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One lie is enough to question all truths...

THE ONLY WAY TO KEEP the woman I love safe is by staying away. Yet the thought of being apart from her another moment is killing me. 
Arianna and I are on opposite sides of the world, and still the people on our tails don't give up so easily. Whether it's the crooked cops looking to keep me quiet or the crime family I went undercover to work for, I'm not out of the woods yet. 

But is there any point in fighting if it's not for her? And just how much will it take to bring us back together, when it feels like the universe is forcing us apart?
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“SAMANTHA?”

The woman who greeted me as I stepped into the first-class arrivals lounge looked just like the one who had given me my tickets in the first place. Tall, mature, blond, with a warm smile and a complete lack of lines on her forehead. 

“Hi,” I greeted her. I could have told just from looking at her that she was one of Sam’s girls, and I didn’t have the wherewithal right now to bother delving any more deeply. I was exhausted, having just stepped off a plane from America to France’s busiest airport, and I wanted to get the hell out of here before anyone else who might be interested in me worked out where I was or what I was doing here.

“Come with me,” she told me warmly, linking her arm through mine. She had an air of confidence about her, and I doubted this was the first time she had done something like this for Sam. He owed more people than me favors, after all. 

She led me through the lounge, and I could hardly pay attention to anyone around me. Usually, in a place like that, I would have been scoping for potential targets, trying to work out if there was anyone I could wring first-class money out of with a smile and a toss of my hair, but my eyes were fixed downward. We probably looked strange together, her striding confidently through the airport while I dragged my feet behind her, too tired to so much as lift my head. 

I had checked my phone as soon as I had gotten off the flight, but there was still nothing from Dean. Still nothing. It didn’t make sense. I just wanted to hear from him again, just wanted him to tell me he was alive, but not a word. Did he know how worried I was? Had he given in to the stupid shit the people he’d worked with believed about me, that I was a con artist with no sense of decency in my heart? I had no idea, and it was driving me downright crazy trying to get to the bottom of it. 

Finally, the woman—who introduced herself as Tabitha as we walked, though I was sure it wasn’t her real name—got me out of the airport and ushered me to a small black car waiting for us. Inside, the seats were luxury leather with soft headrests, and I wished I could make the most of it. I had tried to sleep on the plane, but my mind had been a million places all at once. 

“Where are we going?” I mumbled to Tabitha through my chapped lips. I hadn’t bothered to bring my beauty supplies, and I felt like a crusty piece of gum peeled off the bottom of a shoe.

“To another airport,” she told me. “Sam prefers to make sure there’s as much distance between himself and the rest of the world as possible.”

I nodded. I had heard about this place before, the place Sam was staying now. It had seemed to be not much more than a fantasy he was stringing together when I had known him, a small island off the coast of France where he could relax and enjoy his retirement, but it seemed like he had managed to pull it off. And to give me a place to run to in the process. 

I knew I should have been more grateful, but if anything, I just felt...numb. Empty. As though everything I had been working towards had been ripped away from me. I’d been so sure I would be able to get to him, get to Dean, and pull both of us out of this mess we were in. Maybe I had been arrogant to believe I would ever be able to make it work. After all, he was an undercover cop, and I was about as far removed from that as possible. He’d have to turn me in.

Wouldn’t he? Would he really have done that? I had no idea. I still didn’t know him as well as I should before I put so much of my life in his hands, but there was nothing I could do to dull my feelings for him. I wanted him here with me now more than anything. I wished I could snap my fingers and bring him right there in front of me, once and for all. I wished I could have him holding my hand as the car bumped over the road, and I gazed out the window mutely at the unfamiliar streets beyond.

I wasn’t sure how long we were in the car before we pulled to a halt. It didn’t really matter, did it? Wherever I was going, I would be safe. I trusted Sam to take me to safety. However long it took, I knew he would do all he was able to in order to make sure I was okay, alive, somewhere he could protect me. 

And yet, I couldn’t take any joy or peace in that. If anything, I just felt even more guilty, knowing I had left Dean to the wolves. How could I have left him like that? Even if it was what he thought was best for both of us, I should have fought him. We had already been through so much as it was, and I had just walked away as though it was nothing. I needed to get my head on straight...

Tabitha opened the door for me and helped me out—she seemed able to tell how out of it I was. I hoped she would think it was down to the jetlag. If she found out I was pining for a cop, we might have some serious trouble.

We were at another airport—well, I didn’t even think I could call it that, more an airstrip with a single, tiny passenger plane waiting for me. The pilot seemed impatient as he waited for us to climb in, as though he had reason to not want to be seen. The plane lifted off a few minutes later, and I rested my head against the cool glass to try to stem my sickness. I wasn’t sure how much more of this I could take. I had hardly eaten since I had left America, my stomach twisted into too many knots to even think about it, and I hated the thought of putting anything into it right now. I just needed to get to Sam, and I could talk everything out and remember exactly where I stood. 

I looked blankly down at the beautiful countryside below me, wishing I could enjoy all of this. People would have paid thousands to be where I was right now, and I wasn’t even sure I was actually in my body as I watched it vanish below me. I wasn’t here. I was back in bed, in that motel, with Dean’s arms around me. The sureness of his steady heart thumping against my back. Even though that place couldn’t have cost more than ten dollars a night, it felt like downright luxury compared to being so far from him. 

When the plane came in to land next to the sea, the ocean glimmering out in front of me, I tried to perk myself up. Sam would kick my ass if I came into this new life he had found for me looking so damn miserable, and he would have been right to do it. I needed to pull myself together. I needed to remember who the fuck I was. I had worked hard my whole life to get where I was, and I wasn’t going to forget it all now.

For all the motivational speeches I tried to give myself in my own head, my feet still felt like lead as I stepped out to head down to the seaplane waiting for us. It was a little red thing and looked like it could have come out a picture book, almost glowing against the blue of the water beneath. I climbed in, Tabitha beside me, and she tried to make some conversation. I could hardly hear it. I wanted to be in this moment, but I was a million miles away. 

Finally, as the plane lifted off, I managed to respond to her, digging up something I could use to fill the quiet.

“Is Sam going to be there when I arrive?” I asked, and she shook her head.

“He’s dealing with some...business at the moment,” she replied, carefully avoiding giving away more than she should. “But he has the villa prepared for you, and he should be back within a couple of days.”

I nodded. Heaven knew what Sam was getting up to, but this was her way of telling me as politely as possible that she wasn’t about to spill the beans to someone in my position. I would have to prove myself to the people around Sam, make sure they trusted me the same way he did. I knew I had a lot to prove. Especially given the man I had fallen in love with.

Love. I closed my eyes when I thought of that word, the word he had texted me before he vanished. He had wanted to say it in person, and his choice not to...told me he believed he would never get the chance to do so. My heart clenched at the thought. It was all so raw, like shoving fingers into an open wound, and I just wanted it to be over. I wanted to stop feeling any of this. I wanted to forget I had ever met him.

But his memory was still far too fresh in my mind, and I doubted I would ever truly get rid of it. I wanted him to be here with me now, but he was on the other side of the world. He might as well have been on a different planet.

The seaplane bounced to a halt near the dock of a small island, surrounded by glistening blue water, a golden sand beach leading up to a grassy path above it. Tabitha helped me out of the plane and led me towards the villa I’d be staying in.

Despite my numbness, I couldn’t help but find it slightly amusing—Sam was so predictable. Of course he had chosen a place like this to turn into his home. He was never a man who settled for anything less than the best, and he certainly wasn’t going to bother pretending he deserved less, since he had worked all his life to get it. 

And yet, he was still bored out here, so he had told me. Utterly bored out of his mind. Maybe, like me, he needed the hustle and grind of the scene more than he knew. I had never taken a long enough break to really get bored, but my feet had grown a little itchy a few times when I was meant to be on vacation from it all.

The smell of blooming flowers was fresh in the air, mixed with the scent of the sea behind me, and I felt nothing. Nothing. Normally, I would have been reveling in all of this luxury—especially when I saw the villa I was going to be staying in, standing grandly against the horizon—but I couldn’t care less. None of it seemed worth anything, not when I knew I wasn’t going to be able to share it with the one person I wanted to.

“Your room is ready and waiting for you,” Tabitha told me. “There’s some food up there, but if you’d like more, come down to the kitchen and the cooks will make you something.

“Thank you,” I muttered, taking to the stairs. She kept hovering, as though there was something else she wanted to say to me. I glanced over at her.

“Everything okay?” I asked pointedly, and she nodded.

“Just fine,” she replied quickly. “I’ll leave you to it.”

And with that, she headed back outside, leaving me to get used to my new abode. 

Upstairs, the room was prepared like a five-star hotel—fresh sheets on the bed, doors to the balcony thrown open to allow in a little breeze, a platter of fruit and cheese and crackers on the small table in the center—but I couldn’t take any of it in. I made my way straight to the bathroom. I wanted to scrub these memories off of myself. I needed to forget any of this had ever happened. I needed to forget I’d met Dean at all.

Had he forgotten about me? Was he even alive to think about me? As I scrubbed myself off in the shower, I tried my best not to think about it. I couldn’t let my mind stray down that path, it was too dangerous. I hated this. I wanted to just be here, in this moment, but even the water streaming over my body couldn’t pull me into it. All I could think about was how much I wished he was there with me, the two of us together, flirting, making out, more...

I climbed out of the shower and scrubbed myself off, and then slipped straight into the soft bed. The covers must have been a thousand thread count or something, they felt damn near like silk, but I hardly cared. My body was in that bed, but my mind was somewhere else. With someone else.

I flipped over to my side, and looked out the window at the sea washing slowly up the shore a few hundred feet away. I should have been grateful. I was out of the danger zone, far from anyone who wished me any ill, and I still couldn’t let go of how afraid I was for him. I needed to forget. Put it all behind me, no matter how hard it was, and forget. 

But, as I lay there in the cool French evening, I knew it wasn’t going to be so easy. He was a part of me now. And I wouldn’t be able to shake him with such little effort.
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I RAN MY HAND OVER the stubble on my chin, wondering how long it was going to take for it to turn into a full-fledged beard. Splashing some water on my face, I reached for the tiny bottle of shower gel beside me, and set about scrubbing the dye out of my nails. 

Day four of hiding out right under the noses of the people looking for me had been much like the other three. I’d booked into a hotel, hidden my face under a pulled-down cap, let my beard grow out a little longer, all attempts to make myself look as different as possible. With the baggy clothes and old shoes I had grabbed from some thrift store backlog, I was starting to look more like a bum than anything else. The look the woman at the desk had given me when I stepped in told me everything I needed to know. 

And it was that I was doing a damn good job pulling this off. 

I washed my face and my hands and went to sit on the edge of the stiff, uncomfortable bed. Why did so many places not bother getting something they could let their guests sleep on? I was pretty certain this hotel, like the others, had just laid down a slab of concrete beneath their sheets and hoped for the best. I was starting to wonder if this was something all the cheap hotels in the DC area had agreed on, so they would all be as crappy as one another. 

It shouldn’t have mattered to me. What mattered was that I had signed in under a fake name, and managed to get down to their computer bay to borrow a laptop for the night. I didn’t have one of my own, and I was relying on the stuff I could find in the hotels I visited and the internet cafes I dropped into.

I knew it wouldn’t be long until I pinged on someone’s radar. And that was exactly the idea. I couldn’t keep bouncing around from hotel to hotel like this, hoping for the best. I was going to need to pretend, at least, I was hiding from the people chasing me, but I wanted them to track me down. I had a whole hell of a lot to say to them when they got here, after all.

I had to put on the front of trying to hide out. Hence the hair dye, the beard, the clothes, the fake names I had used, the different hotels every night. Everything I had been taught when I was working under Rafael to keep my identity secret.

Rafael. I had done my best not to think too much about him, not since he had...not since he had died. I still didn’t know how I felt about everything he had put me through, especially when it came to Arianna. He had sent me out there, after we spent years working together, and basically laid me out on the line to take the fall for whatever shit they were trying to pull off. I thought he was my friend, my mentor, but the more time passed, the more sure I became he had been nothing of the sort. A friend would never have done what he did to me. Never. 

But at least he had taken the chance to tell me the truth. It was more than could be said for the people around him. They likely wanted me dead. I hoped I would be wiped off the face of the map and they would never have to so much as think about me again. Maybe they thought they had already pulled it off, already gotten rid of me, but I was still here, feet stuck in the ground, not going anywhere. Not until I had a damn good reason for everything they had done to me. 

I hated this. I hated how far I had fallen, how much of my life just felt like it had been snatched out from underneath me. The people I trusted, they had been liars from the start—and now, the one person I really believed I would be able to put my faith into was a scammer, the kind my old colleagues would have slapped in cuffs the first chance they got.

My heart twisted when I thought of Arianna. I couldn’t let myself remember her, it hurt far too much. I missed her something awful, and each time I laid down to sleep in one of these hotel beds, I felt like I was going to lose it without her there beside me. Reaching out to the pillow next to me, I touched the spot where she should have been and wondered if I was ever going to get a chance to see her again.

I doubted it. She was gone, as well she should have been. I was relieved she had taken off the way she had. I needed to make sure I put as much space between us as possible, for her own safety and wellbeing. She might have thought, in her headstrong way, she could handle everything coming towards us, but she didn’t know what these people were capable of. She didn’t know how much contempt they had for her.

I didn’t know where she had ended up, but it had to be safer than she would have been if she had stayed with me. I was sure she would have fought me on this, but she didn’t really understand what she was walking into. When it came to covering up their mistakes, the FBI would do anything it took. And they would have gotten rid of her at a moment’s notice if they had the chance. 

But I was never going to let them do that. Arianna had saved my fucking life, and I was grateful for it even if they would never be able to see it the same way. I was doing this for her, shutting down any chance they would come after her. I’d claim it was all me, once they found me. I would ensure they didn’t even look twice in her direction. 

I logged on to the computer, and clicked on the browser, heading to the FBI website so I could log in using my old credentials. I had a VPN installed to make it look as though I was trying to hide out, but I knew as soon as they saw me logging on using the username and password I’d used before, they would know it couldn’t be anyone other than me. It might take them a while to track it to this particular hotel, but I needed them to take the bait, come find me. 

I clicked around the website a little, making it look as though I was actually putting in an effort, and then closed the laptop and headed to the window. I didn’t know how long it would be before they came looking for me, or how long it would be before they accepted I was alive. There might be a few people down there still searching for me, still willing to put in the effort to find me—one in particular, actually, but I couldn’t reach out to them until I knew for damn sure he was on my side.

I couldn’t trust anyone now, not until they had proven themselves to me. It would take a lot for me to drop the fear and tension in my chest and accept there might be cops out there who were still willing to help me, given how badly everything seemed to have gone. They had turned on me as though it had been the most natural thing in the world—how many of them had known what they were walking me into? How many of them had doubts about it? How many of them had just thought better him than me and allowed it to happen? I wished I had the answers to those questions. I wished I could look the people I had worked with for so long in the eye, and ask them exactly when they had decided I was utterly and completely expendable.

I couldn’t let my mind linger on it too long. I would go crazy. I hated this, hated feeling this doubt, this fear, this sureness it must have been something I did which had rendered it so easy for everyone to just let that happen to me. I would put it right. It was all I could do, and I would make sure I did it soon.

I headed to the window, pushed open the curtains, and peered out into the familiar street below. I had walked it a hundred times myself, heading into the Bureau when I worked there. I had always felt a sense of pride when I’d set foot on that hallowed sidewalk, knowing I had earned my way up there, knowing I had done everything I could to prove myself to the people who had pulled me up to this spot. I might not have ever believed I would get there, but I had, and I had been so fucking proud of myself. So sure I was doing the right thing.

And now? Not so much. I wondered how many similar schemes I had been a part of without knowing it. My stomach lurched when I considered it, the men and women I had worked alongside who I might have sent to their deaths. Because if they had done this to me, I knew I couldn’t be the first. They would have sent others out there to die too, and I wasn’t sure I could stand the thought of it. Of those who had been killed in the line of duty, how many had died at the hands of the Bureau? Patsies for whatever they needed them for?

Outside the window, I spotted him—the director of the FBI, Reginald Vimes, better known as Reggie to everyone who worked with him. Two burly-looking security guards flanked him, and even from this distance, I could see the weapons they were packing. They wanted to keep him safe, no matter what. He was too important to lose.

But would they feel the same way if they knew what he had done? I doubted it. They would have turned on him the same way I had, but I had to convince them it was real first. It would take a hell of a lot to sell them on the idea that the man they had dedicated so much of their lives to serving was nothing more than a monster sending unlucky agents out to their deaths. 

He took this same path at the same time every single day. A rookie mistake. He would have told anyone who listened to switch it up to make sure anyone following didn’t have a chance to learn the routine, but he clearly saw himself as above his own advice. I would make him pay for that.

I would make him pay for all of it.

I straightened up once more, stretched my arms over my head, and yawned. I needed to get some rest. It was still morning, but I had been up all night, and my body was aching for relief. I didn’t want to close my eyes and miss something, but I knew I wouldn't be on fighting form until I took some time to relax and calm down.

I closed the curtains and lay down in the bed once more, staring at the ceiling and wondering how much longer I was going to have to do this.

How much longer until I might be able to see Arianna again.
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