
  
    
      
    
  


		
			Synopsis

			It’s an ordinary workday when intelligence analyst Lexie Martin learns about a horrific chemical weapon attack abroad. Just an ordinary day…until a stranger breaks into her house and warns her to forget what she saw and heard, setting off a chain of events Lexie thought only happened in movies. Falsely accused of stealing intelligence and unsure of who to trust, Lexie quickly realizes the significance of the intel, and that she must do everything she can to keep it safe. And as she runs—maybe for her life—Lexie knows she needs something, or someone, to help her.

			 

			There’s a place for truths and lies, and sometimes you need both to get what you want. Lexie convinces the woman she’s only just started dating to “go on vacation” with her, hoping a constant companion and witness will keep Them at a distance, and the intel safe. But when she develops feelings for the beautiful and sweet Sophia Flores, she wonders if a relationship built on a foundation of secrets can ever work. That might not even matter, because when Lexie uncovers the truth, the price of it could be her freedom.
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Praise for the works of E. J. Noyes

			Schuss

			This is an absolutely charming first-love, new-adult romance between characters that I had already bonded with. Seeing how they have grown and matured in the four years is a treat and watching the two struggle with their feelings for each other just melted my heart… Schuss could be read as a standalone novel, but honestly, I think you should read both books together. They are wonderful stories, and I highly recommend them.

			-Betty H., NetGalley

			E. J. Noyes has this way of writing characters that you get completely absorbed into. When we were left with the Gemma and Stacey cliffhanger in Gold, I was hoping we’d get their story and it was phenomenal.

			-Les Bereading, NetGalley

			If I Don’t Ask

			If I Don’t Ask adds a profound depth to Sabine and Rebecca’s story, and slots in perfectly with what we already knew about the characters and their motivations.

			-Kaylee K., NetGalley

			Overall, another winner by E. J. Noyes. An absolute pleasure to read. 5 stars.

			-Lez Review Books

			If I Don’t Ask was just the right mix of old familiarity and exciting newness. It was a lot of fun reading about Rebecca’s feelings during the early years of their relationship. This book is one of the many reasons that I will read anything that E. J. Noyes writes in the future, it is a guaranteed hit. Her work is consistently good, characters always entertaining and full of heart. I’m definitely a reader for life.

			-Ashlee G., NetGalley

			Go Around

			Noyes excels at writing both romance and intrigue and it shows in this book. Her characters might as well be real they are so well-written. I’m a pretty big fan of second-chance love stories, and I love the way this one is done. You get the angst you expect from the two women trying to get past the pain of their separation and work their way back to being a couple in love. The outside forces that had a role in their breakup are still around and have to be dealt with. Add in a nasty bad guy (or guys) who are physically and psychologically stalking Elise and you get a tale full of danger, excitement, intrigue, and romance. I also love the Easter egg the author included for her book Alone. I actually laughed out loud at that little scene. E. J. Noyes’ works always get my highest praise and recommendation, and this novel is no different. You really need to read this book.

			-Betty H., NetGalley

			In Go Around, E. J. Noyes has dipped her toes in the second chance romance pool and was masterful in blending angst, enduring love and suspense in it. The chemistry and dynamics between the pair were thick and palpable but what stood out for me throughout the book was the type of love everyone wished they had; fierce and protective, grounded in loyalty, passionate yet to be able to just be when you are with the other. Noyes also made Bennet, Avery’s dog another highlight for me. He was the tension breaker and a giant darling.

			-Nutmeg, NetGalley

			Pas de deux

			Pas de deux doesn’t disappoint: the writing is excellent, the pace is ideal, the characters are layered and, yes, relatable, including the secondary characters, from Caitlyn’s groom Wren, to Addie’s friend Teresa and, of course, Dewey the horse. One of the many things I loved in this book is the way the MCs deal with problems. They do this very adult and very rare-in-lesfic thing: they talk to each other. This book is proof that miscommunication isn’t required for drama. Neither is a breakup. Well-fleshed characters with very human hang-ups bring all the angst and drama necessary. It’s all the more interesting here as Pas de deux is part enemies-to-lovers romance, part second chance, depending on whose point of view is playing.

			-Les Rêveur

			This story is not the traditional enemies-to-lovers romance, and I love that. Noyes really puts emphasis on how skewed memories can become as you get older, and how an experience may appear different to another person who had the exact same one. Even if you are unfamiliar with dressage, Noyes’ writing is still spot-on and delivers the same compelling, fun, and intriguing story with loveable characters of both the two-legged and four-legged kind. This love letter to a sport she obviously has a passion for is so evident and I felt honored to have her share her passion with me and every reader who picks it up. If you love horses, enemies-to-lovers, or even just Noyes’ stories in general, this one will definitely be a favorite on your list.

			-The Lesbian Review

			This romance hit two main tropes. For one main character this is a second chance romance, for the other character, this is an enemies to lovers romance. I loved the two different sides of how the character saw things and I think it gave the book a little zip that caught my attention from the beginning. I was very happy that while this was first person, the POV is actually from both main characters. It was perfect for this book especially since both mains can’t even agree on their past. Seeing how each character thought and why, was the right choice for this romantic story. As long as you are a fan of horses, or at least are okay with them, then I would absolutely recommend this one. Noyes writes really well and makes smart choices so that is why she is one of the best.

			-Lex Kent’s Reviews, goodreads

			Reaping the Benefits

			The story is quite eccentric with its paranormal context but in fact is a pure romance at heart with a nice dose of humor. The book is written in third person, from the point of view of both protagonists, which is not common for Noyes, but it is executed perfectly. With all main elements done well, this makes an awesome read which I could easily recommend to all romance fans.

			-Pin’s Reviews, goodreads

			I’ve read many love stories that entertain the idea of soul mates, but this one does something even more interesting. This one explores the depth of love and its ability to transcend death. This story plays with the idea that love has no limits or boundaries. Its exploration provides a unique setting for this heartfelt romantic tale. At its core it remains a romance. The love story between Jane and Morgan is tender and sweet. It’s so cleverly and delightfully done; I’ve never read anything quite like it before. Noyes possesses the ability to see a story where others don’t and turn that into something unique and captivating. She uses rich storytelling and engaging characters to enthrall and delight us. 

			It’s fresh and original. It’s everything you crave when you want to dig into a great romance. I highly recommend it.

			-Deb M., NetGalley

			I’m spectacularly smitten with Death, to be specific with      E. J. Noyes’ personification of death as Cici La Morte in this new and most wondrous book. Cici is not one of the main characters but she is the fulcrum about which the whole plot rotates. She simultaneously operates as a beautiful symbol of our fascination with the theme of death and loss, and as a comedic but wise Greek chorus guiding Morgan through the internal conflict threatening to tear her very soul apart. All of E. J. Noyes’ previous books have had emotionally charged first-person narrative, so I was curious how her switch to writing in the third person would play out here, but it really works. Despite many lighthearted and genuinely funny moments I found that this book not only had E. J. Noyes’ signature ability to make me cry, but also fascinating ideas and philosophies about grief, loss, and hope.

			-Orlando J., NetGalley

			If you’re looking for a lesbian romance, but with a twist of something different, I recommend Reaping the Benefits. It’s sweet, sexy, and fun.

			-The Lesbian Review

			If the Shoe Fits

			When we pick up an E. J. Noyes book we expect intensity, characters with issues (circumstantial and/or internal), and a romance that builds believably. Considering this is Ask, Tell #3 we expected all of the above layered with epic seriousness. We were pleasantly surprised and totally floored by the humor in addition to what was already expected!

			-Best Lesfic Reviews

			Alone

			E. J. Noyes is easily one of the most gifted writers pulling us into whatever world she creates making us live and feel every emotion with her characters. Definitely, loudly, vehemently recommended. 

			-Reviewer@Large, NetGalley

			Alone is an absolutely stunning book. This book is not a 5-star, it is well above that. You don’t see books like this one very often. Truly a treasure and one that will stay with you long after the final page.

			-Tiff’s Reviews, goodreads

			There are only a handful of authors that I will drop everything to read as soon as a new book comes out, and Noyes is at the top of that list. It seems no matter what Noyes writes she doesn’t disappoint. I will eagerly be waiting for whatever she writes next.

			-Lex Kent’s Reviews, goodreads

			There are only a few books out there so compelling they seem to take control of you and force you to read them as quickly as possible. You can’t put them down. You just want the world to go away and leave you alone until you can finish this story. Alone by E. J. Noyes is that book for me. This novel is absolutely wonderful.

			-Betty H., NetGalley

			Not only is this easily one of the best books of 2019, but it has worked its way onto my personal all-time top 10 list. There is not one formulaic thing going on, and it’s “unputdownable.”

			-Karen C., NetGalley

			I cannot give this anything more than five stars, but damn I wish I could. I would give it 15.

			-Carolyn M., NetGalley

			Ask Me Again

			Not every story needs a sequel. Ask, Tell demanded it, and Noyes delivers in spectacular fashion. Sabine and Rebecca show us their fortitude and their strength in their love for each other…Thank you, Noyes, for giving us a great story, a great series, and amazing women that teach us the best things in life are worth fighting for.

			There really is only one way to tell this story, and Noyes executes it perfectly. She gives us events from the first-person perspective. However, she alternates each chapter between Sabine’s point of view and Rebecca’s point of view. You’re able to get the full perspective of their inner feelings and turmoil they hide from one another. In addition, you’re able to get the complete picture of the unconditional love Sabine and Rebecca have for each other. It’s this little light of love that propels the reader to keep going and hope these women will finally reach the end of the darkness.

			-The Lesbian Review

			Gold

			This is Noyes’ third book, and her writing just keeps getting better and better with each release. She gives us such amazing characters that are easy for anyone to relate to. And she makes them so endearing that you can’t help but want them to overcome the past and move forward toward their happily ever after.

			-The Lesbian Review

			This book is exactly the way I wish romance authors would get back to writing romance. This is what I want to read. If you are a Noyes fan, get this book. If you are a romance fan, get this book. I didn’t even talk about the skiing… if you are a skiing fan, get this book.

			-Lex Kent’s Reviews, goodreads

			Turbulence

			Wow… and when I say ‘wow’ I mean… WOW. After the author’s debut novel Ask, Tell got to my list of best books of 2017, I was wondering if that was just a fluke. Fortunately for us lesfic readers, now it’s confirmed: E. J. Noyes CAN write. Not only that, she can write different genres… Written in first person from Isabelle’s point of view, the reader gets into her headspace with all her insecurities, struggles, and character traits. Alongside Isabelle, we discover Audrey’s personality, her life story and, most importantly, her feelings. Throughout the book, Ms. Noyes pushes us down a roller coaster of emotions as we accompany Isabelle in her journey of self-discovery. In the process, we laugh, suffer, and enjoy the ride.

			-Gaby, goodreads

			The entire story just flowed from the first page! E. J. Noyes did a superb job of bringing out Isabelle’s and Audrey’s personalities, faults, erratic emotions, and the burning passion they shared. The chemistry between both women was so palpable! I felt as though the writer drizzled every word she wrote with love, combustible desire, and intense longing.

			-The Lesbian Review

			Ask, Tell

			This is a book with everything I love about top quality lesbian fiction: a fantastic romance between two wonderful women I can relate to, a location that really made me think again about something I thought I knew well, and brilliant pacing and scene-setting. I cannot recommend this novel highly enough.

			-Rainbow Book Reviews

			Noyes totally blew my mind from the first sentence. I went in timidly, and I came away awaiting her next release with bated breath. I really love how Noyes is able to get below the surface of the DADT legislation. She really captures the longing, the heartbreak, and especially the isolation that LGBTQ soldiers had to endure because the alternative was being deemed unfit to serve by their own government. I applaud Noyes for getting to the heart of the matter and giving a very important representation of what living and serving under this legislation truly meant for LGBTQ men and women of service.

			-The Lesbian Review

			E. J. Noyes was able to deliver on so many levels… This book is going to take you on a roller-coaster ride of ups and downs that you won’t expect but it’s so unbelievably worth it.

			-Les Rêveur

			Noyes clearly undertook a mammoth amount of research. I was totally engrossed. I’m not usually a reader of romance novels, but this one gripped me. The personal growth of the main character, the rich development of her fabulous best friend, Mitch, and the well-handled tension between Sabine and her love interest were all fantastic. This one definitely deserves five stars. 

			-CELEStial books Reviews
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Chapter One

			The day I received the call that would change my life, and not in a good infomercial promise kind of way

			When the VoIP phone on my desk rang, I had to excavate the infrequently used handset from under a pile of paper. An early-morning call from an asset. Exciting. I set aside the taskings I was reading and brought up a blank document ready for notes. As I typed the date, time, and incoming number from the digital screen, I started the recording function, double-checked the encryption, and answered the call not with my usual crisp “Lexie Martin” but with a bland “Hello?”

			“Ellen, hello,” said a man in accented English.

			Ellen… Nobody had called me that in months. One of the first things I’d had drilled into me during my initial training was never give my real name to an asset. I’d had a thing for Ellen Ripley from the Alien movies. It’d been a logical choice.

			I smiled at the sound of the voice. “Hadim.” I had no idea if Hadim was his real name either, but it was way down the list of things important to our working relationship. “How are you? It’s been some time.”

			Almost a year, but that was generally how our contact was. Sporadic. We’d first met in the Middle Eastern region almost ten years earlier, when I was an Ops Officer instead of an Analyst, and my job was more about collection rather than analysis. Back then I spent a lot of time moving around the world instead of just from my apartment to my cubicle and back again each day. I’d been talent-spotting and recruiting female assets—men often forgot their women overheard things—and Hadim had approached me after his wife mentioned I’d been speaking with her. After the usual period of suspicion and vetting, he’d quickly proven his usefulness and loyalty to me. Or perhaps more accurately, his loyalty to my country’s money. In all the years we’d been working together, he’d never once passed me bad intel—and he would only pass it to me, even though I’d left fieldwork behind five and a half years ago.

			“I’m as well as I can expect, and you?” Behind his voice was the background drone of cars and people, which meant he was in his city apartment overlooking the marketplace. I could picture the hot, noisy space with its distinctive sights, scents, and sounds, and had a sudden urge to go back there and slowly browse through the almost-overwhelming amount of offerings, to find something for dinner, something to wear, something to give as a gift.

			“About the same as the last time we spoke. Are you safe?” My question had a dual meaning: safe both physically, and with his communication channels.

			“Yes.”

			“Good, I’m glad to hear it.” Dispensing with further unnecessary formality, I asked, “What can I help you with?”

			“Five nights ago there was an incident. A squad of Red Wolves attacked a small village in the Aqtash District in Kunduz Province, up near the Afghanistan-Tajikistan border. A village comprised mostly of civilians, not insurgents. There were no survivors among the three hundred and sixty-two inhabitants. Men, women, and children.”

			I swallowed hard, and tried to sound casual. “Okay, and why should Red Wolves doing what they always do concern me?” Rhetorical question of course. The Red Wolves were a well-organized militia group, with rumored ties to Russia, that’d popped up almost eighteen months ago. No agency in any country had been able to determine their true nationality or loyalty, but everything they did seemed to be magically in Russia’s best interests. If the shoe fits…

			“Because they didn’t go in with assault rifles blazing, Ellen. They used something that they should not have. Something I have never seen or heard of before, and something that I believe would be prohibited under the Chemical Weapons Convention.”

			That immediately got my attention, and sent a simultaneous surge of excitement and worry through me. There were only a few countries who were non-signatory on the CWC, and if someone had broken the treaty… I had to bite back my fuck. “What exactly did they use? In what form?”

			“I don’t know the specifics, but I believe it was airborne.”

			I couldn’t bite this one back. “Fuck,” I muttered. A new chemical weapon capable of airborne dispersion. Brilliant.

			Hadim cleared his throat before I heard the long drag on his cigarette. “There is more. I am hearing a lot of chatter and everyone says the Red Wolves didn’t plan this themselves, but instead were operating under a, what is it you would say? Quid…pro quo arrangement with another country.”

			My attention was now at attention and the tingling down my spine out in full force. “Okay. What do you have that I can take to my boss?” Hearsay was as worthless as no information at all. And this information would need to be shared with another specialized counterterrorism department, namely those who worked in WMD—Weapons of Mass Destruction—so I needed solid, actionable intelligence.

			“The three Vs.” Voice, video, visual. A jackpot.

			“Perfect,” I breathed, typing furiously. “Thank you. Is the video from Airborne, or…?”

			“A body camera.” He swallowed audibly. “And it is not pleasant viewing. In fact, I would say it is very unpleasant.” Coming from Hadim, who’d been in the middle of one war or another for most of his life and would have seen some truly horrendous things, that was saying something.

			Side thought: Why would a militia group film their chemical weapon attack on a group of (probably) unarmed civilians? I didn’t want to sound ungrateful, but I had to ask, “You didn’t come across any Airborne footage at all? That seems strange.”

			There was an uncomfortably long pause. “Perhaps it is. But I think the why of that fact is a question you will need to direct to those who operate your drones.”

			My gut sank to my feet at his implication. What he wasn’t saying was as important as what he had said. I made a note about the pause and his careful tone. “Got it. I haven’t seen anything at all about this.” Even if it was being handled by another team or agency, I should have seen something. But there hadn’t been a single bit of chatter. Any chemical weapon attack, hell even just the planning of one, should have been picked up by someone in WMD. The thought that we’d missed something made me feel trembly inside. We had eyes everywhere. I forced cheer into my voice, unwilling to let him hear what I felt. “You’re a magician, you know that?” I would have loved to know how he managed to get body cam footage from a Russian…sorry, stateless, militia.

			He chuckled. “Yes, you have told me that before. I have sent everything I could get to you via our usual method. Use password number fourteen to unlock the encryption on the email.”

			“Thank you. Check your account tomorrow and there will be something in there for your trouble.”

			“I appreciate that. Next time you’re in my country, come find me. You still owe me a chess game for the one you abandoned to catch your flight. Dinner will be on me.”

			“A seven-year-delayed chess game?” I

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			




Chapter Two

			Add this to the reasons why I don’t like men in my bedroom

			I turned on the bedside lamp, then pulled the covers up over my breasts. Probably should have covered myself before turning on the light. The stranger in my bedroom wore a tailored suit that hugged his muscles, so was clearly not a random hobo breaking into my apartment for some of my food and jewelry. The bulge of a holstered handgun under his armpit was an unpleasant sidenote. Mhmm, yeah…really doubtful that he wanted jewelry or a snack.

			He leaned casually against the wall, like breaking into someone’s house was one of his regular nighttime activities. I studied him, though even as I memorized his features—full lower lip which made his mouth seem unbalanced, mole on his left cheekbone, requisite boisterous boyhood scar on chin, brown eyes and hair, blandly accented tenor, five-eleven, obviously enjoyed the gym, maybe thirty years old—I realized how pointless it was. The fact I was seeing his face meant he didn’t care about me seeing his face, which didn’t bode well for me being able to make an identification once this was said and done.

			The only thing I could think to say was a very clever, “Who are you? What do you want?”

			He didn’t answer my first question, and in a roundabout way answered my second. “Ms. Martin. I’ll be brief so we can get this over with and you can come back to bed. You received intelligence regarding a minor and regrettable incident in Kunduz Province, Afghanistan. You are going to forget what you heard and saw. Please get dressed, collect your credentials and other necessities so that we can go in and debrief you regarding this intel, and then you will access the server and remove those files from any place they might be saved.”

			Uh…thanks for the invitation but yeah, no fucking way. If this man was from my agency, or even my government, he’d know they could easily access the secure email account that assets used to send me intel—after all, it was an agency private email server, and they could go wherever they wanted to find where I’d saved the files. I pressed the sheet harder against my breasts. “Doctor.”

			Both his eyebrows shot up. “What?”

			“It’s Doctor Martin. I have a PhD, which I imagine you know if you know this much about what I was doing”—a quick glance at the time told me it was just after one a.m.—“yesterday. If you’re going to break into my apartment and threaten me, then it’d be nice if you could at least address me correctly.” It was a pointless assertation to make at that moment, but I needed to buy myself time.

			“My apologies,” he drawled, laying on the fake sincerity. “Doctor Martin, please get up and get dressed.” He moved to stand six feet from my bed, his bearing confident and commanding, yet totally relaxed, as if he knew he had the upper hand. Which he obviously did. My nudity was a great equalizer. As was the fact he had a gun, and I didn’t.

			“I actually don’t know what specifically you’re talking about. After a while all intel starts to look the same.” I tightened my grip on the sheet.

			He sighed, playing up his exasperation. “This isn’t a game you want to play. Not with me. Now get out of bed and get dressed.” Almost as an afterthought, he added a smiling, facetious, “Please. Unless you want me to pull you out of bed and dress you?”

			“That’s a solid no thanks.”

			“I thought as much. You have twenty seconds, and then…” He made a you know gesture with his hand.

			My brain, previously just trundling along on This Is Not Great mode, kicked into What The Fuck? mode. The issue of what he wanted aside, whose team was he playing for? Independent agent? Foreign agent? US Government agent? Regardless, it all pointed to one thing. Not good. Really not good. “I’m not a fan of going places with people I don’t know. Stranger Danger and all that. May I see some identification?”

			“You may not.”

			“Can you at least tell me your name?”

			He shook his head.

			“Does the Fourth Amendment mean anything to you?”

			“Please get out of bed and get dressed.”

			I opened my mouth to decline the invite again, but he casually moved his right hand toward the left side of his ribs. Okay then, reading you loud and clear. I swallowed, hating myself for my obvious discomfort, and tried one last thing. “I’m not the only person who knows about this.”

			“I’m aware, and that fact isn’t relevant right now.” He undid the button on his suit jacket, and reached inside. The snap of the holster clasp was deafening.

			Ohh-kaayy, yep, I’d run out of time. I raised my hands, then remembered they were doing the very important job of covering my boobs and slowly brought one down to drag the sheet up over myself again. “Can I at least have some privacy to get dressed?”

			He swept his arm back and half-bowed. “By all means.” The fake gentleman act was incredibly annoying. After a few seconds, he averted his eyes.

			I made a spinning motion with my forefinger. “Seriously. I’m naked here and you haven’t even told me your name, so you don’t get to sneak a peek. Can you turn around?”

			He paused before slowly turning one-eighty degrees. I knew every tactical bone in his body would hate giving me even that leeway. With good reason. He probably registered the sound of me reaching under the other pillow, then the distinctive sound of the baton’s extension—doesn’t everyone keep a tactical baton under their pillows?—a millisecond before it connected with the back of his head and then his jaw as he turned. He stumbled forward…sideways…forward, smashing his face against the wall before he slumped facedown on the carpet.

			Well, that went far better than I’d expected. Apparently I still had it. I resisted the urge to crack triumphant knuckles, and leapt out of bed. His suit jacket had pulled up, revealing handcuffs in a pouch on his belt. Good, because my sadly neglected kinky-times-drawer handcuffs wouldn’t hold him, and I didn’t have any heavy-duty zip ties. While kneeling on his legs, I dragged uncooperative arms behind his back and restrained him with his own handcuffs. And because I wasn’t completely without a heart, I turned him onto his side so he wouldn’t die of puke aspiration. And then, because I wasn’t totally stupid, I took his gun, spare magazine, and the suppressor he had fitted into a slot on his holster. Handcuffs, suppressor? This guy was serious.

			Fuuuuck. Fuck! Fuckfuckfuck. Fuckity fuck.

			Okay okay, think. Think.

			First things first. I needed clothes. My good friend Adrenaline focused my attention and sped up my movement. I had to work fast before I came down the other side of the adrenaline mountain and hit trembly uselessness. I dragged on underwear and bra, jeans, a tee, and a flannel shirt to turn myself into a boring, nondescript person. The guy groaned as I was tying the laces on my Doc Martens. I grabbed my worn leather duffel and empty laptop backpack from the top shelf in the closet.

			I’d packed like this before, given less than ten minutes warning that I had to move, and it was second nature. The trick was to not think, just pack on instinct. And to leave half the shit you really want to take, but that’s actually useless, behind. Important things only, you can always buy your basic necessities. I opened the safe inside my closet, and stuffed its contents—flash drives, my laptop, my lockbox of “not me” IDs and prepaid Visas I hadn’t needed since my last assignment overseas, and the always-kept-charged blue-cased phone I hardly used—into my Faraday backpack, which I zipped and shrugged into. Pocketknife in my front jeans pocket. I packed an assortment of clothes and shoes in record time and on a whim, stuffed in the dry-cleaning bag full of work suits and shirts that I’d collected on my way home. Plenty of room in the duffel for my personal handgun and the tactical baton which had followed me around the world and slept under countless pillows beside me, and which had finally come in handy. Less than five minutes. Not a new record, but not bad.

			The guy came to and began squirming, trying unsuccessfully to free his hands. I pulled on my well-traveled Patagonia shell jacket. “Right, so it’s been wonderful, but I might go now. Who’s outside?”

			He was silent, his eyes a mix of defiance and embarrassment. Understandable. I’d be embarrassed too if a naked woman half my size managed to disarm me. His tough-guy act might have been more convincing if not for his watering eyes and the blood running from his obviously broken nose, over his lips and down his chin. That was going to require medical attention for him. And new bedroom carpet for me. Oh…and a wall repair too. Oops.

			“Come on, I know you’re not alone. I won’t tell them you told me, and I really don’t want to have to shoot you in the leg to make this look convincing. So, who’s outside and where?”

			“Just one on the front entrance,” he mumbled, bloody spittle spraying from his mouth. “Silver car across the street.”

			“Thank you. I assume they’ll come up here when you don’t return with me, so…good luck. I’ll put the key to those cuffs in my freezer so your friend can release you when they get up here. Please lock the front door when you leave.” I put my work and personal phones in my pockets and offered an automatic and totally stupid wave goodbye. I received snarly lips in response.

			Right, time to get the hell out of Dodge.

			I tossed the cuffs key into the freezer, hidden behind frozen meals, ice cream, and bags of frozen vegetables. Gun, gun, gun. What to do with his? I didn’t need it, I had mine. I quickly broke down the firearm, thumbing ammo from both magazines onto the floor and tossing gun parts around the living room. That should slow him down further once his partner freed him. After locking the front door and pocketing my keys, I took the elevator down to the parking garage and slipped out the back door. From across the street, his partner could see the exit of the underground garage and given the things they knew, they would also know my car.

			I wanted to sprint away from my building, but forced myself to walk slowly, calmly. My skin crawled and my neck felt tight with the sensation someone was behind me and about to tackle or nab me. I kept to the side of the sidewalk farthest from the street, just walking, nothing to see here. I needed somewhere safe for the rest of the night, and a hotel was the obvious choice. Then tomorrow…tomorrow…I…had no fucking idea what I was going to do. Call Derek? Wait, no, should I call Derek now?

			I shut that thought right down. Given there were only two people at work who knew about Hadim’s call and the files I’d received—me and Derek—calling Derek to have a freakout about the fact someone had broken into my house and threatened me for said files did not feel like a good idea. Because logically, he was the simplest route for whoever was in my bedroom to have known about it.

			Oh hi, Derek, sorry about the early-morning call, but there’s a guy in my bedroom, hahaha yeah I know, that hasn’t happened since my dad last tucked me in when I was ten, but this one wasn’t there to read me a story, and about that intel I said felt icky, well it seems I was right, and you know how only you and me knew about it, well…I gotta ask—did you send a goon to my house to threaten me?

			No way could I make that call. At least not yet. Not until I was safe. I’d trusted Derek with my life, literally, and the thought he’d known about this capture attempt made me feel sick. Possibly known. Like my dad used to say, never make something a certainty until you’re certain it’s certain. But if it looks like a duck etcetera. I shook the thought out. Think about that later. For now, get safe, make sure the intel is safe and then figure out the next step.

			Strolling the brightly lit streets, I tried to look like a woman who’d just randomly packed her bags and decided to leave home for a walk to spend the night at her girlfriend’s house. At one thirty in the morning. Totally normal. Totally not someone fleeing a possibly murderous intruder who might work for a government, country unspecified. Or who might be a solo operator. Either way, not great. The adrenaline that had been so helpful before now had my skin twitching, and every approaching car was someone coming for me. By the fourth car, I was almost running and had to force myself to slow down so as to not draw attention to myself.

			I needed to get inside, safe, away from eyes both human and electronic. As I walked, I Googled hotels, filtered by twenty-four-hour check-in, and within five minutes was inside an Uber and on my way to a place on the edge of town. It was only when I was safely upstairs in a room behind locks and chains that I took a full breath.

			I dumped everything on the bed and pulled out my laptop. My first priority was to secure what I’d received from Hadim so Thuggy McHousebreaker and his friends couldn’t wipe it from existence. Clearly, it was valuable, and I couldn’t risk them getting rid of the evidence of…something I wasn’t sure of yet. But I was sure it was important. I’d known that before my middle-of-the-night visitor had woken me up, and now I was utterly certain there was more to it than I’d first imagined.

			Despite being on an unsecured Internet connection, my laptop was as secure as it could be. And I wouldn’t be long, just a quick login via the portal to grab what I wanted, then out again. If someone who’d break into an apartment and threaten the occupant wanted this intel, then it was up to me to keep those files safe.

			It took a few seconds to connect through my VPN routing service and bounce via California to sneak through cyberspace and into the encrypted portal we used when working in the field. As soon as I entered my credentials, I was met with a simple message. Not the big red flashing animation that movies and television always show to make sure the audience immediately understands that the protagonist is screwed, but a boring: Incorrect Password, Portal Access Denied.

			I spluttered, groaned, and finally managed a raging, “Oh they did not. Bastards!” How had they locked me out already? A rhetorical question of course. They’d probably put a cyberwall around everything of mine before bringing me in. Correction—before trying to bring me in.

			I tried again in case my 2:27 a.m. brain was simply being stupid. Nope. Same again. I closed down all browsers and my VPN, disconnected then reconnected to the Internet and VPN before routing through Sydney, Australia because why not. Once I’d connected, I navigated to the encrypted login page again. Only this time I didn’t enter AEMARTIN but SCGORDON and Sam’s password of ILoVeMuFfIn54321*. I’m not even joking, and best not to ask how I knew it. The number of people working in one of the securest government departments who had passwords like password123 or 012345678910 or even their names was astounding.

			Nope again. Okay. Relax, and think. So they’ve closed down all secure external access. The timing was beyond suspicious, and my good friend Logic pointed out that it was because of me. I took the laptop offline, calmly closed it, and wandered into the bathroom to puke in the sink. Adrenaline’s great. Until it isn’t. I ate a couple of the mints I’d grabbed from the bowl at the front desk and stared around the room, trying to figure out my next move. My next move was more staring and trying to figure out my next move.

			Knowing mindless tasks would help me refocus, I unpacked my hastily thrown-together bag, set the dry cleaning flat on the bed, used my emergency handbag charger to top up my personal phone, then neatly repacked my duffel. There, just like a person on vacation. A working vacation. Thanking myself for having the foresight to grab my handbag, I rummaged for my headphones and the travel kit of toiletries I always kept in there. Years of travel, lost luggage, and working odd hours had taught me that keeping spare necessities in easy-to-access places was a smart idea.

			My stomach rumbled, demanding sustenance to fuel thought—I always got hungry if I happened to be awake in the middle of the night. Time to raid the room for overpriced snacks. Once I’d cleaned out the chips and chocolate, I flopped backward on the bed, covered my mouth with both hands and blew out a long breath that whistled through my fingers.

			Okay. These were the things I knew…

			One of my trusted sources had given me intel about an American pushing a suspected Russian militia group to use a new and illegal chemical weapon on foreign civilians. I had come by this information through acceptable and reliable channels. My boss knew about this incident. An unpleasant man had tried to threaten and coerce naked me into a, forgetting what I knew, and b, going into the office to wipe the files from the servers even though they were capable of finding the files and pressing Delete themselves. My agency had initiated a lockdown of those servers. Oh, and this was a fabulous hotel bed. Pity I wouldn’t get to sleep in it.

			I took a moment to run over everything again. Yes, that was pretty much all of it. So, what’s the logical conclusion here? I drew in a deep breath and let it out again as I unbuttoned and unzipped my jeans, kicking out of them while I unfastened my bra and Houdini-ed it through the arms of my tee. I cleared some space to lie flat on my back with my legs up against the wall. Eyes closed. Deep, slow breaths. Elongated breathing…slow breathing… Thinking of nothing but my breaths, pushing the negativity and anxiety out on each long exhalation. After fifty inhale-exhales, the stress had abated somewhat, but the anxiety of someone breaking into my house, my safe space, remained.

			Crawling across the soft carpet to a spot with nothing nearby, I relaxed into Child’s Pose and focused on feeling my fingers and forehead in the carpet, the sensation of my big toes touching, my breath moving in and out through my lungs and around my body. I was safe here, safe in my body, my mind. Breathing in and out. The grounding pose slowly soothed the anxiety, and I stayed with it until all the intrusive thoughts had left my brain. I sloughed away more tension and negative energy with Sun Salutations and rolling through Bridge Poses until my body and brain felt like my own again.

			I walked slowly back and forth across the room, concentrating on my footfalls, the swing of my arms, the sensation of my breathing sustaining my body. The mindfulness had eased my upset, brought some clarity. There really was only one logical conclusion. There was something in those files, or someone more likely, that had the power to cause a national scandal or an international diplomatic nightmare. The chemical weapon incident would be spun as us protecting our assets, and they’d argue semantics to wriggle out of it, so there had to be more. Using Russian militia against their tentative allies made no sense, especially not when you added our government trying to forge—mmph—ties with Russia to make that happen.

			Don’t force it. Let it come to you.

			But it wouldn’t.

			I lowered myself to the floor and went through twenty slow pushups. The connection with my body and the movement cleared my mind again. Okay, so now we’ve established you don’t know what’s going on with this intel, let’s figure out what you’re going to do next.

			More pacing. More pushups. More yoga.

			You are in possession of intel that a potentially negative player wants—not ideal. You don’t know who you can trust—bad. You have a stupid need to always work for the greater good—noble, but sometimes annoying. So, what are your options, Lexie? Call Derek and explain what’s happening, despite having the awful and sickening feeling he might be involved, and if he’s involved, then this might end up somewhere it shouldn’t, or more likely…end up nowhere. Bypass him and try to go higher up the chain? Bypass my agency altogether and make a call on the blue-cased cell phone?

			Every scenario I went through felt like a dead end. And who knew what would happen to Hadim’s intel. My trusty gut said it would magically go away, that nobody would ever know, nobody would ever be held accountable. And that meant this chemical weapon could be used again. And that was unacceptable. Unthinkable. Yeah, maybe I needed to use the blue phone…

			The distinctive app ringtone of the phone I hardly used made me jump, partly because I’d just been thinking about using it and was freaked out that they might somehow know my thoughts. I blew a raspberry at that ridiculous notion. Not answering was never an option and the timing of a call on this phone couldn’t be coincidental. I inhaled a steadying breath and answered with a calm, “Yes?”

			The man I knew intimately, yet didn’t know at all, said simply, “Halcyon has been mobilized. The Protocol is now in effect.” I’d never met him in person but had met some of his underlings when I’d first been recruited to the department he headed—Halcyon Division—just a few months before I started my job at the agency. We all referred to him as Lennon. I had no idea if that was his surname, a code name, or just that he loved the Beatles.

			I dropped down onto the edge of the bed. “Confirm.”

			Lennon puffed a cigar, or I’d always assumed cigars because who puffed cigarettes? “Quite the conundrum you seem to have found yourself in,” he said conversationally.

			“Yes, it is,” I agreed. “Care to enlighten me?”

			“There’s not much I can tell you yet, except the man who came to visit you is not with us.”

			Well, that was something, I supposed. Not that the thought had even occurred to me. I didn’t bother asking how Halcyon knew about my nighttime visitor. Halcyon’s job was to know everything. “Do you know who it is?”

			“We’ve discerned that they were there under instruction from the top.”

			The top as in the head of my agency? Or the top as in the President of the United States? Either way, fuck. I expressed that exact sentiment in a hiss.

			Lennon hmmed. “Your coming into possession of that intel forced their hand, and one of the Halcyon agents in the White House took note and contacted me. I’ve just been briefed by them, and this is multi-level issue, both a high-level national and international security threat, as well as having the potential to cause a scandal in the Oval Office, with far-reaching implications throughout government. I need you to unravel it, and quickly. The very integrity of the institution who governs us depends on the Protocol’s success.”

			“The institution who governs us. I think there’s a name for that. Hang on…like…our government?” Stress made me snarky.

			Lennon ignored my tone. “Yes.”

			A horrible icky nausea sensation filled my throat. “Understood. But I don’t have the files, obviously, and they’ve shut down offsite access to the servers. And now I really don’t think going back to the office is a good idea.” An image of me waltzing into the building, only to run smack-bang into two dozen assault-rifle-carrying beefcakes in suits, flitted into my head. No thanks. “I need you to get those files for me if you want me to figure it out.”

			“We can’t do that. Halcyon has also been locked out, even our agent in the White House who has the highest clearance. You need to find a way to locate and secure the intel before it disappears. I suggest utilizing Scott.”

			Bianca “Bink” Scott could, and did, get anywhere in cyberspace, even deleted places. “Okay,” I sighed. Sure, Lennon could have contacted Bink, or someone else equally as talented, and retrieved the files himself, allocated a team to work on this. But I knew why he didn’t, why it was all on me. The agents of Halcyon tended to operate solo, rather than in teams like at my “real job.” Less chance of mass exposure, easier to fly under the radar. And I was already involved, already had a head start. Plus, I was just really fucking good at my job.

			“Alexandra.” He stressed each syllable of my full name. “This is a priority-one task. The safety and secrecy of the information is paramount, more important even than you peeling back the layers to see what’s inside. And once you have the files, you must keep them secure. The Protocol cannot be enacted if this intel is lost, so I suggest you lie low while you figure it out.”

			Well that was a contradictory set of instructions if I’d ever heard them. “Just to be clear, you’re asking me to hide, as in disappear hide, and also dig deeper with this?”

			“Yes. And of course, if you can’t connect the dots, someone else will be able to, but we can’t do that if we don’t have those files.”

			I bristled a little at the insinuation that I might not be able to unravel the threads of Hadim’s information. “It may be difficult to maintain my security clearance within the agency if I’m doing as you’ve asked.” Running away after being told by an unknown intruder, who I now knew was sent by the White House, to scrub all traces of some intelligence from accessible places, while I still knew about said intelligence, looked more than a little suspicious. Add sneaking into secure government servers to grab files, well…I may as well handcuff and fire myself.

			“Then that’s the price to be paid,” he said bluntly.

			This really was some serious shit. I inhaled slowly. “Am I in danger?”

			“Yes. But not your life. And if you have to sacrifice your position within the agency, then so be it. You won’t be the first to do so in service of your country.”

			Goodbye, lovely government pension. Sigh. “Will I have your assistance?” I already knew I’d be on my own, but I’d meant, “When the dust has settled.”

			“I’m not sure. That may risk exposing you as Halcyon.”

			“Then I’ll be claiming deep-tissue massage and a million pints of ice cream to help manage my stress.”

			He chuckled. “Please do.”

			“I’ll need a secure laptop and phones, some funds, and new IDs for accommodation and all that. I’ve already used my overseas ops ID to check in to this hotel.”

			“Done. It’ll all be in the storage facility by eight a.m.”

			“Thank you.” I cleared my throat. “Who is it? Who’s responsible?” My questions were little more than gossipy curiosity.

			“I can’t tell you that.”

			“But do you know? It’d make my job a lot easier if I know who I’m supposed to be tying this to, what angle I’m supposed to be looking at.”

			“Yes, I know who the target is. And perhaps it would make your job easier, but it would also narrow your focus. And I need every single piece of information you can uncover about this, unbiased and broad. This is perhaps the most important clean-up Halcyon has been tasked with to date. Stay safe, do good work. I’ll be in touch.”

			As usual, the call ended without a goodbye from either of us. Calmly, I placed the phone back into my backpack. What an interesting and unexpected turn of events. And…I was even more confused.

			Now, I know what you’re thinking, and I know what this looks like. But I promise I’m not a spy, I’m not a double agent, I’m not a triple agent. I’m a patriotic American. Beyond patriotic. A diligent US Government employee—twice, actually! But alas, only once the benefits, because my second salary is hidden in an offshore account, where it does nothing but gather large amounts of interest ready for my very comfortable retirement.

			Let’s get this out of the way so you’ll stick with me without hissing “Filthy traitor spy!” under your breath. I’m part of Halcyon Division, a hidden bipartisan-founded government organization, known to only a few high-ranking government officials, that has members inside all America’s intelligence-gathering offices and certain high-clearance civilian operations. CliffsNotes version—Halcyon is kind of like an anti-virus program running permanently in the background of the highest level of national politics. Halcyon keeps an eye on the people running our country, ensuring they aren’t working in a way that compromises our national security, or diplomatic ties. And if they are, those corrupt or compromised-by-foreign-entities leaders are removed. Intelligence is awesome.

			Sooo…basically, I’d learned something that was going to help remove someone from Washington. And given my nighttime visitor, we weren’t just talking about a John Doe from Congress—this was someone right up the top of the ladder, someone important. Of course, I didn’t know what I knew yet, and I had to unravel this mess while somehow trying to keep my analyst job, where I not only worked legitimately in intelligence, but like other Halcyon agents, funneled pertinent intel to the Division.

			Finding out what Lennon was alluding to was really going to make keeping my agency job difficult—running was really suspicious, especially after my nighttime visit. But I was going to find out. Because my number one priority, the thing I held above everything else, was protecting the security of our interests at home and abroad. At all costs. Maybe even at the cost of myself. I exhaled loudly. It was a lot easier to feel good about what I had to do—break into a secure government server, take classified intel, work with it offsite—when I came to terms with the fact I was probably going to jail when this was done. But I’d have protected my country from an attack from within.

			Right. Time to pretend I was a spy. I shot off an encrypted email to Bink to say I needed an urgent meet, and an encrypted, encoded response landed less than five minutes later. It only took a few minutes to decrypt and decode using our usual keys. An address in Tampa. Airports were too risky, too many eyes. I’d have to drive.

			I found a pair of nail scissors in my toiletries bag and, leaning over the sink, cut my shoulder-blade-length dirty-blond hair to an inch above my shoulders. It would make me look like a different person to those who didn’t know me well, especially if I shunned my usual ponytails and French twists and left my hair down. If Lennon wanted me to hide, then I’d do every damned thing I could to stay hidden.
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