let him fill. Even when she knew it’d make things worse for her later.

			As her hand touched the fly of her pants, she didn’t pause. She pushed away the guilt alongside the cotton. Pressed past her self-loathing and flesh. And with a quick, familiar rhythm—

			She added more sins.

			





Chapter 7

			Late-night Chats

			The sound of a car door slamming shut caused Valerie to finally look up from the report she was reading. If she was being honest with herself, it was a needed break.

			Thompson hadn’t been lying about the amount of partial leads and circumstantial evidence surrounding the local KGB activity. Dead-drop networks, informants and assets going missing, blurry photos of people in parks at night in trench coats. On the surface, it all sounded like tropes ripped straight from a spy novel. Not quite Ian Fleming levels of supervillain plots for world domination, but she had expected to read about a double agent or two fighting neo-Nazis by her fifth dossier.

			Perhaps those were hidden by the black marks dotting the pages. The fact that she was even handling redacted reports still excited her enough to keep her content, though half of the page she was currently on had been blacked out. If curiosity ever got the better of her, she could read the full ones at work, anyway.

			Another loud noise outside hammered in the fact that she wasn’t going to be able to cram more tonight. She’d blame it on years of being on alert as a cop, but it was just her natural nosiness. Maybe if she really tried, she’d be able to ignore it, but the moment drunken yelling followed another crash—definitely the sound of a trash can being knocked over—instincts stirred.

			She arched back in the breakfast nook, peeking through the curtains and half-expecting for it to be drama from one of the neighbors she hadn’t met yet. What she saw instead was the silhouette of Luna on her front porch, face half illuminated by the dim outdoor sconce. A tall man stood at the bottom step, angrily shouting something indecipherable.

			Luna looked to be holding her ground as she stopped the man from ascending the steps. The fire in her eyes was practically visible from this distance, but there was something about the way she moved that seemed off. Less of her usually graceful movements, and more like a cornered animal ready to strike—like someone who was simultaneously completely in control and entirely at a disadvantage. The massive height difference between them was enough to make the situation serious, even if Luna appeared unfazed. Valerie instinctively tensed as the man charged forward and pushed Luna out of the way. Luna yelled and started to follow him.

			The moment he slammed the door in Luna’s face, Valerie sprang to her feet—nerves lighting up with Luna’s yelp. Valerie quickly threw on her loafers and coat before opening her front door. She glanced around frantically until she spotted Luna sitting on the curb with her knees pulled to her chest. Then, Valerie slowly went outside, patting her pockets out of habit in case things escalated as she crossed the street.

			Cigarettes, lighter, and a pen.

			Not ideal for self-defense, but she’d fought with less before.

			She made certain every step she took was slightly louder than usual, both to not spook Luna and to convey she was ready to jump into action if needed. Luna gazed up at her by the time she got there and fixed the knocked-over trash can. Her eyeliner had smudged, and her plaid lounge pants were stained with a few tears. Her nails dug into her housecoat as she clutched it closer, and even though it wasn’t cold outside Valerie spotted her faint trembling.

			“Sorry. Did we wake you?” Luna sounded exhausted and defeated.

			“I was still up.” Valerie tried for casual as she slowly looked Luna over. “You don’t have to say anything if you don’t want to. But…are you safe, right now?” It was obvious she wasn’t okay.

			Luna let out a quiet half laugh, half sigh. For a moment, Valerie saw that look from the other day. A sadness that Luna failed to stamp out before she could notice, or maybe she was tired of hiding it. “This is just how it is sometimes. Victor will pass out eventually, and I’ll go in through the back door. Happens enough that I know how to handle it.”

			“Is he your...?” Valerie hated that the word wouldn’t come out.

			“Husband?” Luna’s face contorted as she spoke like she’d just tasted something bitter. “Regrettably.”

			Valerie crossed her arms. “Anything I can do to help?”

			Luna looked her in the eyes, and an understanding of hopelessness passed between them. Valerie really couldn’t do anything to help—at least not in any way that mattered. “Husband and wife affairs” rarely concerned the police. Back when she had some semblance of legal authority, waiting for the wife to ask for help was the part she dreaded. She couldn’t do anything until they did, and it was as painful as it was frustrating. Now that she technically couldn’t detain someone without Agency approval, she was even more at a loss.

			One thing did cross her mind, though. Something simple, and hopefully enough for the moment. She reached into her coat pocket for her pack of Lucky Strikes and lighter. From the faint scent of clove that always emanated from Luna, Valerie knew this was the opposite of her brand, but she still silently offered them.

			“Please—God, yes.” Luna’s words rushed together as she grabbed the pack, placing a cigarette in her mouth and lighting it. Valerie watched Luna’s shoulders relax slightly as she took a long, slow drag. Luna handed the pack back and patted the curb next to her.

			“Sit with me?”

			The look she gave made it impossible to say no—somewhere between an unspoken plea and just enough remaining pride not to beg if Valerie said no. Valerie couldn’t see a world where she didn’t agree.

			She sat, placing the pack and lighter between them. She leaned back, propping herself with her hands, and tried to think of things to talk about that didn’t involve the current situation. Luna watched her, green eyes like gems in the dim light.

			“So, where are you from?” Valerie kept her tone light. She was notoriously bad at small talk, but for Luna’s sake she’d at least try.

			“Montréal. Moved here for school a few years ago, and when Victor asked me to marry him, I ended up staying…” The line was rehearsed, but Valerie let it slide.

			“Art?” Valerie smiled at her softly. “I noticed you sketching in the park.”

			Luna chuckled. “Very astute. Yes, fine arts at George Washington University. I did charcoals and oil paints.” She took another drag of her cigarette, blowing the smoke out in a sigh. “And you? Where are you from, Valerie?”

			There was something almost delectable about how she said Valerie’s name. Her accent hugged the vowels just right, in a way that made Valerie want to hear it again every chance she could.

			Not right now. Not the time for that, Val.

			“Seattle, born and raised.”

			Luna raised an eyebrow. “That’s quite far away. What brings you all the way out here?”

			Valerie hesitated for a moment, trying to find a valid enough reply not to raise more questions. She was told she couldn’t tell people about her job, but no one gave her a cool or even creative excuse. “Work. I started a new job here. At an office in DC, just administrative stuff.”

			Smooth.

			She almost called herself out on how bad the lie sounded. But if Luna picked up on it, she didn’t show it.

			“Must be a fancy job with how good you look in those suits.” Luna’s smirk brought a slight warmth to Valerie’s cheeks. There wasn’t any heat or intent to the words, like a compliment out of habit rather than anything meaningful.

			“It pays the bills.” Valerie attempted to sound unfazed as Luna’s continued gaze made her feel exposed. She broke eye contact before she could combust. “Do you do anything for work, or are you a homemaker?”

			Luna’s laugh—sharp and rough—caught her off guard. Valerie saw bitterness return to her face. Definitely struck a nerve.

			“Victor won’t let me get a job, even though I held one for years before we met. I was good at it too. Better job than his sales job, at least.” Unease flickered across her face, like she realized she’d said too much. “Anyway, now I help with bake sales, clean an often-empty house, and occasionally sell a drawing to someone pretending to enjoy art.”

			She exhaled briefly before resting her chin on her knee. Then, she looked at Valerie. The fire in her eyes had cooled, a seemingly forced neutrality taking its place.

			“Would you happen to be free this Saturday? I’m planning on going to the farmers’ market and would love the company.” Luna looked so beautiful and yet so delicate that a pang of guilt filled Valerie’s chest for not wanting to look away.

			This didn’t feel like just an invitation.

			Luna was offering a small glimpse of who she really is.

			Here Valerie was, sitting on the curb with the neighbor she’d been wanting to get to know. But now that she had a chance to, it was under the wrong circumstances. This wasn’t some dime-store pulp romance where she’d whisk her away on some adventure. This was real life where two women quietly skirted around what brought them together tonight.

			This was an opportunity to have another go at a better meeting, but Valerie worried about overstepping if she accepted. Thoughts swirled in her head. Luna asked her, not the other way around, so it’s not imposing. She could say yes. Right? They could actually be friends. It’d be easy, even with the fear in the back of her mind that she’d be potentially exposing herself the more they interacted. Luna seemed as lonely as she was, so this could be a good thing for both of them. She could just—

			A gentle pressure on her hand broke her spiral before it could pull her under. Valerie glanced down to see Luna softly rubbing the back of her hand with her thumb before giving a reassuring squeeze.

			“Sorry, I didn’t mean to put you on the spot like that.” Luna’s voice was as soft as her touch, and her fingers lingered as if she wasn’t certain she wanted to pull away. Valerie took a chance, carefully grabbed Luna’s hand, and gave a gentle squeeze back. Luna’s hand was so small, like that of a fragile doll more than a full-grown woman.

			“I’d love to come with you.”

			Luna’s eyes traced Valerie’s body before returning to her face. A tension filled the air between them as she did, one that under different circumstances Valerie would have loved. But the nagging thought that something was not being said returned.

			The small flash of the upstairs light switching off broke their quiet reverie.

			“I guess he finally went to sleep.” Valerie failed to keep the disappointment out of her tone.

			Luna retracted her hand, and Valerie instantly hated the loss. “I guess that is my cue to go to bed myself.” She extinguished her cigarette’s cherry and stood. “I’ll swing by at ten on Saturday.” She hesitated, glancing back at the now-silent house.

			“Will you be safe tonight?”

			Luna gave her a small but reassuring smile. “I sleep in the spare bedroom downstairs. Nothing to worry about.” It didn’t answer her question, but Valerie didn’t push. As if sensing Valerie’s concern, Luna added, “But if I need anything, do you mind if I bother you?”

			“You know where I’ll be.”

			Luna walked toward a small side gate. She paused after opening it, glancing back at Valerie. “Good night, Valerie.” She smiled earnestly.

			Valerie felt that twinge of guilt in her heart over letting her go but returned the smile nonetheless.

			“Night,” she said, just before Luna disappeared around the corner.

			* * *

			Their late-night chats seemed like they might become a nightly ritual after she found Luna on her porch swing Tuesday after another loud argument. Luna didn’t knock, but Valerie knew she was there.

			She had just finished the last bit of her dossiers from work and had poured herself a glass of whiskey to unwind. When Valerie opened the door, Luna gave her the smallest, tired smile before scooting over to let Valerie sit next to her. It was a tight squeeze on the porch’s bench swing, but she didn’t shrink away when Valerie’s arm brushed against hers. Instead, she seemed to relax. Valerie smiled at the idea that she could provide Luna with some form of comfort.

			This time Victor was mad that Luna didn’t wait until nearly midnight to make his dinner and had locked her out as “punishment.” The soft smell of cigarette smoke and whiskey filled the air as Valerie listened. Luna talked about him being drunk again when he came home after not calling to say he was staying out late tonight. A pattern quickly emerged, and Valerie hated seeing it. Sickness and anger boiled up as Luna told her that he threw away the food she had prepared because “it was cold.”

			“Of course it’s cold. He was three hours late getting home.” Luna scoffed while stealing a sip of Valerie’s whiskey.

			“Your husband’s an asshole.” Valerie cringed as the words slipped out. “Sor—” Her attempt to backpedal was cut off by the bell-like, high-pitched sound of Luna’s laughter. Valerie’s anger melted away as she watched Luna trying to contain herself.

			“S-sorry.” Luna wiped a tear from her eye, smiling so widely her eyes crinkled. “You have no idea how long I have wanted someone to agree with me on that.” She took a deep breath. “He really is, as we would say back home, un glandu.” She paused, watching Valerie closely before adding, “A stupid, useless person.”

			Valerie chuckled. “Thank you. I barely scraped by in high school French and took something else in college.”

			“What did you study? I don’t think I have asked before.” Luna stared across the street as she spoke. Valerie couldn’t see what she was looking at, but she suddenly seemed focused.

			Valerie scanned the dim light of the house, drifting from window to window for any silhouette or sign of movement. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, and that was the part of all this that made her blood boil. A man threw his wife out like she was trash, and yet he wasn’t watching her like a hawk afterward to make certain she didn’t run away. Abusive men tended to be as possessive as they were cruel, yet Victor seemed cold and unattached in a way that disturbed her.

			She glanced back at Luna before answering, running a mental check of her body language. Not fully on alert. Not relaxed, but not about to bolt either. None of this situation was new, but Luna still seemed on edge about having someone by her side.

			“Psychology, technically. But I didn’t want to be a therapist, though. I minored in Eastern European literature, which also was not super helpful with work.” Luna seemed to perk up a little at that, turning back toward her.

			“You must be very smart then. You look like the type to be top of your class and never admit it.” Her tone was teasing, but the look in her eyes was genuine. She was oddly close on that observation though. Valerie was third out of one hundred and twenty—one of only ten women—and she’d definitely never brag about it.

			“I don’t think I’m smart but thank you.”

			Luna’s smile dimmed. “Valerie, be nicer to yourself.” It didn’t come out like a suggestion—more like a demand.

			Valerie nodded as a silence developed between them. It didn’t feel uncomfortable, more like a sign that they didn’t have to fill every moment with chatter. The sound of a summer night was all that was necessary for them to exist together.

			The upstairs light of Luna’s house went out, but she didn’t immediately move this time. Instead, she gently leaned against Valerie’s arm, letting out a sigh. Valerie’s heart fluttered at the warmth, even though this was probably just Luna wanting physical comfort.

			Still, she couldn’t help but be happy to be chosen.

			They sat without speaking as the sound of crickets and cicadas filled the air. Valerie prayed their song was loud enough to cover the drumming of her heart. A gentle breeze brought a hint of the river to them, and time became irrelevant.

			Luna broke the silence, her voice nearly a whisper, a hint of vulnerability laced in it. “I like spending time with you, Valerie. You make me feel…safe.”

			Valerie’s breath shook slightly. She felt the weight behind the words, what it meant to Luna to have something that made her feel safe. She pressed her luck and wrapped an arm around Luna’s shoulder, keeping her touch light so as to not make her feel trapped.

			Valerie could give herself this at least. Never anything more, but she could be a safe place for Luna.

			Luna’s body tensed for a second before melting into her side. Her head leaned against Valerie’s collarbone, eyes half-closed, guard dropping for the briefest of moments as she let out what felt like a breath she’d held all night.

			She was light and seemed so delicate that Valerie couldn’t shake the feeling that it was her duty to protect this woman. Luna could probably hear how loud her heart was, but that didn’t matter anymore. This fragile peace was all that was important right now.

			And she’d do anything to keep it.

			* * *

			Luna didn’t return the next two nights. Even when the arguments grew louder and more destructive. She’d expected to see Luna back on her porch, or sitting on the curb, but she never appeared. Valerie’s heart dropped with every loud crash, but she never witnessed the police outside, even after she called. When she went to check in on Thursday after hearing plates shatter, no one answered the door.

			And as if nothing had happened, Luna was in her flower garden on Friday before Valerie left for work. When Valerie said good morning before getting into her car, she didn’t miss the way Luna’s eyes looked. Puffy and hollow as they flicked from Valerie to the front door of the house. She looked back—just for a heartbeat. Her lips moved, mouthing words Valerie couldn’t read. Then she returned to her flowers, as if Valerie had never spoken. She couldn’t keep her eyes off the tremble in Luna’s hands as she pruned one short.

			The garden was blooming beautifully.

			Yet Luna was withering before her eyes.

			





Chapter 8

			Priorities

			Valerie hadn’t slept much that week, though she’d managed to convince her reflection in the mirror otherwise. She combed her hair back into place, buttoned her shirt straight on the second try, and shoved the bags under her eyes behind tinted lenses before leaving the house.

			Caffeine was her crutch to make up for the hours she lost over the last few nights. The only indication that something was bothering her was how tightly she gripped her thermos, as if the steel could tether her scattered thoughts to something solid.

			“Prim. Proper. Professional.” Her mantra sounded empty compared to how she felt. Disheveled, tired, and unfocused described her better this morning.

			The image of how Luna looked this morning had thoroughly burned itself into her mind during her commute. Her instincts told her to flip the car around, go back for Luna, and whisk her away to play hooky like it was high school. She didn’t. And part of her regretted it as the elevator doors opened.

			The Agency bullpen was already humming when she arrived—agents trading jokes, papers shuffling, typewriters droning loudly. A radio murmuring somewhere at someone’s desk rattled off the latest news on the reunification between North and South Vietnam.

			Everything was in motion.

			Valerie was not.

			Her mind didn’t even come up with a good retort to the old boys’ club’s daily remark. Something about her looking like it was her time of the month, and to “not leave a blood trail” on office property. She could only muster the mental equivalent of a middle finger as she pushed past them to her seat.

			Even if she wasn’t already trying to not worry about things at home, today was one of those days when her thoughts were hard to wrangle. She quit taking her Ritalin for days like this before she left for training. She wasn’t always going to have them anyway, and while it wasn’t easy, she knew she’d manage. After a lot of coffee and more nicotine than what’s healthy.

			She slid into her chair and opened the day’s case files, staring at the words long enough for them to blur. She wasn’t reading them. Not really. Her mind kept flitting back to a porch swing and the sound of bruises forming behind closed doors.

			Jenna tapped her pen on top of Valerie’s desk, and she looked up. “What’s with the shades, Val?”

			Valerie blinked. She hadn’t even realized she still had her sunglasses on. The moment she took them off she added another regret to the day.

			“Jesus, Val.” She already knew how bad the shadows under her eyes were. Jenna’s reaction just cemented it.

			“Didn’t sleep well last night.”

			“Uh-huh.” Jenna tilted her head, studying her. “And I’m guessing the night before as well?”

			Valerie snorted—but it felt hollow in her chest. “Something like that.”

			“Nightmares? Tom gets them sometimes. I can bring over some of the tea he drinks to help.” It was sweet that she was ready to help, but this wasn’t something Jenna could help with.

			“I’m fine, Jenna. Don’t worry, please.”

			They worked in silence for a few more minutes, until Valerie’s fingers couldn’t remember what to type next. Jenna leaned sideways, voice lower now.

			“You sure you’re all right?”

			Valerie’s shoulders tensed before she could stop them. “Yeah. Just…someone I know is going through something. It’s rough. I’m worried. You know how it goes.”

			A beat of silence. Jenna didn’t blink, her voice dropping to a whisper. “Someone you’re seeing?”

			Valerie glanced sideways. “No. Nothing like that. When would I have even found the time?” She swallowed dryly. “Just a friend.”

			Could she call Luna a friend already? Between the handful of conversations they’d had and shared smoke breaks, she’d have thought they were. But after this morning, she wasn’t certain.

			She didn’t realize that Jenna had been saying something until she stopped and was waiting for a reply. Valerie couldn’t bluff and just shot her an apologetic look before looking away. “Sorry. I didn’t catch that.”

			“I asked if you care about them. Obviously, you do to some degree if you’re getting this spacey.” Jenna didn’t look annoyed, but the crease in her brow still sparked some guilt.

			Valerie sighed. “As a friend, yes
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