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        For all the readers who have stuck with me this far.

        Thank you!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Want to be the first to know about future titles in the Foxy Valdez series?

        Follow me on Facebook: Brian Cotton - Author

        Follow me on Amazon

        Subscribe to my quarterly newsletter: wlubbo.subscribepage.io

        briancottonbooks.com

      

      

      

      
        
        Thanks so much! Now on to Foxy’s latest adventure…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The cargo ship swayed back and forth, side to side, pushing the limits of Foxy Valdez’s digestive system. Like a terrified skydiver kissing the ground after a jump, she longed to kiss the steady, unmoving earth once they arrived in France.

      Out on deck underneath the cold gray sky, she laid down the scrubbing brush in the bucket of soapy water at her feet. Soap suds splashed onto her black jacket and combat boots. She moved her head to the side. The black grime coating the catwalk would just have to wait.

      Breathe in. Breathe out. Get your shit together.

      “You okay?” Thor asked, placing his own brush, the once-white bristles stained black, into a bucket beside her.

      “I’m fine,” Foxy said. She inhaled deeply once more. “Just need to take a break.”

      With that, her insides rumbled, the burning food in her stomach desperate for an escape. She stumbled on the deck, keeping the bile-encased food down.

      Just reach the bathroom, she kept repeating to herself. No way in hell would she vomit in front of all these hard-nosed operators and sailors.

      She covered her mouth with the black sleeve of her jacket. Sweat drenched her entire body, right through her black tank top underneath the jacket and her cargo pants. So dehydrated, she didn’t know how her body could possibly produce enough water to vomit out. Anytime she drank fresh water, it shot right back out, to the point she convinced herself death would arrive before they reached their destination.

      She floundered along the slick deck, bobbing and weaving around the shipping containers piled high, until she reached the lavatory. With a swift tug, the door opened, and she locked herself inside.

      The rotten citrus-bile filled her mouth before she reached the toilet.

      On her knees, she opened her mouth, and the eruption lasted several seconds.

      She’d lost track of how many times seasickness overtook her on this damned cargo ship. No matter the drug offered to ease her suffering, nothing worked. At times, the puking intensified. She wished she’d listened to the better half of her psyche that told her to keep running.

      Today served as day thirteen on this dreaded ship. Or was it day fifteen? She’d lost track. In any case, a little over two weeks ago she took off into that dark forest in rural Maryland as her former handler (friend?) died to secure her escape.

      In the aftermath, she followed his instructions. Linked up with Ron Kilbourne and his team at Port of Baltimore, boarded a cargo ship, and they were off to France to continue the fight against The Committee. Kilbourne, Rooster…Thor…and the rest of the unit she’d fought alongside were there. Fresh off taking down a powerful tech CEO and the bastard senator who hired him to produce AI technologies that The Committee planned to use on the population. Fracturing, manufacturing, bending truth to their will. To serve their evil agenda.

      After taking a moment to catch her breath, Foxy wavered and flushed the toilet. She moved to the once-white porcelain, now stained a yellowish-orange, sink. She washed her hands and splashed cold water on her face. Face dripping, she lifted her head and stared at herself in the mirror. Her strong cheekbones appeared more pronounced than usual. Same for her jawline. If they didn’t dock soon, she’d wither away. Not that the world would mind. It might be better off that way.

      Her stomach growled its hungry protest. Dry land never looked more appealing.

      All cleaned up, she dried off her face with a paper towel and trudged out.
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      A couple of the deckhands grilled hamburgers and hot dogs for the crew and their guest passengers later that evening, the gray clouds giving way to a beautiful sunset at sea. Foxy took one of each from a sweaty grill man who winked at her as she passed. Her regular gawker. She paid him no mind and moved to the sides, grabbing some baked beans and potato wedges.

      A delightful scent of grilled meat met her nose, a welcome break from the slop they typically served, though she lacked any desire to inhale it. Her belly growled its protest again, but the same bastard bowels would push the food right back out with a swift push upward.

      Foxy found Thor sitting alone in the back corner of the mess hall. She moved his way and took a seat on the bench across from him. He had already downed his first of two hot dogs.

      “Stomach still bothering you?” he asked. Ketchup and hot dog juice dripped off the corner of his mouth.

      “Yes,” she said. She pointed to the mess on his lips, and Thor flashed a napkin to it.

      “It’s damn good,” Thor replied. “The food tonight, I mean. Damn good.”

      Foxy smirked. “Not helping, Brendan.”

      Foxy took the half-empty ketchup bottle from the table’s center and squeezed a line down the middle of the processed meat. It did smell damned good. Might as well risk it. She brought the dog to her mouth and ingested a greedy bite. Before she swallowed, her brain triggered the nausea. She endured swallowing it and slid the plate away, not wanting to resemble a total slob by spitting it out.

      “Damn it,” she said.

      Thor placed his hot dog down and pushed his plate to the side too. He placed his hand over hers across the table. A surprised look met his concerned one. Foxy eyed their hands and didn’t force hers away as she might have in the past.

      “You two lovebirds are gonna make me seasick,” Rooster crowed from their right.

      They both jumped at the sudden intrusion. Moment ruined.

      Appreciate you, Rooster.
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      Foxy is sitting in a field with Josie by her side. Their fingers interlocked. It is early May. After the rains soaked the earth in April. A perfect day to spend with a perfect woman. The clouds above are thick and puffy like jumbo marshmallows. In fact, Josie mentioned just a few moments earlier that they’d have to get some later from the supermarket next to the campground.

      How could they forget those?

      Foxy turns her head and admires the wonder in Josie’s eyes as she stares up into the heavens. Gears in her creative mind turn. This scene above them will provide plenty of inspiration for her next masterpiece. Her specialty being landscapes, she still ventures away from them from time to time. Foxy looks forward to seeing it.

      “What are you thinking about?” Josie asks, as her lips curl into a smirk.

      “You,” Foxy says. “Your next masterpiece.”

      Josie blushes. So humble in her abilities to the point of impostor syndrome. “You’re being silly now.”

      “Never.”

      Josie turns to her side, coming eye to eye with Foxy. Their noses touch before their lips interlock. “Wanna know what I’m thinking about?”

      “Always.”

      “I’m thinking how depressing it is that moments like these can’t last forever.”

      Foxy nods. “That thought always crosses my mind too. When I’m with you.”

      Josie smiles that irresistible smile. The one that gets her dimples caved in and her eyes dilated. “You’re just flattering me.”

      The two lock lips again. Foxy understands in that moment the truth of Josie’s words.

      If only moments like these could last for…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      The cargo ship’s sway on the rough waters jolted Foxy from her slumber. Her eyes moved over, and Josie’s dimples no longer awaited her gaze. She slammed her head back into the pillow, covered both eyes with her hands, and rubbed the pain out of them. A pain that overpowered even the damned seasickness.

      Sleep would prove fleeting tonight. With a heavy sigh, she lifted her body from the bed, threw her feet over the side, and secured them into her black slippers.

      Out of the stuffy, dry conditions of the guest quarters, Foxy welcomed the light, cool drizzle raining down from the dark sky. She inched forward to the gunwale and climbed, holding on to the slick railing with her strong grip.

      Down below, her eyes stared at the midnight ink. Cursing its name, she ignored her empty stomach’s growling and just stared. Not sure if at any moment she’d empty her insides into the sea. Her exhausted eyes drooped. Eyelids wrapped around them like a warm blanket. Coaxing them to sleep. Her head nodded forward. Her grip on the gunwale loosened.

      A pair of hands reached up from the dark water. The rest of the body catching up. Before long, Foxy recognized Josie’s face. The dimples caved in and her smile brightened the dark abyss below. The dark night. The dark world. An invitation extended for her to jump in. Join her. Along with the rest of her loved ones. Get off the Goddamned boat causing her so much misery. So easy. Just one foot in front of the other…
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      “Foxy!” Thor cried.

      Foxy’s head snapped to attention. Her eyes met the dark water and she caught her breath, letting out a gasp.

      “Holy shit,” Thor said. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine…” Foxy said through heavy breaths. “I just…wanted some fresh air…and…”

      “You look exhausted. And cold.” He approached and gripped her cold right hand. “Let’s get you inside and into a hot shower.”

      Foxy stepped down and let go of the rail. From behind, Thor gripped her arms and helped ease her down. When she lost her balance at the bottom, he caught her, his strength a surprise.

      They both stared into each other’s eyes. Foxy with a tight grip around Thor’s waist. Raindrops streaked his glasses, but he dared not take them off, as if to savor the view of her eyes into his.

      “Brendan?” she said.

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Thor’s brow furrowed. “For what?”

      Thoughts of leading him on in the safehouse weeks ago flooded her mind. Tempting him with sex in a vulnerable place. She peered deeper into his eyes. That beating heart in her chest quickened, pumping hot blood through her veins. Nerves tingling, she buried her head into his chest, his shirt wet and cold from the rain. As she breathed in, she caught a whiff of musk. He’d sprayed on cologne. The sharp scent sent more electricity through her. An odd choice for an innocent stroll around the cargo ship in the middle of the night.

      “Never mind,” she said into his thumping chest.

      She moved away and regained eye contact.

      “Let’s get that shower,” she said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Steam from the private shower in Foxy’s quarters plumed through the bottom crack of the door. Despite his body shivering, his palms sweated while he rubbed them together. Adrenaline coursed through him. The look in Foxy’s eyes, one of vulnerability he didn’t think possible in a woman as strong as her, branded itself in his mind. On his heart. A moment like that with a special person didn’t happen often. This life of danger or the previous one before he sold his being to Old Man and the CIA.

      As she continued to shower, he placed his hands on his thighs and glanced around the sparse room. He reminisced about how they first met. Him down in a sinkhole with countless cans of Beenie Weenie strewn about the muddy ground. Feet freezing, body quivering, knowing this would be the place he’d die. Thinking about how he lived like that for those never-ending days sent a shiver down his spine.

      Then she appeared. Rappelling down the rope intended for Old Man’s unit when the coast cleared. He didn’t expect a woman, let alone the legendary Ángel de la Muerte.

      And she ended up being nothing like he expected.

      All decked out in black MultiCam pants and a tank top, body weighed down by a plate carrier and guns. Thor recognized her face the moment he laid eyes on it. That cold look. Her demeanor with a heavy dose of “don’t mess with me.” She might have even uttered those words to him, but Thor couldn’t remember. Wouldn’t put it past her, either.

      Over time, that hard demeanor softened. At least around him. Nothing against the men in Old Man’s unit, they were all fine men who would take a bullet for him, if necessary, but they never took an interest in him on a personal level. Not like her. To them, he played the role of the forever asset. Not only that, but he comforted her in the night, the times when she confided in him. At her most vulnerable, she would go to him during those times, and he never understood why. He kept his hopes in the basement when it pertained to Foxy. He’d never stand a chance with her.

      Then again, she seduced him once before. Responsible Thor refused to take a back seat to the other part of himself who wanted to throw his inhibitions to the side. When she took out an entire Skulls unit (again) at that bastard senator’s home, she took a bullet to the ear. A hunk of it missing still. The odds stacked against her. He thought he’d lost her forever that night.

      Instead of Ángel de la Muerte, they should have called her Ángel de la Suerte.

      In that moment, watching her beat the impossible odds, he told himself he would no longer hold on to that fear of rejection. That apprehension that kept his ass planted on this springy mattress instead of getting up and going after what he wanted.

      Knees wobbling, he swayed. Steam continued to mist under the door. His open palm reached for the handle before pocketing it. Nice guys would knock.

      He decided to give the nice guy the night off.

      A jiggle of the handle proved the door unlocked. With one last deep breath, Thor opened the door and stepped in.
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      A white shower curtain blocked his view of Foxy, her silhouette outlined against it. Her forearm rose over the rod, showing off the butterfly tattoo. She applied thick suds to her underarm.

      One more deep breath. The old scared Thor pushed with one final valiant effort to force his body out of the shower room. Instead, he pulled down his sweats and boxers before pulling his shirt overhead.

      Only now did pride in his newfound physique take hold.

      He gripped the curtain and held it. Thick steam filled his lungs and prevented deep breaths. Things between them would change forever. Either ruined or they would embrace each other and let their guards down.

      No turning back now.

      Blood pumping three hundred miles per hour through his body, Thor pulled the curtain back. He admired Foxy’s backside for a moment. The pronounced bullet-hole scar above her left kidney drew his attention.

      Slowly, Foxy turned, eyes wide as the Rio Grande when they initiated eye contact. Body covered in white suds, her arms covered her breasts, and Thor almost passed out. No words exchanged. Until Foxy took a step back, Thor didn’t know what to do, but he took the invitation and didn’t bother to close the shower curtain.

      She dropped her arms and allowed him to admire the femininity so often covered with armor. Both physical and emotional.

      Her back pressed against the tiled wall, she rubbed her hands up and down Thor’s toned chest and the beginnings of a six-pack. Those hands moved up to the three-day stubble on his cheeks.

      Damn it, he thought. Should have shaved.

      But none of that mattered now as she moved her mouth to his. With her full lips over top his thin ones, she suckled. Thor opened his mouth and invited her in. Steam thickened around them. He pressed his chest against hers and moved his tongue to her neck, ignoring the bitter soap taste from the few stubborn suds remaining.

      With her powerful arms wrapped tight around him, she guided him out of the shower. Stepping backward, he stayed with her stride for stride, careful not to slip on the wet floor below them. The warmth shared between them like no other high he’d ever experienced. It didn’t take long for them to reach the bed.

      In desperation, they made love like they’d never get another chance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Foxy rested her head on Thor’s chest while his heart thumped like a rabbit against his rib cage. The stubble on his chest tickled her cheek with each inhale and exhale. Both were physically spent. She rubbed his belly with her right hand. For his part, Thor wrapped his left arm around her neck, his forearm resting on her shoulder. While the sex was a new experience for them, they’d held each other like this pretty much their entire friendship.

      Shit, this didn’t qualify as a friendship any longer. How could it now? Foxy didn’t know where the hell they stood. Not dating. They couldn’t date on this cargo ship.

      Hey, Brendan, if you’re not doing anything tonight, wanna join me in the mess hall with all these roughnecks and CIA operators and have a beer and enlightening conversation?

      Even though they’d dock in Paris in the coming days, there wouldn’t be any time for that, either. Would they end up as friends with benefits and then hope at some point they’d settle down and have a real relationship? Did she even want that with Thor? She knew him well enough, but she couldn’t ignore that two-year gap in their relationship. During that gap, she found someone who loved her and completed her. Snatched away when her past came calling back.

      Josie.

      Tears welled now. She held them back as best she could and swallowed the swelling in her throat.

      “What are you thinking about?” Thor asked.

      Foxy lifted her head and, with misty eyes, smiled. “A million different things.”

      Thor grinned and laid his head back on the pillow, pulling her in closer. She kissed his chest and hugged him. Let his warmth wash over her.

      “Look,” he said. “I’m sorry if…”

      “Don’t,” Foxy said with a stern tone. She propped herself up on her elbow and met his eyes. “Don’t ruin it.”

      “Okay.”

      “I’m glad it happened,” she said, unsure of the truth behind those words.

      “Me too.”

      Foxy moved toward his mouth and kissed his lips again. A peck at first, but then he opened his mouth, and she took the invitation. After a swift bout of tonsil hockey, she moved her head back, taking a moment to catch her breath.

      “You’re not what I expected,” she said.

      “What were you expecting?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. When I first met you, I thought I needed to carry around brown paper sacks to keep you from hyperventilating all the time.”

      Thor chuckled. “Life-or-death situations will do that.”

      “Not just that,” she said. “I…I’ve always known you liked me.”

      Thor’s face flushed, forcing that thing in her chest that only happened around him to buzz around.

      “That obvious, huh?”

      Foxy bit her bottom lip and nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “Well, that was great,” he said. “Can I call you sometime?”

      With a playful slap to the chest, she laughed. “Sorry, just a one-night thing for me.”

      “Bummer.”

      The two shared another laugh and Foxy resumed her position on his chest. Counting his breaths. In and out. In and out. Jokes aside, Foxy’s brain came to the painful realization that like everyone else in her life, she’d now stitched a target on his back. One day, it didn’t matter when, he’d suffer because of her. She held him tight at the thought, wrestling those feelings away.

      She resolved that it wouldn’t happen to him. She wouldn’t allow it. With a soft touch, she kissed his chest. Then again. And again. Their legs entangled under the sheets. All the fears and doubts retreated as she reached down and took hold of him. Getting into position, she straddled him. Wrapped her free arm around his neck and pressed her naked body against his. She moved her mouth to his ear, nibbled at it, and then whispered.

      “Love me again.”
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      A Black Hawk’s rotors thundered through the dark sky, slicing through the heavy rain. Below, the cargo ship’s lighted exterior contrasted with the black water. The pilot announced to the team leader to get his black-clad commandos ready.

      The leader took the news with an “aye” and pulled his black mask over his face. Orders weren’t necessary. His troops pulled theirs down at the same time. Kitted up. Amped. Anxious.

      Same as him.

      The men by each of the sliding doors pulled them open. Raindrops rocketed in, spraying them. The pilot swung the chopper in an arc around the cargo ship and descended toward the little speck of light in an endless sea of black. Before long, they hovered over the stern.

      At their leader’s order, the men at the doors kicked down the ropes and he directed his troops down one at a time. Upon their feet splashing the puddled helipad, the commandos shouldered their suppressed assault rifles, swinging them up on their three-point slings.

      Their leader splashed down last. Metal hooks attached to the ropes clanged and splashed on the deck. They moved into formation. Half the troops in one line, the other half next to them.

      Three men in yellow ponchos dashed through the rainy night with heavy flashlights to check on the disturbance to their once-quiet night. Nobody in the unit flinched. Instead, the men in front pressed their triggers and sent the crewmen onto the wet deck. Two commandos hogtied them, cinching flex cuffs tight around their ankles and wrists. Despite not using lethal ammunition, their mags filled instead with simunition, the way the crew hit the ground, one would think they’d been shot dead.

      A systematic search through the cargo ship commenced.
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      Foxy’s head shot up from her pillow. The unmistakable roar of a military helicopter blasted the once-silent night.

      “What is it?” Thor asked, voice groggy, body absolutely spent.

      “We’ve got company,” Foxy replied.

      Blood and adrenaline pumped through him. “You’re serious?”

      “Listen.”

      He did. “Choppers?”

      “At least one. Get your shit. Let’s go.”

      They hopped out of bed. At a feverish pace, they threw their clothes back on. A loud BANG BANG BANG at the metal door forced her heart into her throat. With only a sports bra and sweatpants on, she reached for her APX, then held it at her side. Pressed her back to the metal wall. Thor ducked, his hands over his head, as Foxy gripped the steel handle.

      Whoever banged on the door barged through, forcing her hand away. Foxy raised the business end of the pistol to the intruder’s head.

      “The fuck you two doing?” Rooster demanded, body covered in full battle rattle, unbothered by having a pistol aimed at his dome.

      Foxy lowered the gun. “The hell’s going on out there?”

      “Our ride, sis.”

      Foxy sighed. Her heart rate lowered, and she placed the gun on the bed. She’d already lost count of the days spent trapped on this cargo ship. In the heat of her and Thor’s passion, she’d forgotten about their ride via Black Hawk to a French military airfield under cooperation with the French.

      “You two get dressed,” Rooster said. “Meet us upstairs.”

      “Got it,” Foxy replied.

      With the door slammed shut, Foxy pulled on her Crye MultiCam Black top and switched her sweatpants for her MultiCam bottoms while Thor finished pulling up his gym shorts and left for his room. A minute later, they met each other in the hallway. Foxy smirked at Thor in his getup, looking like an awkward kid dressed up like G.I. Joe for Halloween. She’d not seen him dressed for combat before, and the look did not suit him. They marched together through the hall, their footfalls echoing with each step.

      At the end of the hall, she took the 90-degree turn to the stairs, but someone reached out and grabbed her shoulder.

      One of the bulkier crewmen took hold and forced her against the wall.

      “She came with them!” he cried.
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      By now, the crew figured out their guests of honor were anything but. Despite his size, this guy didn’t stand a chance. Too many openings left wide open for Foxy to exploit. She chose the most logical one to bring the bigger man down to his knees. With a sharp drive upward, her knee crushed his man region. Not seeing it coming, his head snapped to the right, and he wailed instantaneously with the blow. His grip on her loosened. Next to them, Thor looked on dumbstruck, and Foxy took him by the hand, and they climbed up the stairs.

      At the top, four more angry crewmen greeted them. One armed with a golf club, two with broom handles, the fourth with a heavy wrench. Foxy measured them up, then kicked Thor backward.

      “Get down,” she said.

      The golfer charged first. He swung the club in a desperate arc. Foxy ducked, feeling the whoosh of the backswing. She drove her body forward, her shoulder catching him in the gut, taking his breath away. She drove him down hard on his ass.

      Before she could deliver the knockout punch between his eyes, Wrench Guy charged. She swayed her body left, wedged his hand and the wrench against her armpit, and twisted to the left. The horrible pop from the elbow bending the wrong direction was followed by an equal wail. Forced to his knees, he rolled over, his wrench clanging to the ground.

      The two men with the brooms moved in last. One took a swing, missing wildly as Foxy rolled right. Like the other crewmen on the ship, they were not skilled in combat. Their spacing all over the place. Instead of the thick wooden handle cracking Foxy’s skull, it instead cracked the other broom handler’s.

      Foxy shot her body upright during his backswing. She delivered a powerful kick to his groin, then drove her knee into his nose. Blood gushed, covering his mouth and chin. The broom hit the ground. Foxy punched him hard between the eyes. Rendered unconscious, his body crashed to the ground.

      Foxy turned and motioned for Thor to get up.
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      Above deck, the rain intensified, the drops showering down like tiny, ice-cold shards of glass. Foxy took the lead with Thor following close behind. She maintained a firm grip on the APX but kept it at her side. Just in case some crew member rushed her armed.

      High in the sky, the Black Hawk hovered, the sound of its rotors mixed with the thunder in the clouds. An occasional streak of lightning revealed its silhouette against the sky. The other men under Kilbourne’s command, plus Kilbourne himself, huddled together by the helipad. Upon approach, he frowned at the two laggards and spat on the deck. Foxy ignored the gestures. She’d grown used to them over the past few weeks. With the adrenaline wearing off, her stomach ached once more. She’d love nothing more than to puke on his combat boots in exchange.

      She half-grinned at the thought.

      “The fuck’s that look for?” Kilbourne demanded.

      Foxy shook her head before giving him a faux salute. “Reporting for duty, sir.”

      Kilbourne spat again.

      “Where’s the cavalry?”

      “Still spooking the crew,” Kilbourne said.

      The briefing Kilbourne gave the team the night they boarded the cargo ship came into her memory now. Their plan to get to France without alerting the port authorities. No doubt The Committee used their contacts in all the intelligence agencies across the world, adding them to all the most wanted lists, with the reward for their capture more valuable than Fort Knox.

      Once they approached French waters, the Black Hawk above them would carry Peanut and his gallery to the cargo ship where, decked out in full black ops attire, they’d stage a raid on the cargo ship. Pirates of the Caribbean style. Peanut led the ambush at that abandoned amusement park two years ago when Foxy first met Old Man. She remembered his odd-shaped head and short stature. Just like Old Man promised, he proved his lethality as an operator.

      Right now, she imagined his team finishing up with the ship’s crew by tying up the captain to place the cherry atop the shit sundae. After the crew freed themselves, they’d call it in, mystified as to why these pirates stormed a cargo ship and didn’t steal anything.

      Anything except the set of passengers some old man paid them handsomely to stow aboard. They’d not talk about them unless they wanted to clue in the authorities they smuggled some of the world’s most wanted on their ship.

      A couple of minutes later, their escorts showed, their faces covered in black balaclavas. Even with the disguises, Foxy picked out Peanut easily enough. At least four inches shorter than the second-shortest member of the team; the easiest game of Guess Who? The second shortest happened to have blond hair sticking out the bottom of their mask. Foxy sized this person up. The body armor bulged at the chest, and along with the hair, Foxy deduced this operator was female. With the torrential downpour, the black combat suit stuck to her skin, showing off her hourglass figure.

      Peanut let loose the PTT button on his plate carrier and extended a hand to Kilbourne. The two shook hands before saluting. Peanut’s team maintained their rigid posture, their sodden bodies still, awaiting their next orders. No pleasantries exchanged between the teams.

      “Nice to see you again, Peanut,” Kilbourne said.

      “Pleasure’s all mine, Killy. Our ride will be here in a few seconds.” Peanut nodded in Foxy’s direction. “Never expected to see you again.”

      “Believe me,” Foxy replied. “I’d rather not be on this Goddamn ship.”

      Peanut gripped his body armor’s shoulder harnesses. “I get seasick too. You prefer the air?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. We’ll be up there soon.”

      As promised, it only took a few short moments for the helicopter to arrive, the pilot hovering the Black Hawk fifty feet above the stern. Both sliding doors opened, they dropped hoist cables down each. The black-clad CIA operators clipped their harnesses to the hoist cables one at a time on each side. It would be a tight fit inside, but nothing they couldn’t manage. Thor led Foxy to one of the cables when it was her turn, a slight touch at the small of her back. She turned and winked, taking pleasure in the flushing of his bashful face.

      Once all were aboard, the Black Hawk ascended into the storm, leaving the confused cargo ship crew behind to figure out what the hell just happened.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      A large, round fish eye stared back at Xavier Reynolds as he strolled through the Marseille fish market. Salt and dead fish freshly caught from the ocean filled his nostrils with each inhale. This fish wore a sad expression on its dead face. Poor bastard swam in the wrong part of the ocean. Went after the wrong worm. A game of luck and chance where the things one loves the most dangle in front of its face. Temptation too much to fight back against.

      Reynolds stood at five feet ten inches. Weighed a solid one hundred ninety pounds of muscle and low body fat.

      While he kept his body in shape, he didn’t go out of his way to make the veins poke out. Didn’t aim to have the best six-pack in town. Instead of muscles bulging like the next Arnold Schwarzenegger in his prime, they instead filled out the sleeves in his tight shirts, giving him an attractive yet nothing-out-of-the-ordinary look. Just another gym bro. Otherwise, he didn’t stand out in any crowd. No tattoos. His hair in a clean, military cut. Nothing memorable. Hardly anything to make someone look or think twice.

      Perfect for carrying out black operations for the Central Intelligence Agency as an off-the-books contractor.

      He told the fish sorry in his mind and resumed his walk. His search. Behind mirrored aviators, his eyes swept the faces around him, looking for a match like a cyborg in a futuristic sci-fi flick. Just like him, his target blended in well with the crowd, although average in build and looks compared to Xavier Reynolds.

      Two days ago, Reynolds sat at a bar, enjoying a Champions League match before Peanut rang. Peanut. Such an odd codename. Given his head’s shape, Egghead was more accurate. The man in charge of their op, Old Man, died in Maryland just a couple of weeks ago. Gunned down. Right when they were on the verge of exposing The Committee’s experiments taking place right here in France.

      “We’ve got a lead,” Peanut told him after Reynolds scoffed at the number popping up on his smartphone.

      “Whatcha got?”

      “There’s a low-level guy. Lives in Marseille. Works from home in a small fishing boat on the pier. Loves fresh fish.”

      “Okay,” Reynolds said.

      “Name’s Toby Thrift. Apprehend him, force him onto his boat, find out what he knows.”

      “We talking waterboarding or some real creative shit?” Reynolds asked, almost too much glee in his voice.

      Peanut sighed into the phone. “Use your imagination. I’ll send a full dossier to your mobile.”

      Reynolds’s eyes continued to scan the market.

      Thrift kept his hair in a gelled-yet-somehow-not been -washed-in-days, just-got-out-of-bed look. The CIA contractor still didn’t know how he pulled that off. Not so unremarkable after all. Thin glasses covered his eyes.

      There. His eyes zeroed in on his target.

      The target inspected the day’s catches, oblivious to the CIA contractor’s approach. He picked out the one that had stared depressingly at Reynolds just moments ago. Its gills shined in the mid-afternoon glow. Reynolds kept his head low, his eyes masked by the sunglasses, using his peripheral vision to keep Thrift at ease. After he paid for the fish, the butcher packed it into brown paper and handed the carcass over. They thanked each other in French. Thrift placed the sack into a thermal bag over his shoulder and wandered away.

      He didn’t get far.

      Reynolds gripped his right arm. Tight. Flexed his strong hands.

      “Don’t make a sound,” he said.

      Thrift’s eyes darted, but he complied.

      “I’ve got a gun in my pocket.”

      Thrift nodded.

      “I’m getting behind you. No sudden movements. No calling for help.”

      Thrift nodded again. His eyes glued in front of him. Eyes welling, but he dared not cry here and get his ass shot. The man behind him didn’t look too much like a tough guy, but his grip remained strong, and his voice told him he meant business.

      “Walk to your houseboat like normal. I shoot if you do anything stupid. Got it?”

      In lieu of nodding, the target moved forward. Good. He got the picture. Crystal clear. Reynolds meant what he said too. He would shoot this bastard. Even out here in the middle of the busy fish market in broad daylight. There wouldn’t be any “we’ll disavow you” like in the spy movies. The CIA would back him up, and there existed enough evidence on this prick to justify lethal force in a foreign nation as friendly as France. Dude was a cybercriminal. Some might even consider him a cyberterrorist. One of Interpol’s most wanted. The French might even give him a medal to pair with the one from the CIA if he shot him in the back right here and now.

      They edged along the pier several kilometers before coming to a dock with houseboats lined up like a high-class trailer park on the sea. Thrift took a left and kept moving, not looking back, acting as naturally as possible. Reynolds kept his hands in his pockets, the right one curled around the grip of a Walther PPK. Seven rounds in the mag. One in the pipe.

      Thrift turned right at the fourth houseboat. His boat. Good. He didn’t try to trick him by going to the wrong one. No fooling around with the lock while trying to buy himself some time. Pretending like his key wouldn’t fit. Things moved along smoothly so far. Not that he expected smooth sailing once they got inside. It all depended upon how much pain Thrift wanted to avoid. No doubt, his employers put the fear of God into him, warning him of the horrors that awaited him if he ever talked.

      So, Reynolds would bring the horrors to him first.

      The CIA man picked up the pace. He leaned forward close enough for Thrift to feel his hot breath against his neck. After one breath, he flinched.

      “Unlock the door. Walk in like normal. Don’t make me shoot you.”

      Thrift reached for the house key and inserted it into the lock. Shocked to find it already unlocked.

      “I took the liberty of collecting your Glock 19 from the end table and the .38 from under your bed.”

      The target froze. Reynolds sensed the man’s eyes widening.

      “Get moving.”

      Thrift obeyed.
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      Thomas Thomas waited under the domed awning of the CIA headquarters building and craved a cigarette. The cool autumn breeze against the exposed skin of his still-damp face and neck from his aftershave did little to relax him. Once his brain sent the craving, a cancer stick was all that would ease his suffering.

      Eight years to the day since his last encounter here. Like so many other spooks, he thought he’d escaped clean, but old spies never retired. Always something to bring them back in from the cold. Some old contact who only wants to speak to one person. Some old got away only he could bring in. Something. Always something.

      Right at the moment his brain said, “fuck this,” an attractive blonde in a navy pantsuit, top two buttons unsnapped, and a CIA badge attached to the suit jacket approached with a wide smile. She sauntered on heels and stuck out a paw. Thomas caught a whiff of her fruit cocktail hand lotion.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting,” she said through porcelain teeth, perfectly accented by her olive skin. “I’m Ashley.”

      He took her hand. Said, “Thomas Thomas.”

      Ashley giggled as he said it. “I thought it was a typo.”

      “My mother had a sense of humor. Either that or she hated my guts since birth.”

      She laughed again. “Oh, stop.”

      Thomas smirked and placed his hands back in his pockets as Ashley used her badge to open the front door. Stepping inside, she fanned him in with her free hand. As he passed her, he breathed in her perfume. The kind of scent that begged for attention. As the smell traveled through his nostrils and to his brain, a vision of a woman’s silhouette came into view. He turned and smiled at her.

      “Ralph Lauren?” he asked.

      “I’m sorry,” Ashley replied, easing the door closed and hustling back to his side.

      “Your perfume. Is it Ralph Lauren?”

      She blushed. “Yes. Got a lot of girlfriends who wear it?”

      Only one girlfriend from a half-remembered dream. Vivid memories of the smell triggered his memory bank, bringing the woman from her hiding place in his subconscious. He still couldn’t picture her face. Only her jet-black hair and ruby lips.

      “Not for a long time,” he said.

      “Lucky them.”

      “Lucky me.”

      She grinned one more time before applying her professional mask as they moved through the building to an elevator. She pressed the up button, then a second later it opened. A middle-aged man smiled wide as he exited the car.

      “Ashley,” he said. “Good morning. New recruit?”

      She smiled politely, then nodded to Thomas with a wink. “You could say that.”

      “Be careful with this one, my friend,” he said as they ambled past him.

      Thomas said nothing.

      Inside the elevator, Ashley pressed the seven, and they rode up in peace. The infamous seventh floor. Who in the hell up there wanted to see him? In his years with the Agency, he’d never been.

      Lucky for Ashley, the elevator didn’t stop until they reached their destination. From the heavy sigh and eye rolls, he learned she didn’t much like the male attention her figure, skin tone, and face attracted. Not able to help himself, he peeked at her ring finger, found nothing.

      On the seventh floor, the elevator dinged and the shiny doors opened.

      Ashley held out her open right palm. “After you, Thomas Thomas.”

      “Thanks.”

      He stepped out of the elevator, then followed her as she stepped to the right. They strolled down a long, narrow hall. And kept walking. And kept walking still. Thomas’s eyes moved down to her heels, which forced him to cringe.

      “What is it?” she asked, eyes remaining forward, her peripheral vision panoramic.

      “Should’ve worn tennis shoes.”

      She snorted a laugh. “Didn’t know I’d be escorting a valuable asset today.”

      Thomas’s curiosity piqued. “How valuable do they say I am?”

      “They didn’t,” Ashley said as she smiled at him. “You’d have to be to have me as an escort.”

      “Obviously.”

      Her eyes moved back in front. “What did you do for the Agency?”

      “A whole lot of classified shit.”

      “I see. Big-timer, then.”

      “You’re escorting me, so, afraid so.”

      “You going to tell me?”

      “Depends.”

      “On what?”

      Thomas smirked. “Got a death wish?”

      She snorted another laugh. Thomas took pleasure in wiping away her professional demeanor. He could also see how others would be annoyed at her snorting laughter, but he found it alluring. All this caused his blood temperature to rise a few degrees.

      “Like that, huh?” she said.

      “I shouldn’t tell you this,” Thomas said, keeping with her stride for stride down the never-ending hallway. “But torture was always my weak spot.”

      “Noted.”

      “Handcuffs. Whips. Shit, I’d tell you everything you ever wanted to know.”

      She blushed. “Don’t give me too many ideas.”

      “What do you do here? Besides escort highly valuable retirees around?”

      She stopped. Thomas followed suit. The look in her eyes intoxicated him. Forced away his nicotine craving. “Highly classified shit.”

      Thomas grinned, and the two continued their hike. For a few moments, they drifted in a comfortable silence. All the sexual tension in the air demanded a reprieve.

      And they walked. Walked. Walked some more.

      “Where the hell are we going?” Thomas wondered.

      “The room where we keep the handcuffs and whips.”

      “I’m getting excited now. Thought today would be a drag.”

      “It probably will be,” Ashley said. “I’ll have to raise your spirits and…other things later tonight.”

      “Who says I’m available?”

      Ashley frowned. “I guess you might be doing James Bond work, right, Mr. Thomas?”

      “Could be,” Thomas said. “Take out your phone.”

      Ashley did so and typed in his phone number as he recited it, giving him a quick ring once he finished. He added her to his contacts.

      That done, they finally reached a small lobby with a few chairs and
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