
  
    [image: Saving Grace]
  


  
    
      
        
        ABOUT SAVING GRACE

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      The Establishment: the wealthy, elite power mongers who run the country from the shadows, with eyes and ears everywhere. They are spoken of only in whispers.

      When the President-elect and the Vice-President-elect arrive in Rome to visit the Pope, CIA Station Chief Thomas Billings knows it’s not the only reason they’re in town. In the Presidential Suite of the swankiest hotel in Rome, Billings is confronted by Establishment heavyweight Marjorie McBain, who wants him dead.

      As the President-elect refuses to bow to the demands of the Establishment, Billings fights being dragged into the power battle. Then the Establishment tries to kidnap the First Daughter…

      A specialist in parkour and an expert marksman, Billings needs all his skills to keep the First Daughter out of the grasp of the Establishment as they flee across Italy. With the Establishment closing in, Billings must decipher which of the myriad connections to his past will be his Saving Grace.

      

      This book is part of the Thomas Billing series of thrillers.

      1. Saving Grace

      2. Fall From Grace (Coming soon!)

      3. Coup de Grace (Coming soon!)
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      I’m a big fan of all the MCU films from the very first Iron Man right to the last Avengers: Endgame. One of these days in our house, we’re going to sit down and watch all of them back-to-back. One of the things I look forward to with each of the films is the Easter Egg scene they run after the credits. We always stay seated in the theater until the very end just to see that scene.

      So, of course, I couldn’t resist putting an Easter Egg scene at the end of Saving Grace. Watch for it once you’ve finished the book.

      SPOILER ALERT! It may give you a hint about what’s coming for Thomas and Grace in Fall From Grace (Book 2).
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      Killing three punks was not on Thomas Billings’ agenda this morning. If he had anything to say about it, that kind of thing would never be on his agenda again. He didn’t have the stomach for it anymore. Besides, it would have meant a shit ton of paperwork and he had better things to do with his time.

      Especially today.

      The circus was in town.

      When Thomas had lived in Washington, DC, a run in the morning could be a near-death experience on the slippery sidewalks. Since he’d never been able to run at any other time of the day, he tried to make the best of it but the ginger gait that icy sidewalks forced on him had left him barely able to break a sweat. That’s when he’d discovered parkour.

      Most December mornings in Washington, when he’d leave for his run, ice covered the barely-there puddles in the cracks in the pavement at the front of the brownstone. Up above street level, heat from the interior of the buildings kept whatever moisture was on the rooftops from freezing. As long as he chose a route with flat roofs, he wouldn’t have a problem.

      That was two years and another lifetime ago. Now, leaving his villa on Via dei Lentuli, his smart watch had told him as he left it was a balmy thirty-five degrees. No need to worry about icy sidewalks but he had come to enjoy his morning parkour runs far more than he ever enjoyed running at street level.

      It was riskier than running at street level, but the extra concentration it required kept his mind clear and focused. That was the main reason for his morning runs. Settling his stomach, calming his nerves, and keeping the nightmares at bay. Unsettling memories and what the shrinks would call “triggers”.

      He wished they wouldn’t use that word. It only served as a reminder.

      He vaulted across one of the narrow gaps between the aged buildings and picked up his pace. The next building over was one story higher. He’d have to catch the edge of it and clamber up.

      The cloudy, grey sky made the cold morning far more somber than he liked, but once the sun came up and burned off the clouds, it promised to be a clear and bright winter day. In the distance, two thousand years of history rose from the modern landscape as the morning fog swirled over the upper arches of the Colosseum.

      Thomas raced towards the edge of the building and leapt as high and as far as he could, his hands striving for purchase at the top of the six-story building. They found nothing but slippery frost.

      Adrenaline spiked his heart. His training took over. Six stories of air yawned between him and the icy cold pavement.

      As he began to fall, he pushed off with his feet, three meters back across to the five-story building. His hands clutched at the edge. He pulled himself in and came to rest with his feet planted against the side.

      His heart thudded in his chest as he hung there, gulping in great lungfuls of air. The old and weathered stone felt rough against his fingers as they dug in for any purchase they could get.

      He rested against the wall and caught his breath.

      Christmas in Rome. The Italians, with their demonstrative ways, could make any holiday one for the ages. Everyone hugged. Everyone kissed on both cheeks. Everyone expressed love and devotion and passion with a fervor unknown anywhere else. And yet, Billings had never felt more alone.

      For the past year, this temporary band-aid of a posting had grown comfortable, like an old sweater with holes in the elbows. One that should be chucked out but week after week, month after month, ends up hung in the back of the closet and worn around the house on evenings when the chill is in the air.

      Winter in Italy was, without a doubt, the lamest excuse for a season ever. It was too cool to be comfortable and too warm to be called winter. Most nights, it never even cracked freezing and by mid-afternoon, anything frozen would be thawed or at least slushy.

      His breathing and heart rate returning to normal, Thomas braced his feet to heave himself up onto the top of the building.

      The ancient stone at the edge gave way as he heaved. For a moment, only his feet contacted the wall. The loose stone tumbled past his pinwheeling arms and toward the ground.

      Again, his training and reflexes took over. He pushed off the wall, his only remaining purchase, and flipped over in mid-air. His feet connected with the taller building. He pushed off again, this time aiming downwards, and flipped again. Two more push-and-flips and he was low enough that he could tumble down to the cobblestones. A quick shoulder roll to transfer the momentum, then he crouched on solid ground.

      “Attento!” came the shouted warning.

      Thomas pivoted and saw a man on a bicycle bearing down on him.

      “Jesus!”

      He scrambled out of the way just in time.

      “Guardi dove va!” the rider on the bike shook his fist at Thomas as he rode by.

      “You watch where you’re going,” Thomas muttered and watched the bike rider disappear around the corner.

      That was the other benefit of running his parkour in the morning—lack of traffic. Running along the rooftops during the day, one could get distracted watching traffic in the street and tumble off the end of a building. This early in the morning, that was not a concern.

      Thomas took a deep breath as his heart thrummed in his chest. His villa was only a few blocks from here through the tunnel off Via dei Lentuli. No sense going back up. He jogged towards home.

      It was still cold, grey, and somber in the narrow, empty streets. Thomas’ footfalls echoed on the pavement. He ran home on autopilot. Thomas was in the tunnel, just around the corner from his villa, almost before he knew it. The street art at the brick and mortar entrance to the tunnel and the graffiti inside hadn't even registered.

      When the three thugs emerged from the darkness in front of him, he almost ran through them. It was only the ‘snick’ of the switchblade that brought him up short.

      “What have we here?” the thug with the knife asked in thick, guttural Italian.

      Even in the dim light of the tunnel, Thomas could see they were dirty, young, and desperate. Their overwhelming body odor made his eyes water. Homeless drug addicts looking for a way to pay for their next fix. Strange to find them in this area, though.

      The other two started to circle around behind him. This was a routine. They’d done this before. Lots of times.

      Thomas took a step back to keep them in front of him.

      “Guys, trust me when I tell you, you’ve got the wrong guy,” he said in his best, friendliest Italian.

      “Give us your money and you won’t be hurt,” the thug to Thomas’ left spat as he held up his hand and rubbed the thumb and first two fingers together.

      Thomas’ smart watch chimed a notification. It seemed twice as loud as normal in the confines of the tunnel.

      The thugs’ eyes got big. They smiled like they’d just hit the jackpot. The one on Thomas’ left snatched his left arm and shoved the sleeve back. “He has a smart watch!”

      “We’ll take that, too,” the one on Thomas’ right said.

      Thomas yanked his arm free and his gaze burned into the eyes of the thug with the knife. He put as much menace into his Italian as he could muster. “The problem with pulling a knife on someone comes when he takes it away from you and shoves it up your ass.”

      Thomas moved his gaze to the knife in the thug’s right hand and nodded. “Besides, you’re holding that wrong.”

      Thomas flicked his left foot out and snapped it against the hilt of the knife. It shot straight into the air, tumbling end over end. All three thugs stared in surprise.

      As it came down, Thomas snatched it out of the air. His gaze settled on the disarmed thug. “Who’s first?”

      All three of them paled and backed away, hands held out to placate him.

      “Get the hell out of here!” Thomas snarled.

      All three of them started, shuffled backward, turned and sprinted out of the tunnel.

      “If this kind of shit keeps happening, I’m gonna have to change my route.”

      Thomas stuck the knife into the mortar between two stones and snapped the blade off at the base, then threw the useless hilt to the ground.

      He jogged out of the tunnel and around the corner towards his building. Leaning against the fender of a car across the street and clutching his thick, wool overcoat around him against the chill in the air, a large man watched him jog.

      As Thomas approached, the man stepped into his path and inclined his head toward the tunnel. “That was truly impressive.”

      Thomas stopped and shrugged. “Easy enough if you know what you’re doing.”

      “Clearly, that is the case.”

      Thomas’ eyes narrowed. “Something I can do for you?”

      “Those skills could be quite… useful to the right people.”

      Thomas rolled his eyes, ducked past the man and resumed jogging towards home. “Sorry, man. Gotta go get ready for the circus,” he tossed over his shoulder.

      Thomas stopped on the sidewalk in front of his villa and remembered the notification his watch had given him in the tunnel. When he checked, it was a text.

      COMING FOR COFFEE 8 AM. SEE YOU SOON, BUDDY.

      It was from a blocked number. It wouldn’t be the first time someone he didn’t know came for coffee.

      He texted back.

      YOU BET, PAL.

      Who did he know that would call him “Buddy”? With the circus that was the President-elect and his entourage in town, almost anyone could show up at his front door. He’d just have to see who it was when they got there.

      Just please, don’t let it be her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Thomas crept up the front steps of his villa, careful to skirt the third step so it wouldn’t squeak. It was still too early for the sun to be up. There wasn’t even a glow on the horizon. The front porch light shone in its sconce. He stepped onto the mat at the foot of the door and looked up. The sliver of wood was still in place at the top of the door.

      He unlocked the door, opened it and caught the piece of wood as it fell towards the thick mat. Then he eased inside, nudging the door closed behind him.

      He stood and scanned the room as much with his ears as his eyes. Silence greeted him. Silence and emptiness.

      Thomas flicked on the light and scanned the room again. All clear.

      Old habits die hard.

      He left the sliver and his keys on the table beside the front door and strode into the kitchen. The tape over the lower hinge on the back door was still intact.

      Thomas double checked the door to the broom closet beside the back door. For a moment, he thought the padlock was gone and his heart skipped a beat. But it was just the light from the foyer reflecting in the wrong place.

      He got the key from the top of the fridge and opened the padlock. He paused with his hand on the doorknob. His mouth was dry, his hands sweaty. He always worried when he yanked open the door that the sniper rifle wouldn't be there. But it was always there in its case, the dust undisturbed, leaning beside the mop and broom. It was always a relief to lock the closet up again and set the key back on the fridge for another morning.

      Thomas shrugged his hoodie off, tossed it on one of the worn kitchen chairs and dropped into another. He took a deep breath, got up out of the chair and paced across the kitchen and into the living room.

      The remote control lay on the top of an unruly stack of files on the coffee table, obscuring the CLASSIFIED and EYES ONLY stamps on the uppermost folders. Thomas reached down and pressed the power button. The flat screen TV on the wall came to life, the CNN anchor half-way through a report. During this hour’s update, they’d have coverage of the President-elect and Vice President-elect arriving yesterday for their meeting with the Pope.

      He was certain one of the President-elect’s clowns would be by the shop for the white-glove routine. He’d have to endure that and send him on his way. It was a ridiculous exercise he wanted no part of.

      He dug his cellphone out from under the spilled-over stack of papers and dialed a number. They answered on the first ring.

      “You’re early,” a male voice said.

      “Couldn’t sleep.”

      “Call it.”

      “Billings. Five forty-two AM. I’ve got the ball.”

      “The ball is passed.”

      The line went dead. Thomas tossed the cellphone onto the mess on the coffee table. It skidded across the sea of paper and slid to a stop just before going over the edge.

      Take the ball, pass the ball.

      Life in the CIA.

      Sometimes, I’d like to kick the fucking ball.

      Standing in the small living room, zoned out, staring down at the scattered pile of papers and files on the coffee table, Thomas unclenched his fists just as his cellphone buzzed on the coffee table.

      He rushed to answer it. The caller ID said “Giuseppe’s Pizza”. Thomas swiped the answer button.

      “Giuseppe’s Pizza,” Thomas said.

      “I’m sorry. I appear to have dialed the wrong number,” the caller said.

      “Sometimes that happens.”

      “It can’t be helped I suppose.”

      The line went dead. His agent in Milan had just checked in. Situation normal. Nothing to report.

      It was a ridiculous system. All the cloak and dagger crap.

      Why can’t he just call and tell me it’s all good?

      Now that he’d taken the ball, he’d have seven other such calls, all with a different script, all meaning the same damn thing. Naples, Bari, Genoa, Florence, Venice, Turin, and Catania.

      Thomas scanned the tiny living room as he set his phone back on the coffee table. He paced across the room, in between the coffee table and the sofa with the tossed-back blanket and pillow and snatched his holstered Beretta from the end table beside the couch. He tucked it right next to his cellphone just as the smart watch buzzed on his wrist.

      When he looked at it, there was only one word on the screen.

      Breakfast.

      He snapped his fingers. “Right.”

      Thomas was famished. He rushed the half-dozen steps into the kitchen and yanked open the fridge. After a moment of searching, he found the takeout container with the leftover cassouela and polenta from two nights ago. A couple minutes in the microwave and he had a breakfast fit for a king.

      By the time he finished breakfast and made an espresso, the sun was nudging its way over the horizon. The orange glow in the sky reflected off the clouds and belied the nip in the morning air.

      Despite the cold, Thomas took his coffee out onto the front steps, lit a cigarette and watched the sun shuffle above the hills to the east. The third step squeaked as he stood on it and sat down. He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees.

      Senior Field Agent had sounded good last year. This dingy, out-of-the-way villa looked like the Taj Mahal. It was more luxurious than lying camouflaged at the top of an outcrop staring through a lens for hours on end. It was more peaceful than watching blood spurt from a target’s chest or throat. It was more calming than destroying lives and families.

      Thomas butted out his third cigarette as the orange glow faded into yellow sunlight. He downed the last of his coffee and stepped back inside. A long, hot shower would be the perfect capper to the morning.

      As he started up the stairs, the CNN anchor started the report about the circus arriving in Rome. He droned on about the upcoming meeting between the Pope, the President-elect and the Vice President-elect. Over his shoulder played footage of the two of them waving to the crowd and then being whisked away in the motorcade, presumably to the Vatican.

      Thomas stood on the second step and watched the report play out. They wouldn’t take the oath of office for another forty-two days. They had no reason to meet with His Holiness before taking office. So, why were they really here? And why was she still so damned attractive?
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      The villa's doorbell was typically European. It sounded like a damn fire alarm. It was particularly disconcerting all soaped up, in the middle of a long, hot shower.

      When Thomas jumped, the bar of soap shot from his hand, caromed off the wall and tumbled around his feet.

      In this posting, he couldn’t afford to ignore the bell. He leapt from the shower, left it running, snatched a towel from the back of the door and wrapped it around his waist. He plunged down the stairs toward the front door, lathered up and soaking wet.

      Through the frosted glass in the door, he could see the person reaching for the ringer a second time. He looked like a typical Secret Service agent. Dark suit and tie, white shirt, sunglasses. If the glass didn’t distort images, Thomas was sure he’d be able to make out the guy’s earpiece, too. The red and blue flashing lights behind the man lit up the entire neighborhood.

      Holding the corners of the towel around his waist with one hand, Thomas yanked open the door with the other.

      The agent looked him up and down and chuckled. "Is this what they call a roman bath?"

      Thomas peered at him, his brow furrowed.

      “Jackson?”

      The agent grinned, pulled his sunglasses off and held out a hand to him. “Merry Christmas, Billy.” No one had called Thomas by the nickname his army buddies had given him in years.

      Thomas dropped his gaze to Jackson’s hand and then over his shoulder to the motorcade idling at the curb. “You’re so full of the Christmas spirit this morning, you thought you’d blow my cover?”

      Jackson held his hands up. “Take it easy, man. It’s too early for that kinda shit. She just wants to talk to you. I told her she was wasting her time.”

      Shit.

      Jackson turned and nodded to the agent standing at the rear right fender of the limousine at the back of the motorcade. He stepped to the right rear door of the limousine, grasped the handle and had one final look around, wary, even in this quiet, residential neighborhood.

      Satisfied with what he saw or didn’t see, he yanked the door open and stepped back, hand still gripping the door handle.

      Long, shapely, stocking-covered legs slid out the door, the polished high heels glinting in the early morning sun. An expensive and well-pressed skirt followed along with the matching suit coat and blonde hair, perfectly styled.

      She straightened up and strode toward him, her face carefully neutral. His heart pounded in his chest at the sight of her. Up close, she hadn't aged a day. For just a moment, he was standing at the front door of their beloved brownstone in Washington again.

      She looked him up and down, unable to prevent a small grin.

      Thomas clenched the fist holding the corners of the towel at his waist. “Lizzy,” he said. He always answered the door in this state.

      “I think you mean Madam Vice-President-elect,” Jackson muttered.

      Thomas’ gaze remained fixed on Lizzy. “Hope you don’t expect me to kiss your ring.”

      “Jesus,” Jackson started.

      Lizzy held up a hand. “It’s okay, Jackson.” She glanced at him. “Can you give us a minute?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Jackson nodded and walked back to the idling motorcade.

      Lizzy stepped forward, an envelope in her hand and kissed him on the cheek, careful not to get her suit wet. Thomas held his position and stared at her as she pulled back.

      Same perfume.

      “How are you, Tee-tee?”

      “Agent Billings.”

      “It’s been too long.”

      “At least one Presidential campaign.”

      “Yes, and we won.”

      That doesn’t mean you made the right choice.

      Thomas pressed his lips together in a tight line. “What do you want?”

      She flicked the envelope in front of his face. “Just needed to drop this off.”

      He continued to stare at her as she held the envelope out to him.

      “We’ll expect you at five o’clock. You’ll need this to get in.” She shoved the envelope toward him.

      “We?”

      “The President-elect and myself. Just a few friends for drinks and dinner.”

      He reached up and cautiously took the end of the envelope and tugged it out of her hand. “Why invite me?”

      She shrugged. “Protocol, mostly. I guess you’ll find out when you get there.”

      “If I get there.”

      She shook her head. “There is no if. Your soon-to-be Commander-in-Chief requires your presence tomorrow night,” she snapped and tugged at the bottom her suit coat. “You will be there, Agent Billings.”

      Lizzy turned on her heel, strode back to the limousine and slammed the door. Jackson and the rest of the Secret Service agents scrambled to get into the limousine before the whole motorcade pulled away from the curb and took off down the street.

      Thomas stood in the doorway, shivering and holding the end of the envelope between his thumb and forefinger like a bag with a fresh dog turd in it. He dropped his arm to his side and let it hang there. The light breeze caught at the envelope and shoved it around as he watched the motorcade pull around the corner and out of sight.

      “Just a few friends,” Thomas scoffed.
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      Lizzy sat stock still in the back seat of the limousine as it surged away from the curb and stared straight ahead, containing her fury.

      Once the limousine pulled around the corner at the end of the street and Thomas was no longer in sight, she slammed her clenched fist against the door.

      Beside her, Jackson jumped.

      “He hasn’t changed at all,” Lizzy ground out between clenched teeth.

      Jackson furrowed his brow. “That’s a good thing, isn’t it, ma’am?”

      “Don’t ‘ma’am’ me, Jackson. We’ve known each other for too long.”

      “I’m actually required to… ma’am.”

      “Not while it’s just the two of us.”

      Jackson nodded just once. “Even then, ma’am.”

      Lizzy rolled her eyes. “What do you mean ‘that’s a good thing’?”

      “Well, whatever you’re hoping he’ll do for you and the President-elect, I assume it’s because of who you remember him to be.”

      Lizzy watched the buildings on the street pass by out the tinted windows. “Carrying a grudge doesn’t suit him.”

      “It suits him exactly. And besides, he’s clearly mellowed in the last two years.”

      Lizzy looked aghast. The black leather seat squeaked as she turned to look at Jackson. “Mellowed?”

      Jackson shrugged. “He didn’t spit in your face.”

      Lizzy raised an imaginary glass. “Well then, here’s to progress.”

      “Standing there in front of that Justice of the Peace, he’d have cheerfully done much worse.”

      Lizzy scowled at him. “I was about to run for Vice-President.”

      “And now you’re here, rubbing his face in it.”

      Her jaw dropped. “I am not rubbing his face in it.”

      “That’s how he sees it.”

      She growled in exasperation and slammed her fist against the door again. “Men!”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Jackson said and turned his head to watch out the window.

      Lizzy pulled her cellphone out of her jacket pocket and typed out a text message.

      IT’S DONE.

      She hit ‘SEND’ and pocketed her phone.

      It’s only just started, she thought.

      “Think he’ll actually show up?” Lizzy asked.

      “Yes, ma’am. If he’s nothing else, Thomas Billings is a good soldier. He knows how to follow orders.”

      I sure hope so, Lizzy thought as she watched out the tinted windows again. Everything depends on it.
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      The opulent lobby of the Hotel Eden was a chaotic mess when Thomas arrived. Secret Service agents were everywhere. As was the press, although the Secret Service had them behind a rope line. Despite that, the paparazzi were out in full force.

      The check-in station was in front of the bank of elevators. It looked just like the security stations used in an airport. There was a metal detector to walk through, a scanner for bags and ladies' purses, and an agent standing on the other side to pat everyone down. It all looked out of place amidst the Italian marble and ornate woodwork.

      A long line of people in their very best outfits, some bought just for this occasion, stood awaiting entry. Impatience emanated from the line. People in the United States were used to this treatment. Here in Rome, especially the dignitaries and debutantes in this line, they were not. Most of them were not reacting to it well.

      Thomas would not be an exception. Having to wait in line for a dinner he didn’t want to attend, in an old suit and tie that were already chaffing him in places he didn’t want to think about, for a President-elect he didn’t vote for, already had him irritable.

      As he settled in at the back of the line, it occurred to him that while this was part of the trappings of the President-elect’s office, he could use the trappings of his own office to bypass this gong show. Thomas stepped out of line and hurried to the front.

      The Secret Service agent there looked annoyed. “Please get back in line, sir.”

      Thomas reached into the inside pocket of his jacket, withdrew his credentials and flashed them. “Senior Field Agent Billings.”

      The man looked at his ID like Thomas had just shown him an ID he got out of a box of Crackerjack.

      “I don’t care if you’re the CIA Director, Agent Billings. You’re going through the security screening. Now get back in line.” He turned away from Thomas to continue monitoring the people going through the metal detector, cutting off any possibility of conversation.

      Thomas pursed his lips and trudged back to his place in the line. Had it got longer in the last few moments?

      Fifteen agonizing minutes later, Thomas was finally at the front, the Secret Service agent showing no hint of recognition.

      He emptied his pockets into the plastic bin and put it on the conveyor leading into the scanner then stepped up to the metal detector. The Secret Service guy waved at him to step through.

      This should be fun.

      When Thomas stepped through, the metal detector’s alarms shrieked at him.

      Two more men in suits and sunglasses were immediately in front of him. “Raise your arms out from your sides.”

      Thomas rolled his eyes as he complied. “I can tell you what set off the alarm.”

      The agent he had spoken to earlier passed a portable metal detector over his arms. “Be quiet.”

      The scanner beeped as it passed his left armpit.

      “Open your jacket.”

      Thomas did as they told him. “It’s my service weapon.”

      The man pulled the folds of his coat open, exposing the Beretta in its shoulder holster. “Gun!”

      The other agents in front of him pulled their weapons and trained them on Thomas. “Don’t move, sir.”

      Everyone waiting to come through the metal detector froze. Even the flashes from the paparazzi stopped, briefly. Then, flashes exploded from the roped-off area, as they sensed something newsworthy and began shouting questions non-stop.

      “McElroy?” a woman’s voice cut through the din.

      The agent holding Thomas’s jacket open snapped his head around.

      “Stay back, ma’am.”

      Lizzy.

      Thomas couldn’t see her from where he was standing.

      “He’s the CIA’s Senior Field Agent in Italy.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “And the President-elect’s guest.”

      McElroy thought about that for a moment, his brow furrowed. “Stand down, Pierce,” he said to one of the other agents and then let go of Thomas’s coat and straightened up.

      “My apologies, sir. Please proceed.” McElroy turned back to the metal detector. “Next.”

      Pierce met his eyes with an apologetic look.

      Thomas collected his belongings from the plastic bin and stepped past McElroy and Pierce. The other agent had already turned back to his other duties. As he headed towards the elevators, Lizzy stepped out from behind one of the lobby’s pillars. Thomas had to stifle a gasp.

      Red always was her color.
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      The dress did an amazing job of emphasizing her curves. The plunging neckline and the high heels didn’t hurt, either. Her blonde hair had been curled and styled for maximum sex appeal.

      “Hello, Tee-tee,” she said and beamed at him.

      “Agent Billings. Thomas. Anything but that.”

      Lizzy kept right on smiling, strolled towards him and hooked her elbow through his. “Relax. You’re among friends here.”

      “I doubt that. Now that you and Worthington have forced me to come here, what do you want?”

      She steered him towards the bank of elevators. “It’s President-elect Worthington. As for what we want - a little drink, a little dinner, and some stimulating conversation.”

      Thomas rolled his eyes as they stopped in front of the elevators. “Come on, let’s get this over with, then.”

      Even though they were halfway across it, the paparazzi were lighting up the lobby with their flashbulbs. Thomas ducked his head. The last thing he needed was his picture in the paper. Thomas jabbed at the button to hurry the elevator and the flashes intensified.

      “Just two old friends going to dinner with the President-elect,” Lizzy said through her smile.

      The elevator doors opened, and they stepped inside, away from the incessant flashes. Lizzy unhooked their elbows and moved half a step away. She passed a swipe card over the scanner beside the elevator doors and then pressed the button marked “P”.

      “You should have told me the press would be here. I would have come
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