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          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      OPAQUE agent Mitch Granger motioned the taxi driver to keep the change then turned toward the Mariner’s Bar and Grill. The place was a Fort Myers waterfront eatery billed as vintage for the tourists. Old for the locals. Didn’t matter to him what the place was called. He wasn’t a local. And he damn sure wasn’t on vacation.

      At least this was a hell of a lot better location to be assigned to than a week ago, when he was crawling through a swamp full of snakes and poison dart frogs. But he was supposed to be on vacation. Even had a first-class plane ticket to Tahiti in his go-bag.

      Instead, here he was starting another protection assignment where his life was only a mistake away from ending. He blew out a cheek-puffing breath. A single twitch hugged the corner of his eye. Nothing like getting real.

      On the other side of the restaurant, the Gulf of Mexico crashed ashore, filling the night’s darkness with a mesmerizing rumble. He inwardly smiled and sucked in a deep breath. A light breeze, heavy with the smell of wet sand, seaweed, and empty shells washing ashore, bombarded his senses.

      He loved everything about the water. Good. Bad. Sunny day. Dark of night. Smooth as glass. Raging storm. He loved it all. If his plans worked out tonight, he should be able to take a nice long swim later.

      Scanning the lot, his peripheral vision caught a glimpse of one of his team members, OPAQUE agent Keith Airs.

      The agent leaned into the light, nodded, and faded back into the darkness. Usually the agent led his own team, but tonight, the boss of everything OPAQUE, Director Drake Lawrence, had evidently enlisted Keith for this job, too.

      Mitch had been assigned lead.

      A second later, Mitch’s security-scrambled phone rang with his boss’s ringtone, and he moved to the empty parking lot across the street. Didn’t need anyone listening to his conversation. “Talk to me.”

      “Glad you got there.” Drake cleared his throat. “Hated to end your time off, but this is high priority.”

      Mitch’s eyebrows pinched together. During their conversation, Drake had insinuated this was a simple shadow case involving someone he’d known when he worked for the Chicago Police Department years ago. Now it was high priority? Didn’t sound simple anymore.

      Not one to hold back, Mitch got right to the point. “I asked for Cat and Joey for my team. Now I see you’ve also brought Keith in. Am I still lead?”

      “Hell, yes.”

      “Then cut the bull. Is this a Shades Team mission?” Toss in the three other specialized agents like himself and that would be the full Shades roster.

      “Affirmative. I want only my best agents on this assignment.” Drake paused. “And I want you to be personally responsible for Elizabeth Walkert’s—”

      “Call her Liz,” Mitch said. “Shorter. Faster. Nondescript.”

      “Agreed.” Drake paused. “I’ll let Liz fill you in on everything that’s happened in her life during the past week. Suffice it to say, I…uh— OPAQUE believes she’s in danger. With…”

      Mitch’s instincts flashed. OPAQUE thought? Or Drake thought?

      “That being said,” Drake continued, “maybe regular security shadow will be enough. But to me, this stinks of Coercion Ten involvement.”

      Damn. Mitch had hoped, for once, the case didn’t involve CT. The corrupt organization seemed to continually spread, expanding its hold in more and more directions.

      “Working the CT angle, what would make her a target?”

      “One, she’s a journalist who’s friends with CEOs and politicians. Two, the fact her dad’s missing.”

      “Not enough reasons.”

      Drake sighed. Long. Loud. “And, three… Her family has been in the Witness Protection Program for longer than she’s been alive.”

      Witpro program took the case to another level. One that made the next answer enormously important. Good thing he’d moved to the vacant parking lot. “Okay. Hypothetically, if CT is involved, is Liz the target, or do they want her for leverage?”

      “Leverage. Nothing would make her valuable enough to be a target.”

      “You sure you know her that well?”

      Drake’s silence dragged on. “I hope so.”

      What did that mean… he hoped so? Left a whole lot of space between yes and hoped so. “Down and dirty, give me the details. All of them.”

      Other OPAQUE agents took pleasure in harassing Mitch about his million and one who-what-where-why questions. Better to have the answers instead of some obscure detail blowing his plans to hell and back. His main goal was being able to live with himself at the end of an assignment. He’d never blown a mission. Never failed to get the client out safely. Never lost a team member.

      “Everything I told you went down twenty-nine years ago. Almost a year before Liz was born. Consequently, the life she’s lived is the only one she knows. You need to tell her she’s been in Witness Protection from the moment she took her first breath.”

      His mind fuzzed. “What the hell did you say?”

      “Tell her that her life has been a lie.”

      What the hell was going on? Mitch shook his head. So far, this case was a logjam of confusion, headed straight toward a cluster— “Got anything else you’d like to drop on my head, old man?”

      Again, Drake stayed silent for more than a few seconds.

      “No. That’s all for now. How much time do you want to scope out the restaurant before I call Liz to introduce you?”

      “Ten minutes. Alert me when you reach her.”

      Edgy to get the action started, Mitch ended the call on his way to the entrance of the Mariner’s and stepped inside. He scanned the restaurant’s far wall of windows.

      They faced the outside patio with customers watching an in-play sand volleyball game. Tiki torches lit the beach in the background, while white foam from the incoming waves dotted the distance. The place gave off a good vibe. Might be a little run-down, but the feel was great.

      “You look like you’ve had a rough day.” The gray-haired woman behind the bar was as vintage as the place, but her friendly expression welcomed him. “How about a beer?”

      “Sounds like a winner.” Taking a slow walk in her direction, he did another scan of the place. “Give me whatever you’ve got on draft.”

      The lady drew a frosted mug and sat it in front of him along with a bowl of pretzels, then left him alone. She sure wasn’t the one he’d been sent to protect.

      A grunt toward the rear of the restaurant caught Mitch’s attention. He glanced then turned back to his beer. Joey Prentz, a tech guru with OPAQUE, pushed himself out of a booth and headed toward the front counter.

      “If you’re hungry, fella, they got some great shrimp tacos here.” As he paid his bill, he slid his eyes to the row of wooden booths toward the back of the restaurant. “Got a great jukebox in the corner, too.”

      Mitch nodded. “Thanks, buddy. Will do.”

      That’s all it ever took. A nod. A look. A few words. Info passed and processed. Customers none the wiser—what few there were inside.

      Joey walked out the door. Mitch had already instructed him to head to the beach safe-house property where the client was staying and stake out the perimeter.

      Mitch took a swallow of the beer then strolled toward the jukebox. He needed to locate the woman he was there to protect. He’d seen her photo, but the dimmed lights providing atmosphere were a drawback.

      First booth, no one. Second booth, no one. Third booth, no—

      There she was. Elizabeth Walkert. Huddled in the corner, her head hadn’t been visible above the high-top back of the seat. The picture Drake had texted him didn’t do her no-nonsense side justice.

      Her dark shoulder-length brown hair was cut in one of those swing styles women liked, framed smooth around her face, closing her in. Soft and shiny and silky. Kind of a sexy come-on that could fall against a man’s face in the right setting. In the right position.

      Where the hell had that thought come from? He took another swallow of his drink and cleared his mind.

      Eyelid-length bangs focused his attention to her eyes, nose, and mouth. Her lips were full, slightly parted. Her nose small and cute. She watched him straight on with gold-speckled, green eyes. Ones filled with chutzpah…and fear.

      The way she’d snatched what he assumed was a keychain can of mace said she at least tried to protect herself. She was clenching it tight enough to make a dent.

      Mitch slid some dollar bills into the jukebox, chose a few songs, then pretended to search for something else before flipping his hand in the air. He turned in her direction.

      “Hey, you like music?”

      She nodded.

      “I’ve got credit for two more songs.” He pointed to the jukebox. “Why don’t you pick a couple?”

      “I…uh…” She shook her head as she released her hold on the mace, sliding the keychain into her purse. Still, she kept her hand within easy reach of the no-zip opening.

      Stepping slowly in her direction, he tried another tack. Usually, clients already knew he was there as protection. In this case, Drake had told him to wait till he called again.

      “You don’t even have to get up. Just tell me what you’d like to hear.”

      Again, she shook her head. “No. Thanks.”

      She did a lot of communicating with a nod or shake of her head. Maybe she liked writing words so much talking took a back seat. “Sorry, I didn’t hear your answer.”

      She tilted her head enough the bangs parted and her hair fell away from what turned out to be a beautiful face. “I said no. Thanks.”

      Her now visible eyebrows rose as if signaling the conversation was over. A tiny upturn at the corners of her mouth gave him hope he’d made a small inroad. So far, Elizabeth Walkert was a hard-to-read mix.

      “How about a dance?” he asked, hoping her reaction would give him some insight to her tells before she knew who he was. Learning someone’s tells was like opening a door to the edge of their emotions. Those tells could come in handy later.

      She interlocked her fingers and pressed them palm-down on the table in front of her. “No. I would not like to dance. I would not like a drink. And, I definitely would not like to share my booth with you.”

      Share her booth? If he had a mind to, he’d tell her she wasn’t his type, but he had a job to do.

      “My mistake.” He raised his hands and eased away. “I’m just going back to my seat at the bar. You have a nice night.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      Elizabeth Walkert peered around the side of her high-backed booth, watching the tight buns of the man who’d just hit on her. He’d asked her to pick a song. Even asked her to dance. That tall, broad-shouldered, muscled-biceps guy had actually made a pass at her. Her insides tingled. Had been a long time since someone hit on her.

      If she hadn’t been so focused on everything wrong in her life, she might have taken him up on the dance. Instead, she turned her attention back to her phone. And her worry.

      Four days ago, she’d received a couple of texts from her dad, warning her to be alert to danger. Danger? There’d never been anything even remotely dangerous about her dad’s life. He’d worked for the same firm forever. Drove the same brand of car. Got his hair cut by the same barber, in the same style, every last Thursday of the month.

      As she’d grown up, the biggest excitement in their lives had been the occasional movie night, maybe a weekend road trip to see a ballgame. Her mother had never asked for much. She always seemed resigned to their life. Happy, but resigned. On the other hand, her dad had ruled with a look or a word, restrictions, implications. Forever serious and indifferent, yet always blaming their life on his background, which he refused to discuss.

      Some months after her mother died, her dad told her Drake was the one person she could trust if something ever happened to him. That had been part of the message her dad sent four days ago, too.

      She’d picked up on the fact his words had to do with Florida and the Mariner’s, the island and a vacation, 8:00 and 10:00 p.m. He’d had also instructed her to catch the next available flight to Fort Myers, Florida, that his friend from St. Louis would be in touch. After landing, she’d made her way to the house on Captiva Island, the one they’d stayed at for vacations with Drake when she was in high school.

      Sure enough, the place had been leased to her, complete with a live-in maid and a new phone. Good thing, because her phone had gone belly-up when she tried to power it on after landing at the airport.

      Drake’s note attached to the new phone had said the housekeeper would dispose of the old phone and place the SIM card in the on-site safe. Consequently, she no longer had access to any of her old numbers or contacts’ information.

      All of that had struck her as more than strange. However, when she powered on the new phone, there were copies of her dad’s previous texts waiting for her in the notes section along with her calendar. She’d read and reread the   last one.

      Be careful, Elizabeth. Very careful. Sometimes  things aren’t what they seem. Trust my friend from St. Louis. Trust what he says. Trust anyone he sends to help. I know Drake will bring in his best people to keep you safe. Always remember— Everything I’ve done, I’ve done for you. Gotta go. Love you, Punkin’, Dad

      So, here she was, following strange directions. Watching for an unknown danger. Waiting for all the pieces to fall into place. Knowing that even though she didn’t agree with her father on much of anything, she still wouldn’t want to see him harmed.

      For the past couple nights, she’d been at the Mariner’s Bar and Grill between 8:00 and 10:00. Waiting for a sign. Any sign.

      She jumped with the ring of her phone. Please let it be my dad.

      Caller ID read “Man from St. Louis.” She held the phone close and shielded the screen as she accepted the call, and, there on FaceTime was Drake Lawrence.

      “Where’s my dad? What’s happened to him?” Elizabeth whispered.

      “We’re looking for him. Top priority right now is to make sure you’re safe.” Drake’s serious expression alarmed her.

      “Safe? Why wouldn’t I be safe?”

      “There’s no time to explain. You’ve got to trust me.”

      Trust was one thing. Being treated like she had no say in what happened to her was another. No one got to keep her in the dark. “Don’t try to evade the question. I want an answer. Why wouldn’t I be safe?”

      “This is serious, Elizabeth, and I don’t have time to go into details.” His tone turned authoritative. “I can only emphasize what your dad told me when we talked a few days ago. You are in danger. That’s why I’ve had some of my security people watching you.”

      Someone watching her? For days? What was going on?

      As a journalist, she’d learned there were risks with everything from walking down the street, to contacts she interviewed for articles, to eating the wrong food and having a severe reaction. But this…this sounded different. Ominous. Like being in a dark confine. She didn’t like the dark. She didn’t like being confined. She didn’t like this situation.

      “Okay. Let’s say I can accept that for the time being.” She couldn’t believe how fast her life had changed in only five days. Much longer, and she’d be out of money. “What should I do?”

      “I’ve sent someone to protect you. He’ll explain everything when he—”

      “Hold on.” What had she heard? Felt? She laid her phone on the table.

      Might be the conversation with Drake had her on edge, but she could swear someone’s footsteps seemed to be headed in her direction. Not the normal sound, more like a whisper of sound against the floor. The footsteps stopped.

      She glanced over her shoulder, and there stood the man who’d hit on her. For all that’s holy, couldn’t the guy take no for an answer? “Back off, Dance Man. I told you before, I don’t care what song you play. And I don’t want to dance.”

      “That’s good. Real good.” The corners of his mouth quirked upward, along with the tilt of his head and lift of his eyebrows. He chuckled as he slipped into the seat across from her. “Never been called that before.”

      “You must really be desperate to keep hitting on someone like me.” Pointing her finger for emphasis, she gritted her teeth and spoke loud and clear in his direction.  Now, leave my table or I’m calling the police.”

      The stubble on his jawline caught the light, emphasizing the dark, weathered tan of his now serious expression. His blue eyes focused on her with the intensity of someone looking for clarity before bidding on a rare diamond. She was drawn to the muscles in his forearms as he flexed his fingers back and forth, back and forth.

      Caught in his stare, she shivered, then noticed the barely visible earbud. She’d seen those on Secret Service agents when she’d visited the White House for an environmental briefing. She’d also seen the earbuds on people not so glad to see her as she dug for dirt on a corruption story. People who didn’t exactly play nice when she got too close to what they were hiding.

      Without looking, she reached her hand into her purse leaning against her side, hoping to grab her keychain mace without him noticing. The purse tilted, and the vial slipped from her hand, landing on the floor with a slight thud.

      He didn’t flinch. “You need to practice that move.”

      What if he were the danger? She was alone. In the corner of an almost empty restaurant. No one was at the house to expect her home. No one even knew— Drake. Drake knew. He was right there on the phone. He had to be hearing what was being said.

      She wrapped her hand around her phone, ready to use it as a weapon. “If you don’t go away, I’m going to scream.”

      The man sighed loud and heavy as he leaned against the high back of the wooden booth, then tapped his earbud and motioned to her phone. “Drake, you should tell this lady who I am before she rips my head off.”

      Glancing at the phone, still on FaceTime, there was Drake holding a photo of the man sitting across from her.

      She lifted her gaze to the actual man and met his blue-eyed stare with a stare of her own. Evidently, her life had notched up in things that were out of her control. “You’re who’s supposed to protect me?”

      “You got a problem with that?” He leaned forward, bracing his forearms on the table in front of him.

      “No. Why didn’t you say something earlier?”

      “Because you were too busy calling me Dance Man.”

      She leaned forward in rebuttal. “Listen. I’ve had a very, very bad week. So, if I’ve upset you, that’s too damn bad.”

      He popped the side of his fingers on the table. “Well, you’re not the only one who’s had a shitty week, lady.”

      “Hey, you two want to put a lid on the sarcasm?” Drake sounded like he meant business.

      They both took a breath.

      “That’s better,” Drake said. “This is your protector agent, Mitch Granger. And, this is Elizabeth—”

      “Liz,” Mitch stated.

      “My name is Elizabeth Walkert.”

      “Liz. As long as I’m your protector, your name is Liz.”

      She might need his protection, but he didn’t get to tell her everything to do. Didn’t get to change her name on some whim of his, either. “Whether you like it or not, my name is Elizabeth.”

      As she said Elizabeth, he rattled off the names “Liz, Josh, Reese, Drake.”

      “What does that mean?” she asked.

      Mitch narrowed his eyes. “Hypothetically, let’s say I found out ten gunmen are closing in on our location. I need to warn the team. I shouted. I saved four people. How many did you save, E-liz-a-beth?”

      She felt herself swallow as she slowly closed her eyes. “One.”

      “So, your name is Liz. Agreed?”

      Her protector was going to be a hard taskmaster. But how could she argue with his logic? His hypothetical had been a valuable lesson. One that enforced this whole cloak-and-dagger affair that had started with her dad’s first text. She had a lot of questions, but for now, she’d focus on not getting in the way.

      “Agreed.” She held out her hand. “Hello, I’m Liz.”

      He engulfed her hand with his and grinned. “Nice to meet you. I’m Mitch. You might want to pick up that mace off the floor before we leave.”

      The warmth of his touch mingled with hers as they shared the handshake. She had to admit, his smile was nice. His eyes were nice. The way he said his name, with a hint of gravel in his voice, was…nice. He might be her protector, but he was also out of her league. Personally and professionally.

      She released her hold on his hand. “What’s the plan for finding my father?”

      “Our first step is to get the hell out of here. You can hang up, Drake, I’ve got this now.” The call ended. “By the way, get your keys out. We’ll be taking your car.”

      Guiding her to the Mariner’s front door, he kept his hand on her arm or at the small of her back at all times. And when they stepped outside, he did the same as they walked out into the halogen-lit parking lot. She clicked the snazzy key fob that came with the car that had been waiting for her when she arrived back at the house on Captiva.

      The car’s lights flashed a second before two men stepped out from the side of the building. The men moved closer. One brandished a gun. One a knife.

      She tensed. “Do you see—”

      “Yeah. Stay out of the way, no what.” Tapping his ear piece, Mitch kept guiding her forward. “You see this, Keith?”

      “See what? Local police made me move across the street,” Keith said. “Got a big panel truck stopped at the traffic light. Damn thing’s blocking my view of the parking lot at the moment. You need help?”

      The two men kept coming. No words. Just a steady pace that said they weren’t there to leave empty-handed.

      Mitch blew out a sigh. “No. I got it. Call the police and tell them they’ve got two men in the Mariner’s parking lot that need to be processed and booked. May need an ambulance.”

      Her gut clenched, and she felt like she might be sick.

      “Who?”

      Mitch wheeled around. Charged the guy with the gun.

      Gave him a one-two-three punch that landed the man on the ground. The man groaned and didn’t open his eyes. Meanwhile Mitch kicked the knife guy in his balls, slammed his head against the hood of the closest car. The guy crumpled to the ground and didn’t move.

      Sirens sounded in the distance.

      Mitch pointed to the passenger door on the car. “Get in, Liz. I’m driving.”

      “Are…are you just going to leave them there?” She slid into the seat, closed the door, and pushed the lock.

      “That’s the plan.”

      “Are…are they dead?”

      “Nope.” He revved the engine. “Buckle up.”

      “Are…are you sure?” She slipped the seat belt in place.

      “Yeah. They lucked out tonight.” He shifted into drive. “Time to go.”

      She vise-gripped the passenger door’s armrest. Felt her breaths flowing in fast and faster. Heard herself grunt to force them out. Scared? Was this what being scared felt like? No, she’d been scared before, even panicked. This was different. As a writer, she used lots of synonyms.

      Terrified—now she knew how terrified felt.

      Her hand trembled as she pressed her fingers against his arm. “Were…were they here to grab me?”
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      Mitch knew the drive to Sanibel Island from Fort Myers wouldn’t take long. But once Liz and he hit the island, traffic would slow as they made their way to San-Cap Road then across a short bridge to the safe house on Captiva Island.

      Even considering the late time of night, people would be out on the main road most vacationers used. Good thing he knew back roads. Bad thing was that no matter what, sooner or later he’d end up on the main road again.

      “Once you’re on Sanibel, I can direct you to the house my dad leased,” Liz said.

      “I know where you’re staying.” He glanced in her direction then back at the upcoming Sanibel Causeway toll booth, located right before the island. “The house belongs to Drake.”

      She shook her head, followed by a long exhale, then a clicking of her tongue as she pursed her lips. From the tense set of her slender neck as she rolled her head from side to side, he figured she’d about reached her limit on being kept in the dark.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” she said.

      “Which one?” Hell, he knew which one he’d ignored. Had been waiting for her to ask again. At least now she’d calmed enough to listen and, hopefully, understand.

      “Who were those two guys in the parking lot?” she asked. “Were they there for me?”

      “Don’t know.”

      Turning to face him, she drew her shoulders back in defiance. “You don’t know? Or you won’t tell me? This arrangement will work much better if we’re both on the same page all the time. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      Fair enough. The sooner he gave her the specifics, the sooner she could do her crying or screaming or cursing jag, and he could get on with the job.

      “Bottom line, until the police run them through the system and let OPAQUE know their identity, I have no idea who they are. They sure as hell didn’t attack like CT agents. Didn’t fight like them, either.” He shot her a sideways glance. No reason to tell her he doubted she and he were random targets. “Now, tell me about yourself.”

      “Why?”

      “Helps me understand what might be going on.”

      “I thought Drake already told you everything.”

      He’d need to figure out why she was so adamant about not talking about herself. Maybe if he asked her to write everything down, that would help her communicate better.

      “Drake told me about the case. Now, you tell me about you.”

      “I grew up in Utah. I’m an only child. My mother died when I was in middle school.” Batting her eyelids, she stretched her neck and swallowed. “I went to college at UCLA. Came out with a major in journalism and political science. And, if it hadn’t been for French, I’d have had a 4.0 GPA.”

      GPA? Was she kidding? College flashed in his mind, landing straight in the middle of homework, working two part-time jobs, and ROTC.

      “And, if it hadn’t been for math, English, and science, I’d have nearly had a 3.0.” He laughed, then regrouped to protector mode. “What happened between middle school and college?”

      “Since we’re sharing info, why don’t you tell me more about yourself?” she asked.

      “That’s a need-to-know basis. You don’t need to know.” He raised his eyebrows as he shrugged. “I asked what happened between middle school and—”

      “My dad just became more of an ass than when my mother was alive.” Her tone was now laced with venom. “A scholarship to UCLA got me out.”

      She tilted her head in his direction, eyed him as if daring him to ask anything else. Finally, she turned back to watch the road.

      Long, uncomfortable silence filled the drive. He made a note to ask Drake if he knew what had happened to her during that period in her life. This wasn’t the time to keep pressing the issue. Besides, crashing her world with what he had to tell her would be about all she could take today.

      On his flight to Florida, he’d checked out her online presence. She was an award-winning journalist. One who did good research, didn’t back away from a good story, and was known for staring down anyone trying to feed her a lie.

      He wouldn’t.

      “What did Drake tell you about all of this that’s going on?” she asked.

      If he talked fast enough, they could have this all out of the way before they reached the house. “Once upon a time—”

      “For all that’s holy. Now you’re going to tell me a story?”

      “Yes, I’m going to tell you a story. And you’re going to pay attention. Got it?”

      She crossed her arms over her seat belt. “Fine.”

      After turning on one of the Sanibel side roads, he glanced in the rearview mirror. Looked clear. He eased on down the road, pacing his speed to hold back on getting to the next curve in the road.

      “Close to thirty years ago, your dad was making good money working for a fast-rising tech company in the Chicago area. Gradually, he noticed some strange dealings at the company, so he shared his suspicions with Drake, his best friend from college, who’d gone into law enforcement.”

      Mitch sped up once he saw his own surveillance car turn onto the road. “Drake convinced your dad to turn state’s evidence on what they thought might be some mob dealings.”

      Liz nodded then looked over her shoulder and out the back window of his car. “Are we being followed?”

      “The headlights you see are okay. That’s the team member who had been stationed outside the Mariner’s.”

      She nodded again.

      “Don’t worry, it’s the ones you don’t see who are the problem.”

      “We saw the ones in the Mariner’s parking lot.” She pressed her hands against the seat belt tightened across her waist. “Seemed like a problem to me.”

      “Not really. They were probably just a couple of thugs out to make a quick cash withdrawal from us. I said no.”

      At least that’s what he hoped. And until he knew different for sure, he was sticking to that story. Besides, once they’d crossed the bridge, there’d been no sign of the car he could have sworn had followed them from the Mariner’s parking lot.

      “Finish your story,” she said, as if asking a classroom professor to repeat an assignment.

      “In exchange, your dad and mom were put into the Witness Protection Program. You may have heard it called Witpro. Your family was relocated to Utah. Had some good years. There were no signs of being found, so they just lived their life. Had a baby girl they named Elizabeth. You’d have been eight—”

      “My family was not in Witness Protection,” she snarled.

      “They’d have told me.”

      “As I said, you’d have been about eight or ten the first time CT showed up at your home. And after your mother died of cancer when you were in middle school—”

      “Stop it. Stop it…please.” She pumped her hands on the dashboard as she stared out the windshield. Tears made crooked paths down her cheeks. Her forehead scrunched in lines as she tightly squeezed her eyes shut. “I don’t want to hear any more.”

      He hated parts of this job. Hated it almost as much as taking a bullet in the side. Both hurt like hell. Both left a mark on his soul.

      Without thinking through his actions, he slowed the car, reached over, and laid his hand on her arm. Waited for her to regain some semblance of the woman he’d met at the Mariner’s. When she had herself under control, he sped back up.

      “Look, I hate that I’m the one Drake put in charge of telling you your life story, but it’s my job,” Mitch said.

      “Understand?”

      Nodding, she folded her lips in on themselves. “Go on. Get it over with.”

      Moving his hand back to the steering wheel, he checked his rearview mirror again. “After your mother died, your dad contacted Drake. Evidently, he refused to tell you about Witpro—”

      “Why?” She blotted her eyes with her fingers. Brushed her cheeks dry with the palms of her hands.

      The same question kept running through his mind. “I have no idea. All I know is that he and Drake agreed to spend some vacation time together. Maybe your dad was afraid you’d be alone if something happened to him, so he brought someone he trusted into your life.”

      Mitch rolled Drake’s earlier words around in his mind again. Remembered the pause when he’d asked if there was anything else. That pause had spoken millions, and he didn’t much like the conclusion he kept reaching. Drake had at least texted a few specifics on background so Mitch would be able to give Liz a few specifics. His boss might have had good reasoning behind his actions, but he’d screwed up by staying in contact with a Witpro person, especially since they’d been friends.

      If any of that came out, he couldn’t begin to list the repercussions waiting to fall like bricks on his boss’s head.

      “So, tell me how you met Drake.”

      She smiled slightly. Batted her eyes as she sucked in a breath. “After my mother died, my dad started taking the two of us on actual vacations. Once a year. Sometimes twice. We’d go to unusual places. Do unusual things. Spend time with Drake, who my dad referred to as his ‘friend from St. Louis.’ Said he was ex law enforcement turned security-firm owner.

      “Anyhow, we’d all have fun. Was nice to have a little fun in my life for a change.” She paused. “One time, I asked Drake what type of security his firm handled, and he all-out ignored my question. Wouldn’t even look at me. Just grabbed his keys and took us to get ice cream instead.”

      Mitch could see that happening. Last year’s OPAQUE annual get-together had had tubs and tubs of different flavors of ice cream. “Drake does like his ice cream. Especially on a hot summer day.”

      “Tell me about it.” Nodding, she finally seemed at ease for the first time since they’d met. “Funny thing was, I had a scoop of chocolate chip with fudge sauce, and my dad ordered a small waffle cone with two scoops of vanilla.

      But Drake? He ate every last bite of an oversized banana split with four different ice cream flavors, five different syrups, whipped cream, lots”—she laughed—”with tons of maraschino cherries and extra nuts.”

      Drake had done everything to help his friend during the past years. And now, everything to keep Liz safe at all costs. That spoke of his boss’s personal ethics when it came to risking his own well-being. Mitch could relate to that.

      Somehow, together, they’d all make this right in the end. It was the getting there that might be the problem.

      She gulped a couple breaths, choked on a smile, as a tear ran down her cheek. “You know what he said?”

      “What?”

      “Enjoy life while you can. What if tomorrow never comes?’ That always seemed to be the way he lived, too.” Mumbling, she swiped her fingers at the runaway tear then braced her elbow on the center console. “Too bad I never remembered to live his advice.”

      Reactively, he covered her hand with his own. He knew how she felt. “Hey, in hindsight, everybody has advice they wish they’d followed.”

      “Even you?”

      “More than you’ll ever know.” He stared at the road ahead, forced the past from his thoughts. “It’s how you live your future that matters.”

      She flipped her hand over and intertwined her fingers with his. Squeezed for a couple seconds then released. “Thanks. I needed that.”

      “Any time.” The warmth of her touch melded with his body’s heat. Not something he felt very often. Not something he needed in his thoughts. He moved his hand back to the steering wheel. They were quiet after that, which was just as well.

      She had to process, and he had to stay alert. Some places on the island were darker than dark on moonless nights like this. Navigating Sanibel Captiva Road near the J.N.

      “Ding” Darling National Wildlife area could get tricky.

      Out of nowhere, gators and lizards and raccoons were apt to appear. First, as beady eyes in the brush. Then, full-blown critters in the middle of the road.

      At least, the closer they got to the Captiva beach house, the less the traffic. Mitch knew the property well from previous times he’d used it for a safe house on assignment. It was one of OPAQUE’s places to disappear for high-profile cases.

      Leaning her head against the headrest, she blew out a slow sigh. “Why would my mother agree to never telling me? And, my dad… What was he thinking?”

      Her questions required answers he didn’t have, so he stayed focused on navigating the curve to Captiva Drive.

      “Tell me about your job. I read a couple of your recent magazine articles. They were…”

      “Fluff.” She straightened in her seat. “I used to be good. Got some big awards. That was before I let the idea of big money enter into my reporting.”

      “What do you mean?” He didn’t like the sound of that, but maybe he was being too cynical.

      “A different publisher offered more money, so I hired on with them.” Her tone softened. “Ends up all they ever gave me were fluff articles to write. Always in Texas or Arizona or New Mexico. That was until five days ago, when I got fired for questioning my sources.”

      “Shouldn’t you always question your sources?”

      “That’s what I thought. Evidently, I made the mistake of asking too many questions to a big shot in town.” She steepled her fingertips together then pushed them upward and outward like an explosion. “No more job.”

      “Sorry.”

      She turned to the passenger window. “That’s okay. Think of the story I can write when this is all over.”

      He didn’t have the heart, or guts, to tell her none of what was happening would ever be for public consumption. Slowing, he turned into the driveway leading to the two-story salmon-colored beach house with white trim.

      The iron-railed upper porch, wicker furniture, and arched French doors were beautiful and inviting during a normal day. Tonight, they offer a secure haven.

      At least they’d made it to their refuge for the next few days without any problems. Maybe this case wasn’t as involved as Drake thought. Once he checked in with the other members of his team, he’d have a better perspective as to what he might have missed on the drive over. Keith had driven shadow behind him all the way from the Mariner’s, but lagged far enough back to not be seen. He’d know if they’d been followed.

      “How long has Drake’s security group been watching me?” she asked.

      “Since you landed at Fort Myers Airport.”

      “You?”

      “No. I was sent in special. Took me some time to get here.” He stopped the car in front of the beach house. Immediately, the front door opened, and one of his team members stepped onto the porch.

      After releasing her seat belt, Liz reached for the door handle. “That’s my housekeeper.”

      “Yeah, so I see. Don’t get out until I come around to your side.” Gun in hand, he stepped from the car and made his way to the passenger side. He sheltered Liz with his body as they walked the short distance straight up the steps to the front door.

      Once the three of them were inside, the purported housekeeper quickly closed the door behind them, turned the lock, and checked out the peephole, before settling her gaze on Mitch. “Contact Drake. There’s been chatter from Coercion Ten.”

      Liz turned her head in their direction. Not questioning.

      Evaluating. One corner of her mouth quirked upward, along with a barely heard grunt. The more he watched her, the more he realized how aware of her surroundings she seemed to be. Probably went along with being a journalist.

      His own instincts ratcheted upward with the mention of Coercion Ten. He shoved his Glock in the shoulder holster then motioned toward the housekeeper. “By the way, Liz, this is one of our operatives.”

      “Doesn’t surprise me. At this point, nothing would surprise me. Next, you’ll tell me her name isn’t Shauna,” Liz responded, tossing her purse onto the entry hall chair.

      “That part’s true. My name really is Shauna. But everyone calls me Cat.” She held out her hand.

      Liz smiled weakly as she grasped the offered hand and held. “Of course. One syllable. Fast to say.”

      “I see Mitch has done the name game with you.” Cat shot him one of her classic you’re-an-ass expressions. “Probably convinced you to go by Liz instead of Elizabeth.”

      He didn’t have time for chitchat, least of all if he might be the center of the conversation. “We call her Cat, because she’s deadly silent when she wants to be.”

      “And graceful as a tiger when I pounce on my prey,” she stated with pride.

      “Yeah, there’s that, too.” He snarled.

      Cat pointed toward the dining room. “I set your equip bag on the table.”

      “Thanks. First I need to call Drake.” Mitch turned and walked away. “See what you can do to make the client look different.”
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      Before Liz could ask what he meant, Mitch had already left the room, so she automatically turned toward Cat. “I take it I’m the client.”

      “Yes. You are the client. He’s a typical alpha protector.” Cat motioned her toward the other side of the house. “Always remember one thing and you’ll be fine.”

      “What’s that?”

      “He’s in charge. Just like when I run my own team, I’m in charge.”

      Liz’s first thought—been there, done that…never again. No one had control of her. Not now. Not ever. Birth to college had been enough rules, restrictions, and rebukes. Her second thought told her to keep her mouth shut for the time being. She dutifully followed the woman.

      Cat headed down the hallway leading to the door into the lockout room. “Right now, the only thing on his mind is keeping you safe. Next, he thinks about the team. And, finally”—she unlocked the door, pulled it open, then pushed in a few numbers on the keypad next to another door—”if he’s still kicking when the assignment’s over, all’s good in his world.”

      The inner door slipped open, and Cat walked inside.

      Liz remembered the door had been locked when she arrived a few days ago, just as she had expected. When renters were on property, the room stayed locked, at least that’s what Drake and her father had told her when they all vacationed together at the house during her teens. This was the lockout room of the house, meaning it held everything personal and valuable to the owner.

      Watching Cat open the doors with a key and passcode suggested the valuables in this room were a lot more than floats, snorkel gear, or a priceless vase. Being an inquisitive, and sometimes bored, teenager years ago, Liz had drawn out the floor plan of the house one summer. Even took measurements, trying to figure out the dimensions of the lockout room.

      The size of the room she’d calculated had insinuated something big must be stored inside. Her mind had run rampant with what could be so valuable and fit through the door. She’d also figured out the room sat in the middle of the house. Had no windows. And, only one way in and out—the door now standing wide open. The one Cat motioned her to come through.

      Lockout room? Panic room?

      Liz stepped backward down the hallway, again and again. A quick, heavy load of fear rushed her senses, settling in her chest. Forcing a hard exhale of breath helped clear her mind and stabilize her breathing. This wasn’t the past. Wasn’t a nightmare. These were people sent to help her. All she had to do was stay in the present and follow their lead.

      Liz stood in the hallway, shaking her head. “No. I won’t go in there.”

      “Why?” Cat asked.

      “You’re not going to lock me in. I don’t care how secure you’re trying to make me.” She wished she hadn’t tossed her purse on the chair when they came in, because that mace might have come in handy about now.

      “That’s good. You think like one of us.” The woman standing in the doorway smiled. “But if you’re afraid of me, then you should have run the moment I opened the door. Gotten something big between you and me. Something I can’t reach across. Can’t easily jump across.”

      Liz took in the advice. Didn’t move. “Drake said trust Mitch. I trust Mitch. Mitch left me in your care. So, I trust you.”

      “Good…good thought process. Except, money and power at the right time can make even the most trustworthy turn.” Cat’s tone held a tinge of regret, and she seemed to pause with a memory. Her expression blanked. Then, on an intake of breath, her nostrils slightly flared. She blinked. “By the way, we would never lock you in the panic room. That would be your choice.”

      Choice? She hadn’t been given a choice when she was ten. Her dad had simply secured her mom and her in what he called the safe room of their house. She hadn’t liked the idea then. And didn’t to this day.

      “I still won’t go in that room,” Liz said.

      “Understood.”

      Cat disappeared back into the window-less room then reemerged carrying an armload of shorts and tops, skirts and pants, bikinis tops and bottoms. She nodded for Liz to follow her into the bedroom. Once there, Cat dumped the items on the bed then turned back toward the lock-out room.

      “What are these for?” Liz asked.

      The woman came back with shoes and sandals, plus maxi and mini dresses. “These are a few things I’ve picked up for you. Things to change your image.”

      Liz picked up a matching bikini top and bottom then held it against herself. They weren’t as small as the ones she used to wear, but they were still small. “I can’t wear these. In fact, none of this is my style.”

      “Exactly. If we change your look, the people looking for you may be thrown off the trail.” Cat leaned against the doorframe and crossed her arms. “Besides, don’t take offense, but your style could use a little updating.”

      “I’m a professional journalist, not some beach bunny.”

      Liz ignored the nagging thought of how much she’d love to still be the carefree woman from college. The one who wore the latest trends. Shortest shorts. Loudest prints. The one who laughed freely. Danced to every song she heard.

      Life used to be one hellacious good time after another, all the while carrying a 4.0. One classroom and one college professor had shattered that girl. She’d still carried the “A” grade, for the most part, but had conformed to meet the criteria of someone else. Never again.

      She held the skirt in front of her and shook her head. “Too short.” A maxi dress. “Too low-cut.” A mini. “Way, way too short.” The bikini top… “Wrong message.”

      Cat walked into Liz’s personal space and pointed to the master bath. “Pick. Out. At least one of each, and try them on. You have to change clothes.”

      Liz pointed back at the woman standing in front of her. “I’m not moving until you give me a good reason why I have to change my look. I am who I am, and—”

      Her chin uncontrollably quivered with the realization the words were a lie. Everything was a lie. She wasn’t who she was. Elizabeth Walkert didn’t exist. She’d never existed.

      The person she’d grown into over the years had never been real, either.

      Even now, the name Liz seemed more real than anything else had evidently been. She understood that name. Liz was in danger. Liz required protection. Liz needed to know her short name could save lives.

      With a slight gasp, she swiped her palms across her cheeks. Tears. Damn tears. She never cried. Hated the idea of losing control. Of looking weak. But she couldn’t stop them. She couldn’t stop. What had happened to her life? Five days ago, she had a life. A career. Now all she had were tears. And the people protecting her.

      Cat lowered her gaze to the floor and walked back toward the lockout room
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