
        
            
                
            
        

    
     

    Shot Through the Heart

    Secret Service Agent Allie Gordon has one rule: Don’t get involved with the subject of an investigation. She broke that rule once and paid the price. When a US senator is threatened, Allie goes undercover to shadow the senator’s chief of staff—the FBI’s prime suspect. As the two grow closer, Allie’s only rule gets harder and harder to keep.

    Nicole Lancaster has three rules: no blondes, no strings, and absolutely no second dates. Stress and scandals are easy enough to handle, but emotional attachments? Nope. When a compelling brunette shows up just as the threats escalate, Nicole begins to suspect not everyone is who they claim to be—including the woman who makes her want to break every rule.

    When Nicole vanishes after an assassination attempt, Allie must uncover the truth—and her feelings—before it’s too late. But all the evidence points in one direction: Nicole orchestrated the whole thing. And her motive is simple—revenge.
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    Prologue

    

    “You have got to be kidding me.” Nicole Lancaster gripped her cell phone, almost wishing she could break it like fragile glass so she wouldn’t have to listen to Irene’s voice anymore. It was the third voicemail in just the last fifteen minutes, begging Nicole to see her, forgive her, and give her another chance.

    Delete. Delete. Delete.

    She dropped her phone onto the coffee table, which was cluttered with the latest issues of The California Psychologist, files for a few new kids she counseled at the LGBTQ Youth Center, and some of her favorite mystery books. The phone landed with a thud amid the chaos, and she jumped, half expecting—and fully dreading—the phone to ring again.

    She really should block Irene’s number. Yes, she definitely needed to do that.

    Irene Cartier, the love of her life—or so she thought—her girlfriend during her final year at Berkeley and then her fiancée for another two, had cheated on her for who knows how long before finally confessing she was seeing someone else. And this, only after Nicole had stumbled on something that didn’t make sense at the time, and confronted her.

    After a humiliating public fight at a bar and the drive home, Irene had grabbed whatever she had lying around in Nicole’s apartment, which wasn’t much. And why hadn’t that told Nicole something? Two years of a very long engagement, and Irene hadn’t even bothered to get her own drawer or closet space. But it was too late for that realization to hit her now. Then Irene left, laughing in Nicole’s face, as if what they had didn’t matter, as if Nicole didn’t matter.

    That bitch!

    Nicole spent the rest of the weekend scrubbing her place to eliminate every smell and trace of Irene, ending up crying in the shower because it was the best place to drown tears and misery, surrounded by hot water and fog that matched the haze in her own mind.

    Nicole grabbed her phone and opened her recent calls. She hovered her index finger over Irene’s number and took a deep breath. To block or not to block—that was the question. Irene had shattered her heart into a million tiny, sharp pieces that cut right through her, and she had not stopped bleeding.

    And yet, Nicole hesitated. She slumped onto the sofa and groaned. How did she end up here?

    It had all started with a text, and all the tiny, nagging clues had fallen into place like pieces of a puzzle. She had thought she was putting together a Disney scene—only for it to turn into a horrifying image.

    They had been lounging on the sofa in Nicole’s apartment, watching a movie. Something romantic, although she had blocked a lot of what had happened and couldn’t remember the name of the chick flick, even under torture.

    “Mother sent me this video of adorable kittens. They are so tiny and cute.” Irene aahed and oohed. Undoubtedly, on purpose. Nicole was a sucker for kittens.

    “Let me see,” she said, and Irene handed her the phone.

    Nicole pressed the play button. Suddenly, a text message quietly popped up at the top of the screen. From MA. Who the hell was MA?

    I wish I were there next to you, with my tongue inside you…

    Nicole’s hand shook. Her face felt like it was on fire. She was sure it turned bright crimson to match the heat inside her. Sudden panic overwhelmed her entire body, making it hard to breathe. Had she accidentally stumbled upon her fiancée sexting with her current lover? Pain cut through her heart like a sharp knife. This text was not something she could unsee or forget. A cruel, unfair reality had taken away her dreams and hopes in one swift move.

    Why? What was wrong with her? She had many flaws. She worried too much. She always expected the worst. She tried too hard. And her mind was her worst enemy. But were her flaws enough to make Irene stray?

    She should have spoken up right then and there. Asked questions. Demanded answers, but she chickened out. She didn’t want to believe the text was real. Maybe she had misunderstood it? It disappeared too quickly for her to dwell on its meaning.

    And so, Nicole remained silent.

    A week later, they met some of their sorority sisters from college at a bar. Irene—stunning in her sexy red dress that complemented her dark, wavy hair and tan complexion—was very attentive and sweet, which eased Nicole’s fears. Almost.

    Until a woman stepped closer to Irene and whispered something in her ear.

    Jealousy surged through Nicole instantly. Was she the lover craving her tongue inside Irene?

    Then another of their friends gave Irene an exaggerated wink. “How’s your special client doing?”

    Did everyone and their dog know Irene was cheating on her?

    “What is going on?” She pulled Irene into a quiet corner, hoping to dismiss her paranoia as a simple misunderstanding. “Are you cheating on me?”

    At first, Irene feigned ignorance. Until she didn’t. “What gave you that asinine idea? Someone is spreading rumors about me.”

    “I saw a message on your phone last week. With sexual connotations.”

    “Are you snooping on me now?” Irene’s indignation fell flat. Nicole could smell the insincerity from a mile away.

    “Are you cheating on me?” she asked again.

    Irene looked at her for a moment, then shrugged, her dark hair falling in attractive waves over her shoulders. “Yes. I’ve met someone.”

    Nicole’s heart sank, and a burning pain clenched her stomach. She was sure her face revealed her emotions plainly. She managed to ask calmly, “Where?”

    If Irene was surprised by her question, she didn’t show it. After all, it wasn’t the most logical question of all. Should she ask who instead? That would make sense, but Nicole didn’t want to know that part.

    “Why does it matter?” Irene finally answered. “Don’t you want to ask me why? Because I’m dying to tell you why.”

    Nicole leaned against the wall and pressed her forehead to the cool stone. She felt so many different emotions she couldn’t name, but the hurt was at the front of them all. Her heart was breaking once again.

    “Why?” she whispered. That was the most crucial question to ask, and she feared the answer.

    “Your love and devotion to me were refreshing at first, but eventually became suffocating, like you were trying too hard—trying to please, to help, always steady and reliable. It was nauseating. And then one day, it became overpowering. Too much to handle, too much to deal with.”

    “What are you saying? That my love was too much?”

    “It became a burden. You kept clinging to me and my family, and I had to break free from that.” Irene smirked and raised an eyebrow. “And in the end, you just weren’t good enough.”

    Nicole’s eyes glistened with tears as she finally looked at her lover, her fiancée, her one and true love. “I realize now what a fool I’ve been all these years to think our relationship was perfect. But telling me my love was suffocating and clingy? It hurts, Irene. Were there many or just the one?”

    “A few early on, while we dated, then just one. Her name—”

    Nicole raised her hand. “No, don’t tell me. I don’t want to know her name. I don’t care about her name.” Her voice rose an octave. She was almost shouting. The conversations in the room fell silent, everyone watching them with clear interest.

    Nicole turned away to wipe her tears and blow her nose. She had always been very emotional, and she hated how tears made her look—all red and puffy—but there was no hiding it now. She took a deep breath and said, “I wish you all the happiness in the world, but I’m done.”

    With those words, Nicole turned around and walked away. Irene followed a few steps behind, saying, “Nic, oh, Nic. I’m sorry…I’m so sorry. Say you forgive me.”

    Outside the bar, Nicole turned to show that she was beyond speaking. She saw Irene dimly, almost like a vision, through the tears that hadn’t stopped falling since she’d heard her say, “I met someone, and you suffocated me with your love.” The next moment, the worst pain was gone, replaced by numbness.

    Was she bitter? Absolutely. Was she heartbroken? A million times over.

    Nicole took a meditative breath. A calm settled over her. She was ready. “Take me home, please.”

    And that was the end of them.

    And now, three months later, Irene was bombarding her with messages. Nicole glanced at Irene’s name one more time, took a deep breath, and blocked her number. She dropped the phone on the floor and covered her eyes with both hands. She’d done it. She’d blocked Irene forever.

    The knock on the door startled her. She glanced at her watch—too early for a social visit on a weekend. A neighbor?

    She rose with effort, her muscles and bones protesting. She had spent too much time in the gym yesterday to punish herself for whatever had been bothering her since she and Irene ended their engagement. She threw the door open and froze at the sight of Irene holding a lavish bouquet of red roses.

    “I tried to call but kept getting a busy signal.” Irene stepped forward and offered the flowers with puppy eyes and a downturned mouth. “Please forgive me. My affair was a moment of temporary insanity. I love you. I’ve never stopped loving you.”

    Nicole didn’t take the flowers, and they just stood there, staring at each other, as she counted to ten and kept herself from blurting out something like “I don’t care if you slept with all the sorority sisters—which was probably true—I’d take you back in a heartbeat, because I still love you.”

    When she reached ten, she exhaled and said, “I love you, and a few months ago I thought I would take you back, no matter what, but I’m not going to do it. Not because of me and my broken heart, but because of you. Because at that one point in time, you chose someone else because I wasn’t good enough. And after you proved more than once that I would never be good enough, there’s no way I will take you back. No way.” She opened the door wider and pointed outside. “So, take your flowers and get the hell out of my home. Please don’t contact me again. Ever.”

    Then she slammed the door in Irene’s shocked face to emphasize her point. There, she’d told her!

    The knock on her door two weeks later sent her world into a whirlwind of regret and guilt. She had shoved open the door, ready to tell Irene to go to hell again, when she came face-to-face with two police detectives. Their questions blurred together. When was the last time she had spoken to Irene? When was the last time she had seen her? Why were they fighting at the bar? And many more she couldn’t remember because she had blocked that day and stored those memories deep in her mind to relive later.

    When the detectives had finished questioning her an hour later, Nicole closed the door behind them and sank to the floor. “What have I done?”

    

  
    Chapter One

    

    Five years later

    
    
San Francisco International Airport welcomed Allie Gordon with July’s typical chill and dampness. Dense fog had rolled into the city overnight and stubbornly clung to the water’s edge, creating a wet, gloomy morning. The fog would clear as the day warmed, assisted by a strong wind from the bay. But unfortunately, both weather problems meant one thing: the possibility of delay was high.

    Allie froze in the middle of the terminal, lost in her thoughts. A passerby bumped into her and muttered, “Get out of the way, bitch.”

    Good thing Allie had a death grip on her coffee cup. She didn’t need to add burns to her list of healing wounds. Throwing hot coffee at the offender would be childish, of course, so she turned in his direction and roared, “Consider yourself lucky I don’t have my service weapon.”

    The expression of terror on his face as he sprinted away gave her a minute of satisfaction.

    She drew in a long breath, dialing back her disquiet, and headed toward her gate.

    The tender spot on her shoulder ached as a constant reminder of her failure. A few inches higher, her doctor had said, and the bullet would have pierced her carotid artery. She was lucky, he’d said. She didn’t feel lucky. She’d failed as a Secret Service agent and as a team leader. A rookie agent had died on her watch. Her chest tightened, making it difficult to breathe. The dull pain spread down her arm. Allie flexed her fingers and shook her head to clear her mind of the unwanted memories.

    A year ago, she had led the protection detail for then-presidential candidate Jamison Argyle and jumped in front of a bullet during an assassination attempt against him. She’d saved the senator but lost a rookie. It wasn’t a televised event, and the Secret Service had kept the details and her name out of the media. After the shooting, she’d completed her physical therapy and then worked in DC on light desk duty in the investigative division—boredom of the century. She hadn’t entered this line of work for fame, and working in the investigative division required a certain level of anonymity. She preferred it that way.

    Then, two months ago, her dad had suffered a minor heart attack, and Allie had requested to use the rest of her vacation time and sick leave to fly home to San Jose to care for him. She still had a bit of leave left when a call from Assistant Director Howard two days ago had spun her world into turmoil. Her first thought was What could be so damn important to interrupt my personal time?

    Her mind circled back to the video call with Howard as she continued her trek to the gate. After a lengthy talk with him involving miles of pacing and resurfaced doubts on her part, Allie got her answer. President Argyle had requested her return to conduct a critical operation. She’d saved his life. To Argyle, she was a hero, but was she? Her old team would be involved, handling the protection end of things while the investigation was ongoing, which was a comfort. Still, the temptation to say no was on the tip of her tongue.

    Then, during the video call, a disembodied female voice had come through the speaker, informing Howard of the latest development—a letter with blatant death threats and a photo of the target’s face in the crosshairs. Right then, the case had taken a more sinister turn.

    Allie kept replaying the brief conversation in her mind. Though distorted, the woman’s gravelly lilt couldn’t hide the slight shakiness in her voice. Something about the way she spoke perked Allie’s attention. She filed the feeling away to analyze later.

    Her concern for the protectee and Howard’s steady, unwavering faith in Allie’s abilities and leadership meant a lot. In the end, albeit reluctantly, Allie accepted the assignment—a straightforward protection. What could go wrong? At least, there wouldn’t be any repeat of a Rita disaster.

    And here she was, on her way back to DC to reunite with her team.

    With an hour to spare before boarding, she made a beeline for the restroom and splashed cold water on her face, trying to calm her nerves. She hadn’t bothered to tame her dark, shoulder-length wild curls before leaving her father’s house, so she pulled them into a simple twist secured with a hairpin. Adding ruby lip gloss brought some color to her full, pale lips. Then she straightened her shoulders and smoothed her navy blazer. The last-minute purchase hung loosely on her slim figure, but she didn’t dress to impress. She needed to be ready to do her job once she landed in DC.

    When she arrived at the gate, the American Airlines employee at the counter announced a three-hour delay due to the weather.

    “Damn.” She had flown across the country for her investigations or waited on protectees, adapting to their schedules plenty of times, but it had been a year since she’d had to dip into her well of patience for such delays. Her routine would need some tweaking.

    The airport now swarmed with passengers complaining about delays. Allie searched for a vacant seat and discovered a bar in the corner with a few unoccupied stools. She plopped down next to a slender woman with a simple French braid and let out a heavy sigh.

    Was she ready to be back? Time would tell.

    
     

    “Damn.” Nicole Lancaster groaned, cursing the universe. Her flight to DC was delayed, and she could do nothing to change it. She never asked for anything. How hard was it to keep her flight on time? She wasn’t asking for world peace.

    Waiting made her restless.

    She settled at the bar next to her gate, ordered a cranberry mimosa, and rummaged in her purse for the latest issue of the Wonder Woman comic series. She was deep into the story when the stool next to her squeaked.

    Nicole kept reading when the newcomer spoke.

    “Did you know that William Marston, the original creator of Wonder Woman, got his inspiration for Diana from Olive Byrne, who lived with him and his wife in a polyamorous relationship?”

    Just her luck. Why did she always encounter people who insisted on bothering her when she was so clearly unavailable?

    Nicole clenched her teeth and lifted her head. “Are you talking to me?”

    The woman smiled apologetically. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to disturb you. Do you mind me sitting here?”

    The voice, deep and velvety, penetrated the inner core of Nicole’s brain.

    “No, I don’t mind.” She closed the comic book and placed it on the counter. “To answer your first question, no, I didn’t know. Are you a Wonder Woman fan or a comic book aficionado?”

    “Neither. I collect useless facts as a hobby.” The woman chuckled.

    Nicole smiled in return, studying the interloper’s features.

    She was stunning. Chestnut hair pulled into a tousled ponytail and minimal makeup. Her hypnotic lips had a touch of rosy gloss. An adorable dimple—Nicole was a sucker for dimples—appeared when her lips curved into an amused smile. Her dark blue eyes sparkled under the bar lights like stars at midnight. The stars blinked, and the lips moved.

    Nicole blinked back. “I’m sorry, what?”

    The heat rose to her neck and cheeks. Oh, no. Was she caught staring?

    “I asked if I could buy you another drink.” The amusement in that husky voice made it sexier. “I was about to order one, and your glass is almost empty.”

    That was quite smooth. The comment didn’t seem like a pickup line but rather a polite gesture, which, in a way, was a bit of a letdown. The woman was simply being nice, Nicole decided. Still, a letdown. “Thank you, I’d love that.”

    The woman signaled the bartender and ordered two mimosas. “My plane’s not leaving for a couple of hours. Might as well get comfortable and enjoy the company and the view.” Her eyes lit with mischief.

    Now, that was a line. Nicole had heard them all, but this woman was in a league of her own. Flirting with this stranger brought none of the usual numbness and disappointment. When was the last time she’d blushed like a prepubescent schoolgirl? All that was missing were giggles. Nicole massaged her stiff neck. It was warm to the touch, heat rising to her cheeks. She fanned herself and took a few deep breaths, wishing for a mirror to identify the shades of red she suspected her face now displayed.

    “Are you okay?” The woman’s eyes twinkled.

    Definitely not. “I’m too young for hot flashes, so it must be hot in here.”

    “Right.” The woman rotated on her stool so their knees almost touched. “So, comic books.”

    “It’s a guilty pleasure,” Nicole admitted.

    “Ah, one of those.” The stranger winked.

    “Don’t tell me you don’t have any.”

    “Well, if you must know, I have a few.”

    Nicole kept looking at her, waiting for more.

    The woman shrugged. “Classic movies and chocolate.”

    Nicole raised her eyebrows.

    “Exhibit one.” The woman opened her tote and took out a gigantic Toblerone bar to make her point. The chocolate slipped from her fingers and landed on the bar with a thud. “Oops.” The woman chuckled and offered some to Nicole.

    Their hands touched. The unexpected warmth and softness of slender fingers sent a delicious shiver down Nicole’s spine. She was a walking cliché.

    “Are you one of those people who can eat anything without worrying about their figure?” Nicole took a bite of the chocolate. It melted on her tongue. “I swear, I look at a piece of chocolate and add a few pounds.”

    “I wish I had better eating habits. I exercise when I have time, but until recently, I traveled a lot and spent most of my time on my feet.”

    “Oh. What do you do?”

    “I’m a photographer.”

    “What sort of photography do you do?”

    “Wildlife and occasional celebrity parties,” the woman replied.

    “Those are two unlikely and unrelated subjects.”

    “Not as different as you might think. Some of those parties can get pretty wild.”

    Nicole bit her bottom lip, stifling a giggle. “I’m sure they do.”

    “And what do you do?”

    “Nothing as glamorous as a celebrity photographer.” Nicole finished her chocolate. “I work in politics.”

    “How exciting. So, you have your fair share of celebrities and parties,” the woman teased.

    She shrugged. “Incomparable, I’m afraid. Yours are, no doubt, all fancy and flamboyant Hollywood. Mine are boring political meetings, lectures, and testosterone-filled egos.”

    The brunette laughed. The sound made Nicole swoon. What was happening? She was not getting a crush on a stranger at the airport—an attractive stranger with celestial eyes.

    “Your eyes are gorgeous,” Nicole blurted out. She grimaced, wishing for the ground to swallow her whole.

    “Thank you. That’s a nice thing to say.” To her credit, the woman didn’t accuse her of flirting or feeding her a cheap line. She smiled and raised her glass. “Yours are not bad either.”

    Nicole froze, gazing into the aforementioned gorgeous eyes as she reached for her flute. She missed her mark, knocking the drink into the woman’s lap.

    “Oh, my God. I’m so sorry.” She grabbed a napkin, horrified. Had she fucked up? She had probably fucked up.

    The brunette halted Nicole’s hand as it was about to touch her thigh. “It’s fine. Your glass was half empty.” She carefully dabbed the wet spot on her light gray slacks, then crumpled the soaked napkin and tossed it on the bar.

    She’d most definitely fucked up. Nicole covered her face. Saying she was clumsy would be too kind.

    The woman nudged her shoulder. “Hey, it’s okay. No harm done.” She pushed her glass out of reach. “Tell me more about your boring political meetings and testosterone-filled egos.”

    Her serene smile calmed Nicole and deflated her panic. She returned the smile. “Well, how much time do you have?”

    Their conversation flew as if they were long-lost friends, chatting about art, politics, philosophy, literature, and movies, though neither divulged any personal details about themselves. After a few hours of talking and laughing, Nicole glanced around. The bar was now empty. Somehow, she’d moved closer to the woman, and it felt intimate. The subtle floral scent tickled Nicole’s nostrils, and her fingers tingled with the need to touch her companion’s slender hand again.

    Nicole clutched her flute to avoid temptation.

    All passengers from United Flight 1587 to Washington Dulles International, please come to Gate E87.

    Already? She didn’t want to leave, content to stay at the airport for another hour or two, as long as the woman was there to keep her company.

    The brunette looked at her as if she sensed her hesitation. She was about to say something when the loudspeaker came alive again. American Airlines Flight 89 to Dallas, en route to Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport, will board in a few minutes at Gate E80.

    The woman sighed and stood. “That’s me. It was nice meeting you. I haven’t had so much fun at the airport since…” She tilted her head. “I never had so much fun anywhere. Thank you.”

    They were flying to the same place. How interesting!

    “The pleasure was all mine.” On impulse, Nicole leaned forward and hugged her. The sparks electrified her body as she melted into soft curves and firm muscles. Her heart pounded. Another sensation long forgotten. How long had it been? Eons?

    She nuzzled the woman’s hair and inhaled. The floral scent from earlier teased her senses. A lingering fragrance of summer groves and sunshine. Delicious.

    The embrace lasted an eternity. How to let go?

    The noise of the lounge brought her back to reality. With effort, Nicole withdrew from the brunette’s welcoming arms. She gave her companion one last look and walked away. Emptiness hit her as she hurried to the gate, her limbs heavy and her mind in turmoil.

    The woman’s scent clung to her shirt collar. She kept sniffing it, like the actors in the silly laundry commercials. Her reaction to the stranger puzzled her. The physical magnetism alone was startling, but something lurked beneath the surface—something suspiciously resembling emotions. That was unexpected. And she didn’t even know her name.

    They would never see each other again. What a pity.

    

  

    Chapter Two

    

    She was dying to tell the fucker to go to hell, but the blackmailer had given her no choice. She put the receiver down and wiped the sweat from her forehead. The expansive bay window of her office in the Montreal financial district faced the beautiful outline of the Notre-Dame Basilica and the foggy blues of the St. Lawrence River. The scenery was tranquil despite the busy hour on Wednesday afternoon, but the familiar view failed to offer joy. Her heart was in turmoil.

    She squashed the urge to call her mother. After all, she wasn’t a child and could handle her own shit. If it weren’t for her uncle’s obsession with gambling, she wouldn’t be in this mess. While a trivial vice for an ordinary person, for a prominent figure, it became a crime of the century. Embezzlement and using funds donated by hard-working individuals to fuel your lavish lifestyle were not something you could sweep under the rug.

    The voice on the phone was still fresh in her mind. Her insides twisted, bile rising in her throat. It was the same voice she had heard a few times before—a reminder of a debt her family owed and had yet to pay back—a phone call she could no longer ignore from a stranger whom she had named the Phantom.

    The adenoidal voice was robotic and disguised. Sometimes spoken in a whisper, other times in a monotone. She had no idea whether it belonged to a man or a woman, or if the person was young or old.

    The phone conversation earlier this morning was yet another reminder of the inevitable. The caller had left enough details for her to understand the mission.

    “It’s time to settle that debt.”

    “What do you want me to do?” she had asked. Her hand shook as she poured herself a drink. Whiskey in the morning? Fuck it.

    “Are you familiar with Senator Lilian Fleming?”

    “Vaguely.” She thought for a moment. The name had sparked recognition. “Isn’t she supposed to replace the vice president or something?”

    “I’m delighted you pay attention.” The Phantom didn’t even try to hide the sarcasm. “We want to silence her. Get to DC as soon as possible. You must find as much information as possible about Fleming’s plans for the next few public appearances in Washington or elsewhere before the Senate goes into session.”

    “Wouldn’t it be easier for your other conspirators to do what you want now? I assume you have ways to learn her routine.”

    “I have several players in the game, but don’t let it concern you.” The voice was raspy and muffled. “The senator is getting the Secret Service protection as we speak. She’s changing her plans and public appearances schedule on short notice, so we’re unaware of her plans until the last moment.”

    “What about your informant?” she asked, the memory of their last conversation surfacing. The Phantom had mentioned an accomplice.

    “Stop asking questions unless you want your family business on page one.”

    “Fine.” She sighed.

    “Fleming trusts no one right now except her chief of staff, Nicole Lancaster. She’s been with Fleming since her political career began, so they trust each other. Here’s your task.”

    “I’m listening.”

    The Phantom’s heavy breathing echoed in her ears. She ground her teeth. Fucking ghoul.

    “Get close to Nicole Lancaster. Seduce her if necessary. Keep me in the loop about Fleming’s plans. You get your further instructions and new identity information tonight.”

    “What do you want me to do after I get closer to Nicole and learn about Fleming’s itinerary?”

    “Are you good with the rifle?”

    “What does it have to do with my assignment?” What the hell? What rifle?

    “You’ll find out soon enough.” The evil laughter on the other end of the phone had been unmistakable and unnerving. She had flinched when the phone went dead.

    “Son of a bitch,” she mumbled, shaking off the memory of that call.

    And here she was, still fuming and drinking hours later. She downed the glass of whiskey. It burned her throat, but warmth and comfort soothed her nerves. Her father loved Crown Royal, but she preferred Glenlivet. She missed her father more than ever. He died when she was in her teens, and she had to grow up fast to help run the family business.

    She had discovered some financial anomalies while perusing the company’s records. Who keeps paperwork and floppy disks anymore? She had found discrepancies between donations and the funds deposited into the foundation’s accounts. Unauthorized transfers. Discrepancies in their paperwork. She finally confronted her mother.

    At first, her mother dismissed her findings with a wave of her well-manicured hand, but something in her mother’s eyes prompted her to push on. Her mother sighed in defeat. Let’s have some wine, she’d said. I have a story to tell you.

    “What a bloody mess,” she whispered, trying to block out the latest conversation and pouring herself another two fingers of whiskey. The one time she went against her principles to keep her uncle’s ass out of jail, and now it came back to haunt her. She thought there was no evidence left, yet somehow, somewhere, the document surfaced. Now it was too late to change things. She had already agreed to do everything the Phantom had asked to keep her life and business intact.

    “Fuck.” She finished her drink, wishing for oblivion.

    At eight p.m., a courier knocked on her flat and delivered a sealed envelope. By this time, she had finished half of the bottle of Glenlivet. She didn’t care.

    She staggered into the living room and slumped on the sofa, tearing the package open. She spread the contents on the coffee table. Fake travel documents, her new identity, information on Nicole Lancaster, and a photo.

    She picked up her new driver’s license, her vision blurry.

    “I am Victoria Russell. Russell. Victoria. Nice to meet you. I’m Vicky. Yuck.” She grimaced. “Tori. Yes. So much better. That I can handle.”

    Her eyes fell on the photograph on the floor. Pretty blonde with piercing hazel eyes and a gentle smile. That was the chief of staff? Not some matronly old hag?

    “Hmm, maybe the job isn’t so bad after all. Nicole is cute. She enjoys writing, photography, art, and—what a shock—women. Easy, so easy,” she mumbled, dropping the papers on the floor and resting her head on the cushion. Nicole Lancaster looked familiar. Why? At least she’d have fun seducing her, especially if it involved a challenge. When was the last time she had played a cat-and-mouse game?

    Tori finished another drink, leaving Nicole’s mystery to be solved later. She closed her eyes, aware of a gigantic headache. When this so-called assignment ended, she hoped to return to her life without the fear of waiting for another phone call or the police knocking on her door. Once she paid her family’s debt. It could happen. Right?

    

  
    Chapter Three

    

    Allie took a slow, meditative breath and walked into the dull beige of Secret Service Headquarters. That early on a Thursday morning, the place appeared deserted. What was she expecting? Fanfare and cheerleaders? Nobody knew she was coming except Howard.

    The click of her heels echoed along the empty hallway to the conference room where she’d greet her team. She took a seat at the front of the room and bounced her leg under the table, anxiety roiling in her chest. Get your shit together, Gordon. Not your first rodeo.

    As she waited, the woman from the airport invaded her thoughts. Any other time, Allie would have given in to the attraction, but she couldn’t afford any complications or distractions, especially now that she had returned to active duty. Thinking about the stranger at the airport was a moot point anyway. It wasn’t as if she was going to see her again.

    A loud chatter permeated the room. The team members arrived, filling their cups with bland office coffee. Allie’s tension lessened when Christina Kostas approached her with a wide grin, wearing her signature single-breasted power suit with a white button-down shirt. Her short, platinum-blond hair, dark tan, and aviator sunglasses made her androgynous appearance more dashing.

    “I’m so glad you’re back, Chief. It was dull without you.”

    Pride swelled inside Allie’s chest. Chris Kostas was her protégé. Sharp wit, quick thinking under pressure, unquestionable loyalty. With a ten-year difference between them, she reminded Allie of her younger self. Eager and full of life.

    Jack Taylor, her second-in-command, entered with a quick-paced stride. She had known him the longest. They had been through hell together. Taylor was the one who kept pressure on her gunshot wound as she bled on the dusty floor, while the rest of her team evacuated Senator Argyle to safety.

    A gray pinstripe three-piece suit fit Taylor’s athletic figure perfectly. His strong fingers grasped her hand as he leaned in for a quick hug.

    “Chief. How’s your shoulder?” He tilted his head, keeping direct eye contact.

    “Fine,” Allie replied quickly. Too quickly. She winced at the sharp pain shooting through her left arm when he embraced her. Thank God she was right-handed.

    “You look great. Welcome back.” Taylor gave her hand one more squeeze and joined the others at the table.

    Relief blossomed in Allie’s chest. “I’m glad to be back with the team.”

    Allie took a few deep breaths and distracted herself with the team dossiers. Two unfamiliar agents joined them at the table. Allie flipped open their files. Rachel Davis and Jeyaraj Patel. Davis was an average-height, brown-eyed brunette in a conservative, dark gray suit that clashed with her pasty skin. Patel was their new computer analyst, fresh from MIT.

    Howard entered the room before the newbies could introduce themselves, followed by two more newcomers. Allie recognized Agent Johnson, a seasoned FBI agent. She’d met him once at a joint task force meeting, but they’d never worked on an operation together. The other was a petite and stocky agent who wore a plain black suit with a subtle pinstripe pattern and an eggshell blouse, complemented by a dark, flowery scarf, giving her the air of a grandmotherly figure. Allie half expected a plate of cookies the woman had baked all night.

    “All right, people.” Howard took his place at the head of the table near the computer. “For those of you who don’t know Agent Gordon,” he gestured toward her, “I’d like to introduce your new team leader.”

    The room erupted with applause and a few whistles.

    Warmth radiated through Allie as she rolled her shoulders to relieve the tension.

    Howard’s wizened face softened, reducing some of the concern visible in his weary gray eyes. He ran his fingers through his receding hairline and switched his attention to the team. “Let’s get right down to business. Meet FBI agents Travis Johnson and Barbara Warner. They are here to consult on your new assignment, the temporary protection of Senator Lilian Fleming from California.”

    The muffled murmurs of confusion and hushed whispers from her team were no surprise. Going from counterfeiting investigation to protection detail required certain adjustments. Allie kept her poker face, hyper-alert, with adrenaline surging through her veins. While she’d welcomed the escape into the quiet and unassuming life in San Jose, she’d missed the action. The danger. The anticipation. The undercover missions. Everything that made her feel alive.

    Howard raised his hand to quiet everyone. “As you may be aware, this morning President Argyle introduced Senator Fleming as the vice-presidential nominee to succeed VP Ross after his resignation earlier this week.”

    “He pulled a Spiro Agnew and got his hand caught in the cookie jar,” Agent Johnson said, earning laughter from the other agents.

    Allie shifted in her chair, unsettled. Accepting bribes from lobbyists in exchange for favors was no laughing matter in her book. “Settle down,” she said. “Save it for the pub after duty hours.”

    Howard rubbed his face, his telltale sign of frustration, and continued, “Fleming has been outspoken on women’s rights, equality, and LGBTQ issues. We expect widespread protests wherever she appears until her confirmation, which could take months.”

    Allie expected a grumble or two, but, thankfully, no one made a peep.

    Howard nodded toward Agent Johnson. “You’re up.”

    Johnson opened a folder marked Confidential and rose with effort, his tailored black suit stretching over his ballooned stomach. “Howdy, y’all. Our intelligence suggests an assassination plot. For the past two months, Fleming’s office has received threatening and obscene letters.”

    Agent Johnson prattled on. His monotone Southern drawl evoked images of the hot Georgia summer when she’d spent three months assisting the local FBI office with their counterfeiting investigation. The sole female on a task force surrounded by egos and testosterone. It was a miracle she survived.

    FBI Agent Warner joined Johnson with a stack of letters. She spoke with the precision of a refined Oxford-educated English teacher. “Our forensics lab analyzed all anonymous letters sent to Fleming’s office. Fingerprints, handwriting, DNA, ink, matching against samples in the International Ink Library.” She pinched her thin lips and shook her head. “We found nothing. The unknown subject likely used gloves, leaving no traces.”

    An unsettling heaviness washed over Allie. The perp was familiar with forensics and investigative procedures, so they weren’t some garden-variety criminal.

    Agent Johnson pointed at the pile of envelopes in Warner’s hands. “Fleming’s letters, all written in hard, black letters to disguise handwriting, every word evenly spaced, some highlighted.”

    Agent Warner handed a letter to Johnson. “This one arrived yesterday, accompanied by a photograph with a red target on the senator’s face.”

    “What does it say?” Allie’s curiosity was piqued.

    “If you, cun—” Agent Johnson stumbled and said, “It’s obscene, so I’m going to edit it. If you, swear word, continue to pursue your effed-up agenda to eff with unborn babies and promote their murder, I guarantee you, We, the People, will remove you from office. Piece by piece, if necessary.”

    Allie straightened in her chair. “Is that somehow different from the previous threats?”

    Agent Warner answered without hesitation. “Before now, the perp sent less explicit threats. Resign or else. The photo is new—a deviation from the unsub’s pattern. Their obsession is escalating and seems more personal. We should consider that the senator’s political agenda might not be the motive.”

    Johnson tossed a photo on the table.

    Howard pushed it toward Allie. “We’ll need to place an undercover agent deep into Fleming’s inner circle to investigate.”

    Allie studied the blurry image, taken at close range as if someone had been sitting in the same room and taken the photo without the senator’s knowledge. “Will the senator be informed of the assignment?”

    “No.” Howard’s voice was firm. “We don’t have inside data on whom she trusts or her staff’s involvement in everyday activities and planning. The element of surprise is essential.”

    “The threats point at the senator’s political views. We have two possibilities, I reckon.” Agent Johnson paused, making eye contact with Allie as if waiting for her reaction.

    Two possibilities were one too many. Allie let the information sink in. “Let’s start with a political motive.”

    “A conservative opposition group is using the threats against the senator as a scare tactic to force her to decline the vice presidency and reconsider running for a second term,” Agent Johnson continued in a grave tone. “If those threats escalate to an assassination attempt, they hire a pro. The trigger-happy amateurs from an extremist group won’t do.”

    Allie placed her palms on the table and leaned forward. “Let’s hope it won’t come to such an extreme measure. In the last two years, Senator Fleming has gathered many supporters from both parties. The public seems to love her. It’s understandable that the opposition is resorting to scare tactics.”

    FBI Agent Warner nodded. “Agreed. That brings us to the second possibility. The political aspect is a red herring, and the threat is personal.”

    Conscious of everyone waiting for her reply, Allie considered the FBI’s assumptions. A deranged individual with a personal vendetta was far more dangerous, unpredictable, and difficult to apprehend. She straightened up, clasping her hands behind her back. “What are the plans for the undercover agent? The senator has had the same staff for several years. A new person would raise suspicion and alert the guilty party.”

    “We’re looking for a different approach,” Howard said before Agent Johnson could respond. “We think it might work to have someone make a social connection and get close to one or the other of the senator’s staff members.”

    Agent Patel turned on his laptop, and the giant screen on the wall flickered to life. “I assembled dossiers on the senator’s current staff members.”

    Allie shifted her focus to the screen, where the thumbnail images appeared, with the Fleming photo at the top.

    Agent Johnson took over the presentation. “For the last two months, our team analyzed the threats and their patterns. Preliminary findings suggested two individuals warrant investigation.”

    The first enlarged photo on the screen revealed a petite, curvy young woman with a pale complexion and curly titian hair. She stood next to Senator Fleming on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. Her smile exposed a gap between her front teeth.

    Johnson’s laser pen projected the red dot onto the image. “Dasha Volkova is Fleming’s press assistant. Her financial statements for the past three years revealed multiple weekly deposits and withdrawals. Numerous accounts were closed and reopened multiple times, with some accounts being overdrawn. Then we discovered an anomaly. Every other month for about a year, someone deposited ninety-five hundred dollars into one account only to have it transferred out the next day.”

    Allie’s neck tingled at the back. Major financial issues could mean money laundering, gambling, or other illicit activities. Financial crimes were her forte. They should investigate these suspicious deposits and transfers.

    Agent Johnson focused the laser on the new image. “The second suspect is Nicole Lancaster, Fleming’s chief of staff—”

    Allie squinted as the photo, a date of birth included, appeared out of focus. Patel tapped a few keys, and a pair of intelligent hazel eyes filled the screen. Their deep hue complemented the owner’s tanned skin. Allie stifled a gasp.

    The photo was recent. Lancaster was a few years younger than Allie’s own thirty-five. Long lashes, wavy ash-blond hair twisted into a familiar French braid, and a melancholy expression. Nothing like the flirty, clumsy, blushing woman Allie had met at the airport in San Francisco. And yet, both versions matched like perfect puzzle pieces. Heat spread through Allie’s body. Of all the airports in all the cities, she had run into a potential suspect.

    “…in the police report…”

    “Wait.” Allie willed herself to concentrate. “What police report? Why is Lancaster a suspect?”

    Agent Johnson flicked a glance her way with irritation in his beady eyes. “Lancaster’s name came up as the prime suspect on a police report from five years ago, before she joined Fleming’s team. Her fiancée, one Irene Cartier, committed suicide a few months after their very public breakup at a bar. Eyewitnesses stated they had argued, and the whole affair didn’t end amicably. Three months later, Cartier was dead. Although the case was closed with no evidence, as she drove her girlfriend into a bout of depression, Lancaster perhaps got away with ‘murder.’ ” Johnson air-quoted, then added, “I’m surprised Fleming hired her. The whole thing gives off soap opera vibes, which has no place in politics.”

    Allie clenched her jaw tight. Johnson’s reputation as a condescending jerk wasn’t an exaggeration.

    Agent Warner’s voice cut through the fog in her mind. “I’m appointed as your FBI liaison, Agent Gordon. Your team’s job is to figure out whoever is threatening Fleming or helping the perp.”

    Allie rose to shake Warner’s hand, unsurprised by its firmness. “I’m looking forward to working with you, Agent Warner.”

    “You can call me Babs.” Warner winked. She shoved the threat letters into her briefcase and left after her colleague.

    Allie dropped into her chair with a sigh, the stiffness in her neck spreading down to her toes. Nicole Lancaster’s image lingered. She tried to reconcile the vibrant and vulnerable woman she’d met yesterday with the image of a dangerous criminal. Or was she a desperate soul blackmailed into a betrayal? Neither theory made sense, but she had known the woman for only a few hours, so anything was possible.

    Allie rubbed her face. She needed to clear her thoughts. She had a job to do.

    Rookie Agent Rachel Davis closed her notebook. “I think we should concentrate on Nicole Lancaster.”

    “Why not Volkova?” Allie crossed her arms as she leaned back in her chair. “Financial or gambling problems can be a powerful tool to persuade even the most honest people to forget their morals and ethics. It can make someone a prime target of coercion from outside sources. And passing out information from the senator’s inner circle under the duress of blackmail is one hell of a motive.”

    “So is love.” Davis mirrored her pose. “Lancaster is a dark horse. She drove her fiancée to suicide, then right after, she joined Fleming’s team like nothing had happened. No depression. No remorse. Who does that?”

    Was Davis implying that Lancaster was some narcissistic ego-maniac or worse?

    “It seems that Lancaster knew Fleming before she became her chief of staff.” Taylor flipped through the notes the FBI agents left for them to review. “Fleming was her professor at Berkeley.”

    That tidbit was definitely interesting.

    “See?” Davis slapped the desk. “There’s a connection. What if something happened? She’s been with Fleming for the last five years and has full access to her life, including calls, appointments, and travel schedules. Maybe her dead girlfriend is not a motive for blackmail, but what if there’s some hidden motive, and Lancaster has been manipulated into helping the perp out of spite? Some people hold grudges for ages. It could make her a suspect or a mole, assuming she’s not working alone.” She paused, and her tawny eyes widened. “And she’s gay, which might be convenient.”

    “And why is that?” Allie tensed and clenched her fists. Where was Davis going with this?

    “One way to get closer to a suspect is to find something in common,” Agent Davis said, raising an eyebrow. “An undercover operation offers many possibilities, like meeting in a dark bar, striking up a conversation.”

    Allie bit her lip. Did Agent Davis research her background? Allie had never hidden her sexuality while in the service, but she didn’t advertise it either. She drew a deep breath and said coldly, “Contrary to popular belief, it takes more than being a lesbian to get close to another lesbian.”

    Davis’s smile vanished, and she got to her feet. “I apologize. I was trying to think of ideas to connect with Ms. Lancaster.”

    Howard stroked his jaw. “Agent Gordon, your team has three days to gather preliminary intel on the prime suspects. We will meet on Monday morning at 0900 for updates. Meeting adjourned.”

    Before Allie rose, she caught Howard’s eye. That scrutinizing gaze, the almost imperceptible glance at the rookie. She knew that look well. This discussion was far from over.

    After everyone had headed out, Allie closed the door behind her team and waited for Howard to continue.

    “Is working with Agent Davis going to be a problem?” Howard raised his eyebrows.

    “Not at all, sir,” Allie assured him.

    “Good to hear. Davis requested this assignment for additional field experience, but with a reputation as an excellent researcher and coordinator, she should be a valuable asset to the team. I leave it up to you to pair your agents.” Howard leaned toward her. “Lancaster is the most promising link in the investigation due to her proximity to the senator.”

    “About that, sir.” Allie bit her lip. Accidental or not, she had to come clean. “I met Lancaster yesterday at SFO on my way to Washington. I had no idea who she was, and we didn’t exchange names, but I used one of my undercover identities out of habit. I told her I was a photographer.”

    Howard rubbed his hands together. “Good, good. That could work to our advantage. I would like you to handle her, Allie.”

    “Roger that, sir.”

    “Tread carefully. We can’t allow any mistakes.”

    Was he thinking of Rita? Allie puffed her cheeks and exhaled slowly. Rita was the daughter of a suspect she had investigated in Atlanta. They’d had a brief affair while Allie was working undercover. She’d put Rita’s father in jail and had lied to her the entire time. It was a disaster. And what Allie liked the least in her job—the danger of screwing up by making a wrong decision. Just once, Allie had let herself get emotionally attached to the subject of an ongoing investigation. It had not ended well.

    “Rita was a colossal mistake, sir. Hence, my number one rule—”

    “Never get involved with a subject of your investigation,” they recited together.

    She left the conference room to join her team in a smaller office. “Agent Kostas, your assignment is Ms. Volkova.” Chris took notes as Allie continued. “Find out why she has financial problems, how much she owes and to whom, and what she has done to pay it off.”

    “No problem, Chief.” Chris saluted.

    Allie turned to Patel. “You and I will shadow Nicole Lancaster tomorrow.”

    He blinked several times and removed his tortoiseshell glasses. His hand trembled as he wiped the lenses with his tie, but his voice stayed firm. “Yes, ma’am.”

    Jey Patel’s quiet eagerness and determination to prove himself were endearing. Allie wanted to take him under her wing and protect him. She wouldn’t allow failure this time.

    The team members gathered their notes and strode out.

    Except for Rachel Davis.

    Allie regarded her. “Do you have a question?”

    “Yes, as a matter of fact, I do,” Davis replied. She clenched her hands briefly before clasping them together. “I’d like to switch with Agent Patel and work on the Lancaster angle with you.”

    Allie leaned back in her chair. “Why?”

    “I know we’re both new to the team, but I have more experience than Patel, and I find undercover work fascinating. He’s a computer nerd.” She blew out a long breath and lifted her chin. “I want to learn from the best, and that’s you.”

    “Duly noted.” Allie rose and glanced at her watch. “My decision is final. Anything else, Agent?”

    Davis’s stare challenged Allie, but she refused to break eye contact and waited. What was behind those defiant eyes? This rookie was hard to read.

    Then Davis averted her gaze and said, her voice strained, “No, ma’am.”

    When she closed the door behind her, Allie exhaled.

    And that was just the first day back on the job. What’s next?

    

  
    Chapter Four

    

    Nicole Lancaster settled onto a comfortable sofa in Senator Fleming’s office and pulled out her iPad. “Do you have anything else to add to next week’s schedule, Senator?” Despite her role as chief of staff, there were moments when she felt more like a glorified assistant.

    Lilian Fleming stopped typing on her laptop and lifted her head. The gray streaks in her ash-blond pixie suited her. The style made her look ten years younger. “Yes. I’ve accepted an invitation from the National Organization for Women Foundation. They want me to be a keynote speaker in their Feminist Women in History series.”

    Nicole checked her notes on proposals and invites. “Good. No travel. It’ll help to minimize the threat level.”

    “Speaking of.” Fleming poured a glass of sparkling water. “Have you contacted Assistant Director Howard?”

    “I informed him about the letter and the phone call right before I showed it to you, Senator.”

    Fleming didn’t seem concerned about the threats or all that happy about the Secret Service protection. Like many people in power, she believed those threats were idle. Nobody was foolish enough to go through with them.

    The senator took another sip of water. “Send my schedule to Howard and apologize for the last-minute notice. NOW’s offer was too enticing to pass up.”

    Nicole admired and revered the senator’s convictions and unwavering belief in fighting for justice and human rights. “Danger be damned?”

    Fleming exhaled with a groan. “So what if some raving and misguided individual sent me letters and puffed over the phone? It’s happened to many politicians. I’m not special.”

    Nicole put the iPad down and turned to face her boss. “But Senator Fleming, you are special. You might become our first female president someday.”

    “Nicole, when we are alone and off duty, you can call me Lilian. Remember?”

    “Hard habit to break.” Fleming was her boss and her former political science professor, who’d judged one of Nicole’s exams as lacking in critical thinking, depth, and creativity. In front of everyone in her class. They’d teased each other over that evaluation for years. Still, Fleming had never been aware of the condescending comments and judgmental stares Nicole endured from her classmates for the rest of the semester.

    When Nicole had earned a well-deserved A+ on her essay about the connection between social injustice and mental health, everything had changed. The classmates’ respect was followed by a prestigious twelve-month internship at a private marriage and family practice, which earned her clinical psychology credits toward her advanced degree. That’s when she’d found her calling and decided to focus on child psychology. That’s when she met Irene and fell head over heels in—

    Fleming’s crisp voice intruded on Nicole’s thoughts. “Now, some men in dark glasses will be hovering over me all the time. They probably don’t want to do this job. Why is this happening?”

    “The men in dark glasses will keep you safe. Someone is going to great lengths to terrify you into declining the VP nomination and withdrawing your name for reelection to the Senate.”

    “It is what it is.” The senator shrugged.

    Nicole sank deeper into the velvety sofa cushions. Exhaustion washed over her. She wanted to go home and soak in the tub with candles, music, or a good book. Her watch read seven p.m. Damn, I’m getting old. She groaned and glanced at Fleming, who was watching her with a concerned expression.

    “What?”

    “In all the time we’ve known each other, I have never seen you so…how do I put it…withdrawn and depressed.” Fleming’s voice carried genuine concern. “How did your trip go?”

    Was she that obvious? She needed to work on her poker face.

    “Fine. All done with the probate, and Aunt Bertha’s condominium is now officially mine.” She had flown home for one day to sign the final paperwork.

    Her parents—devout Catholics, embarrassed by having a lesbian daughter—had sent her away to stay with her spinster aunt Bertha in San Francisco after she came out to them. Bertha became like a mother to her and dared her to dream, be herself, and find her person. And now Bertha was gone.

    A woman’s face popped into her mind. The one she’d met at the airport. She’d checked every box in Nicole’s dating list, if such a list even existed. Witty and intelligent, with gorgeous eyes and a killer smile. A welcome distraction from an annoying delay. None of it mattered. It would be a miracle if they were to meet again.

    Their chance encounter and the strong connection she had felt had stirred up memories she’d tried so hard to forget. But they were never far from the surface.

    Why did Irene have to invade her mind now? Hadn’t she punished herself enough with sleepless nights and mindless one-night stands? Nicole rubbed her eyes, stifling a groan.

    “Is there something else you’re not telling me, Nicole?” Fleming got up and poured herself a glass of scotch from a bottle sitting on her credenza, came over, and sat on the opposite end of the sofa. She lifted her glass as an offer. Nicole shook her head.

    “No…I don’t know…Maybe. Most of the time, I feel like I’m going through the motions.” Nicole rubbed her eyes. Tired was an understatement. “Busy week. I’m ready to collapse.” And ready to rethink her life. She’d loved helping kids whose parents wouldn’t accept them for who they were. Maybe it was time to find someone to share her life with. Someone who would accept her for who she was.

    Where had this come from? A lump in her throat added to the ache in her chest. Perhaps she should have that drink. She got up and strolled to the credenza, splashing a finger of scotch into a glass, aware of the senator’s probing gaze.

    “I’m a hot mess, and a curse follows me,” Nicole blurted. Had she said that aloud? Kill me now.

    “Are you joking?”

    “Dead serious.” Nicole took a sip of her drink. It might be helpful to talk to someone for a change. Here it goes. “My love life is a mess. My first girlfriend in college overdosed and died at a frat party.”

    “I heard about that. I was still teaching then.” Lilian offered a kind smile. “I’m sorry it happened to you, but your girlfriend’s death was accidental. It shouldn’t have deterred you from commitments or finding happiness.”

    “It didn’t. What happened next did.” Nicole puffed her cheeks, letting the breath out slowly. “Two years later, I met someone during my clinical internship. We dated for a year, got engaged, and planned to get married. It was all an illusion. She cheated on me and left me for another woman.”

    Lilian shook her head in sympathy.

    “When I finally got over her and put my life back together, she was at my door. Begging me for forgiveness, claiming she loved me and her affair was temporary insanity, declaring me the love of her life. I couldn’t—” Nicole swallowed hard, holding back her tears. “I wouldn’t take her back.”

    “I sense there is a but.”

    “There’s always a but, isn’t there?” Nicole looked out the window. The darkness, undisturbed by the dim street lights, matched her mood. The hollowness in her chest was heavy and unsettling. “She broke my heart, so I wanted her to suffer as much as I did. I told her to go to hell. She went back to her lover. She didn’t want to fight for me.”

    “I wondered why you had agreed to join my team so quickly.”

    “Yes. I needed to run from everything familiar for a while.” Nicole finished her drink and stood, unable to sit still. “Irene left my heart empty. It’s been five years, but I still fear losing everything if I open my heart to love. I’m afraid to trust anyone.” Afraid she would hurt someone who loved her. Again.

    “So, you prefer one-night stands?” Fleming asked. “To avoid falling in love?”

    “How do you know that? I…” Nicole stopped. Her skin tingled with discomfort. Blood rushed to her face. “Never mind. I suppose it all came up in my background check.”

    “Naturally, but you were my star student, and I’ve gotten to know you over the years. I knew you were not guilty of anything.” The senator moved closer and patted Nicole’s leg in comfort. “I’m really sorry about your cheating fiancée.”

    “I guess we all have a past and broken hearts.” Nicole closed her eyes, chasing away painful memories. Fleming remained silent. Nicole was grateful for that. Enough confessions for one night. “Why bother with love when it never lasts?”

    “Hmm, you got me there.” Fleming pursed her lips and murmured, “I finalized my divorce this morning.”

    “Oh, Lilian. I’m so sorry.”

    “Don’t be. It was inevitable.” The senator waved her hand dismissively, but her voice shook. “I assure you, it won’t overshadow my record and stance on issues.”

    “I’ve no doubt.”

    After a brief knock, the door opened, and Susan Baranski waltzed in, followed by Kaitlynn Foster, Fleming’s latest intern. Susan—a speechwriter who had previously worked as a freelance journalist for The Washington Post in the arts and entertainment section—had a reputation as the biggest gossip in DC. She was also the closest thing Nicole had to a friend.

    “Where have you been? I texted you two hours ago.” Fleming closed her laptop. Her look didn’t match the harshness in her words.

    Nicole grinned. The senator had the claws of a kitten.

    “Running your errands, Senator.” Susan sat down on the sofa and pulled out her notebook. “What have we missed?”

    “Week of lectures starting on Monday.” Nicole filled them in.

    “Someplace fun?” Kaitlynn’s baby blue eyes went comically wide. “I’ve never been outside of the DC area.”

    Sweet, naive Kaitlynn. Nicole had chosen her from a pool of young, enthusiastic first-year students at a local college, eager for their first internship gig on the Hill. Kaitlynn’s assessment test had been off the charts. That was why she’d picked her. Her professional demeanor needed work, but Nicole could cut her some slack. They all had to start somewhere.

    “I wish. It’s local, but be prepared to lose sleep. No slack. I’ll keep you busy.” The senator sighed and glanced at the clock on the wall. “It’s after eight. Go home. We’ll review the schedule in the next few days and prepare to meet the Secret Service agents.”

    Nicole followed Susan outside right after Kaitlynn left. “Want to go to the Double Rainbow with me tomorrow night?” she asked, practically begging. Friday nights at her favorite bar had lost their appeal a while ago. Clearly, she was a glutton for punishment.

    “Um, I have plans.” Color crept into Susan’s cheeks.

    “Ooh. Is it a date? Who’s the lucky guy? Or a gal?”

    “Yes, it’s a date. With a lady this time.”

    “Fun. What’s her name?”

    Susan looked back at her. “Is it okay if I keep it to myself for a while? It’s still fresh. I don’t want to jinx it.”

    She pulled Susan into a tight hug. “When was the last time you dated a woman?”

    “Three years? Men are uncomplicated, but I missed the drama and intensity of dating women.”

    “Drama indeed.” Nicole had had plenty of it. Occasional one-night stands had none of it. Did she miss the excitement? If she was truthful with herself…no, she didn’t want to go there.

    “Thanks, Nic. It’s nice to have a friend who understands. See you tomorrow.”

    Nicole drove to her apartment, alone with her thoughts. A familiar song came on the radio that always resonated with her. She sang along with the melancholy lyrics. She was bad at love. That was her life, described with such eloquence and simplicity. A lover who made her believe she was the one, but it was nothing but lies and deceit. And she’d made the same mistakes because she, too, had believed in love, but not anymore.

    Nicole turned down the volume. Loneliness descended on her, intensifying heartbreak and scars that never healed. She reflected on her love life and shivered. I’m thirty-three. Why do I feel like gloom and doom?

    She hated to admit it, but Irene’s betrayal still hurt. Three years together. She’d had no clue. Irene’s death had shaken her. The police kept asking her questions about her fight with Irene after she had learned about the affair. Was she jealous enough to harm her lover? She stared at them in disbelief, finding it hard to breathe. Seriously? As if. And then they showed her the note Irene had left—

    Loud honking brought Nicole back to reality. She veered to the wrong side of the road. Shit. She hit the brakes and swerved back into her lane.

    She parked along the curve in front of her rental place. Safely inside her apartment, exhaustion overtook her. She brushed her teeth and stumbled into bed. Still, sleep eluded her. Images from the past kept circling in her restless mind. Her first girlfriend in college, who accidentally overdosed. Then Irene had taken her own life—both of her significant relationships had ended in tragedy.

    Was she really cursed?

    

  
    Chapter Five

    

    On Friday, Allie followed Nicole from the senator’s office to a popular lesbian bar, Double Rainbow. She parked further down the street from the brown-brick building and smiled at Jey Patel reassuringly. It was a simple recon mission. No danger. What’s the worst that could happen?

    “It’s too early for the usual crowd. I can’t go inside yet. Nicole might recognize me. You go in posing as a tourist looking for a good time. The bartender might be a wealth of information. Do not approach Lancaster. Act casual. Don’t stand out.”

    Patel swallowed. “Act casual. Got it.”

    His hands shook as he placed a Canon digital camera around his neck. His face reddened. “This is my first undercover op, and I—”

    Allie patted him on the back. “Relax and be yourself. Be creative, but don’t overdo it.”

    As the bar door closed behind him, his whisper reverberated in Allie’s ear, “I’m inside. The bartender is a rough-looking woman. She’s scary. I’m going to order a beer and look around. Casually.”

    Allie chuckled. Patel had a lot to learn about fieldwork.

    “What’s your poison, hon?” The female voice—distant but close enough—positioned Jey near the bar.

    “Stella Artois, please.”

    Allie closed her eyes, concentrating on the sounds and voices inside, trying to imagine what Patel saw.

    He whispered. “Chief, I found Ms. Lancaster. She’s having a drink with a younger woman. Dark hair, pretty. Time to improvise.”

    The squeaky, obnoxious noise of the turning stool made Allie cringe.

    “What can you tell me about her? Is she a regular?”

    “Maybe. Who wants to know?” The gruff voice grated against Allie’s ears. Who is he talking to? The bartender?

    “Well…I thought…” Jey stuttered and continued, “She looks my type, so I thought I’d take a chance.”

    “That’s something you have to ask her.”

    “Do you think I might be her type?”

    “Dark, dorky, and handsome? You could be if you were the right gender.”

    “You mean…she’s…a…you know…” Jey whispered.

    “A lesbian? Oh, yes. Unless she’s a curious straight woman who comes to this lesbian bar on Friday nights and leaves with a different woman every time. For all I know, she’s taking them to the public library to talk about arts and literature.”

    “I didn’t know it was a gay bar,” Jey mumbled.

    “It’s okay, honey. Beer tastes the same in any bar. Want another one?”

    “Let me try a Heineken.” Another moment of near silence, then more gulping and lips smacking. Then Jey asked, “So, she likes women, no blondes, and she likes them only once?”

    “I couldn’t have said it better myself, so if you have a sister…” The bartender’s voice trailed off, muffled as she moved farther away, probably serving another customer.

    Interesting tidbit. Was this why Nicole blushed and flirted throughout their airport encounter, because Allie was her type?

    A few minutes later, Jey got into the car. “How did I do?”

    “You did great,” Allie assured him. She twisted her dark curls into a ponytail and checked the earpiece in her left ear. For their stakeout, she had changed into a pair of soft, worn blue jeans and an oversized white T-shirt sliding down her right shoulder. She rummaged through her duffel bag and pulled out a Stanford Cardinal baseball cap to cover her hair and fit in with the younger crowd.

    She hurried toward the bar. Loud music grew louder as the group of college-age girls stepped outside. Allie rubbed the scar on her left shoulder. The tissue no longer hurt, and the ridges of the wound, rough under her fingers, helped keep her grounded and reminded her to cherish every moment. She clenched her teeth and sucked in the air before going in.

    The crowded place, now packed with a diverse clientele of various ages and genders, made it easier for her to blend in. Allie went up to the bar and then, with a virgin cosmo in her hand, she moved into a dark corner to observe the action inside, watching Nicole without being conspicuous.

    Nicole, by all outward appearances, was enjoying a slow, sensual dance with her companion. They were touching and kissing, but Allie recognized Nicole’s body language. There was no intimacy in her gestures, caresses, or movements. It was about physical pleasure when any more or less attractive stranger would do.

    Allie couldn’t relate. When was the last time she’d had a meaningless relationship without emotions and feelings? Jenna Mosley in seventh grade? Her first kiss. What had happened to her? Married with kids was more likely.

    Allie had experienced few heartbreaks, because she preferred having relationships with emotional attachments, so she didn’t have many. After college, she was so focused on her work that she didn’t have time for relationships.

    Was it Rita? Most likely. Rita had been an infatuation and also the last person with whom she was intimate.

    Damn, my love life sucks.

    The song ended. Nicole whispered into the woman’s ear, eliciting laughter and a nod. They both strolled toward the bar, holding hands as they navigated through the crowd. Shadows crossed Nicole’s face. She seemed detached and distracted.

    Allie watched her order drinks at the bar and smile at the bartender. Then she tucked a strand of blond hair behind her ear. The simple gesture was purely erotic. Nicole’s smile lit up her entire face, making her cheekbones more prominent. Two days ago, Allie had been on the receiving end of it. Her pulse raced. When Nicole returned to the dance floor, Allie left her safe corner, desperately needing a drink.

    The club was crammed with women and a few men, dancing, kissing, and touching. Allie had a hard time trying to squeeze through the crowd on her way to the bar. The smell of sweat and liquor hung in the air like a heavy fog.

    Somehow, she ended up right behind Nicole and her companion, moving together to the rhythm of some techno song Allie didn’t recognize. Nicole’s eyes were closed, allowing Allie to linger and study the flow of her body’s curves. Allie remembered the feel of those curves from the hug at the airport. They’d left an imprint on her skin.

    The way Nicole moved her hips was erotic and mesmerizing. Allie caught a faint whiff of something sweet. Peaches? A scent she recognized from the other day. She willed herself to move. She shouldn’t be so close to the subject of their investigation or allow herself to be distracted by her attraction to her.

    Allie reached the bar and ordered a club soda with lemon while still watching Nicole’s every move. The moisture from the glass ran down the heated skin of her wrist. Allie bit into the lemon, tasting the bitterness and tang, but it failed to quench the attraction she felt. Miserably.

    After midnight, Nicole left the bar and strolled out to the street, her arm draped around the woman she had been dancing with. Allie followed at a distance.

    Allie crossed to the other side of the street and advised Patel to stay behind as she followed them on foot. Nicole and her date entered the grounds of a one-story motel two blocks from the bar and disappeared behind one of its doors. Allie felt a swell of jealousy that took her by surprise.

    Her affairs don’t concern you. But the image of Nicole in the other woman’s arms lingered in Allie’s mind.

    Nothing tonight had shed any light on the mystery of Nicole Lancaster. Allie turned back and got inside the car. After a deep breath, a new plan formed in her head. “Let’s call it a night, Agent Patel.”

    
     

    Nicole sat on the chair by the window and buttoned her blouse, gazing at the naked woman sprawled on the bed, still fast asleep. Her long, dark hair provided a startling contrast against the white pillow. Another night, another stranger to help her forget. Unsuccessfully. She hadn’t asked her name. She never did.

    Nicole twisted the simple gold band on her right hand, pulling it off and sliding it back onto her finger. She always wore it. Out of habit, but also out of guilt as a constant reminder of Irene, who had given it to her to bind them together for the rest of their lives. Irene had broken her promise after three years of ignorant bliss. Those years had been nothing but lies. But Nicole continued to wear the ring. She kept asking herself why. Why did she keep wallowing in guilt and grief? Wasn’t five years enough to forgive herself?

    She still had no answer.

    Nicole tiptoed to the bathroom to finish dressing. She wanted to leave before the woman woke up to avoid exchanging names or phone numbers. This routine of taking strangers to bed and sneaking out without a word—the routine she had perfected but no longer enjoyed—was becoming tiresome. It left nothing but emptiness. What was the alternative? Nothing lasted forever. Broken hearts and broken dreams happened to other people besides her. So why did it continue to be so hard to trust anyone?

    Nicole washed her face and applied the favorite lotion she always carried. Memories of the evening assailed her. Someone had been watching her at the bar. She was sure of that.

    A tall, slender woman facing the bar had caught her attention. There had been something so familiar about the woman, but before Nicole could analyze the feeling, pale arms had snaked around her waist, tugged her closer, and broken the moment. She had dislodged herself from her companion’s arms and hurried toward the bar. But the mysterious woman had been gone.

    Fuck my life. Nicole glared at her reflection in the mirror of the cheap motel. She didn’t like what she saw. She hated the person she’d become. It was for the best that the mystery woman had vanished. One-night stands had worked so far. No broken hearts, no teary goodbyes. Nobody wanted damaged goods.

    After two a.m., the Uber driver dropped Nicole at her apartment. She was on the edge of sleep when, suddenly, she was back at the bar, tormented by the woman whose face she had never seen. The mysterious woman was slowly rotating toward Nicole. She wore a baseball cap over dark curls twisted into a casual ponytail. Nicole peered into the darkness of the bar, trying to see the face underneath that cap.

    She woke hours later, drenched in cold sweat, the beautiful stranger still a mystery.

    

  
    Chapter Six

    

    At precisely 0900 on Monday, Donald Howard strode into the conference room. “Morning, everyone. Let’s begin. Agent Gordon. Updates, please.”

    Allie straightened in her chair and glanced around the room. Her team members’ eager faces—both old and new—greeted her with the same enthusiasm she shared. “Agent Kostas. You go first.”

    Chris booted up her laptop. “Volkova left early on Friday for her sister’s wedding rehearsal dinner. I followed her to her family’s house in Kalorama Heights. Not much happened until Dasha and her mother had a conversation outside. I recorded it.”

    Chris pressed a few keys, and Dasha’s voice filled the room.

    “You don’t understand, Mama. If I don’t go tonight, it will take me longer to pay my debt.”

    Allie closed her eyes, picturing two women on the front lawn. Dasha’s voice was soft, almost hypnotic.

    “Yes, I don’t understand it, Dashenka. What in the world possessed you to borrow money from this awful man?” Mrs. Volkova’s accent was lovely.

    “I did it to save Papa, remember?”

    “Yes, I remember. Is there any other way to repay him? This illegal gambling business makes me nervous.”

    “Sergei’s private poker games at his residence are legal, Mama.” Dasha’s voice turned defensive, then she sighed. “And no. There’s no other way.”

    “Why did you get yourself into this? It’s all my fault.” The mother raised her voice.

    “Stop it, Mama.” The shuffling sounds muffled all but the last part. “I have to leave soon. I won’t be back until morning—”

    “But this is Masha’s big event. She wants her little sister here. Your job often requires you to be away from your family. Your sister’s wedding is important.”

    “It’s a rehearsal dinner, Mama. I’ll return tomorrow for the church ceremony and the celebration afterward.”

    “Masha will be disappointed that you left the party earlier—”

    “Three more months. All I have to do is show up every other week. Then I’ll be free.” The tears in Dasha’s voice were unmistakable. “If I don’t show up tonight, Sergei threatened to inform the senator. I could lose it all—my career, my dreams, my freedom—everything.”

    There was a pause. “I’m worried about you, Dashenka. I’m worried about all my children, but mostly you. You are the youngest, my baby.”

    “I’m a grown woman. Twenty-six is hardly a baby. Sergei said tonight is important. He’s hosting a fundraiser for one of his influential friends. He needs me there. I have to do it. One day, Masha will understand.”

    “I hope one day we all understand,” Dasha’s mother replied.

    After a moment, two simultaneous sighs echoed in the room. Chris commented. “They hugged.” She turned the audio off. “Nothing happened after that.”

    Allie scribbled a few notes. Illegal gambling disguised as a fundraiser? Or perfectly legal poker games with a charitable side? And who was the influential friend? “What else have you got?”

    Chris got up, rocking back on her heels. Her eyes sparkled. “I did some research. Dasha was right. In Washington and Virginia, private residence poker games are popular and legal, as long as no one is profiting from hosting the game. The FBI’s preliminary research mentioned nothing questionable or illegal in her past.”

    “Except for her financial problems,” Allie pointed out.

    “Except for that.” Chris nodded. “Sergei is a common name in the Russian community. Dasha seems to have known him for a long time. And then it hit me. What are the odds that this mysterious Sergei and a well-known real estate developer, Sergei Wysocki, are the same person?”

    Allie frowned. “The name sounds familiar. And not in a good way.”

    “Remember when we investigated a counterfeit case three years ago? The horse racing facility in Fairfax County.” Chris dropped into the chair.

    Allie searched her memory. Three years ago? “I was in Atlanta on another assignment.” She shook her head. That was when Rita happened.

    “Oh, right.” Chris rubbed her hands together. “They used counterfeit money to avoid bankruptcy. Sergei Wysocki had frequented the facility, and we conducted a thorough background check on everyone involved. He came out clean as far as any illegal activities are concerned. He’s a reputable real estate mogul and a financier behind several legitimate enterprises.”

    “I guess there’s more to your hunch?” Allie raised an eyebrow.

    Chris beamed. “He’s listed as a suspected loan shark in the FBI database, though the task force has no concrete evidence.”

    Allie nodded. It made sense that Volkova kept it a secret. Borrowing money from a loan shark would undoubtedly jeopardize her employment with the senator.

    “Wysocki owns a house in the Country Club Hills neighborhood in Arlington and is famous for his private poker parties,” Chris supplied.

    Howard crossed his arms. “And?”

    Chris’s voice was firm but enthusiastic. “I followed Dasha to his house, sir. I chatted with a woman on the catering staff. Mr. Wysocki has a few private rooms upstairs for the weekly poker games. The entry fee is a thousand dollars.”

    “What’s unusual about that?”

    Chris hurried to explain. “According to Mitzi—the caterer I befriended—Wysocki has a wine cellar in his basement where he holds monthly secret games with a starting fee of five grand.”

    Allie leaned forward. “What ruse did you use?”

    “I resorted to my alter-ego—a bored socialite with cash to burn.” Chris ran her fingers through her hair, messing up her flawless bangs. “I promised Mitzi a ten percent cut if she got me in. That got her talking. An enormous amount of money is always involved. Some guests win big but can lose it all the next month.”

    Allie pressed a finger against her lips. “If money changes hands and ends up in Wysocki’s pockets, we are looking at a shrewd loan shark operation with a poker game designed to collect debts.”

    “Or a possibility of money laundering,” Howard said.

    “Any idea who that influential friend was?” Allie asked. “Money and power can be a lethal combination.”

    Chris shook her head. “I asked Mitzi. The announcements of the fundraising or the guests are all part of each evening’s surprise. I couldn’t sneak inside for more intel.” She turned to Howard. “Sir, I have an idea. I plan to gain Ms. Volkova’s trust to find out if Wysocki is using her in his illegal activities.”

    “Can you arrange it without Wysocki’s knowledge?”

    “Yes, sir. With Mitzi’s connection.” Chris grinned. “She’ll call me with any information on the next party and get me in.”

    Allie imagined Chris blending into the sophisticated crowd. The kid could pull it off. She was born for undercover work. Charming as well, it seemed.

    Allie rose to her feet. “I think that’s a great idea, sir. This step would allow us to eliminate Ms. Volkova as a suspect or”—she glanced at Chris—“to confirm her involvement.”

    “Yes, I agree,” Howard said. “However, we need more to connect Wysocki to the threats. Considering the gravity of the situation, I need the entire team to guard Senator Fleming. The FBI suggested just one undercover agent to find the mole inside.”

    “Yes, sir.” Chris wasn’t happy, but she stayed quiet.

    “What do we have on Lancaster?” Howard asked.

    “Aside from the police report, nothing incriminating.” Allie brought everyone up to date on their surveillance and motioned for Jey to continue.

    Jey turned on his computer. “While the chief was at the bar, I searched for personal information about Ms. Lancaster to create a plausible background story for the undercover agent.” He read from his notes. “Ms. Lancaster is single. She graduated with a master’s degree in psychology from the University of California, Berkeley. Among her interests are poetry, comic books, and photography.”

    “Thanks to Agent Patel’s exceptional undercover skills,” Allie winked at him, “we now know that Ms. Lancaster has a penchant for brunettes. I plan to go to the Double Rainbow bar again next Friday night and accidentally meet Lancaster, since we know from the bartender that she is usually there on Fridays.”

    “I would like to volunteer for the undercover work,” Agent Davis said. Allie raised her eyebrow as Davis pressed on. “I can research her hobbies, get closer to the subject at the bar. And I’m a brunette.”

    “Are you even gay, Agent Davis?” Jack Taylor asked. “Undercover work is not a walk in the park, holding hands.”

    “I’ve had a few experiences.” Davis’s boastful tone didn’t escape Allie’s notice. “How hard can it be to fake an interest in women? It’s the same as pretending to be interested in men.”

    Before Allie could comment, Chris’s phone vibrated. “Permission to answer, sir? It’s my source from last night.”

    “Go ahead.”

    “Chris here.”

    Allie recognized the familiar grin on Chris’s face as she moved to the corner of the room, clutching her phone to her ear.

    Agent Davis approached and blocked Allie’s view. “Chief, I want to apologize for my behavior the other day. I shouldn’t have questioned your decisions.”

    “Who?” Chris’s voice raised a notch.

    “We’ll talk later,” Allie acknowledged Davis’s apology while watching Agent Kostas.

    Chris turned around as she disconnected from the call. “The fundraiser on Friday was for breast cancer, sponsored by the Arnaud Foundation.”

    “Sir.” Agent Davis jumped up. “I know this one.”

    “I’ve heard of them, too.” Taylor nodded. “The Arnaud family contributed enormous amounts of money to Republican candidates in recent years.”

    Allie tugged on her bottom lip in concentration. Arnaud. Why was the name familiar? An image of sophisticated, coiffed gray hair popped into her mind. Margot Arnaud, of course. The foundation’s matriarch was one of the biggest donors to the Stanford Hospital for cancer research. They had named a wing after her.

    “With Arnaud’s money backing the Republican Party—” Allie’s breath caught in her throat. Politically motivated threats? Possible blackmail? “They could use it to threaten competition, current and future.”

    She looked at her boss.

    The wrinkles on Howard’s forehead had deepened. “This complicates the situation. We must handle it carefully. I’ll notify the FBI of this development.” He rubbed a hand across his face and turned to Allie. “It’s your call. Do you want to handle this one or—”

    “Sir, if I may.” Allie closed her notebook. Off to the side, she could see Chris’s pleading eyes staring at her. “I think we should stick to our original plans. Agent Kostas is more than capable of handling this.”

    Howard awarded her a curt nod. “Okay. Make the arrangements with your source, Agent Kostas. Coordinate the details with Agent Gordon. We can’t afford any screwups.”

    “Roger that, sir,” both Allie and Chris replied.

    “I think the foundation is the force behind these threats,” Agent Davis said with conviction.

    “And you know this…how?” Allie leaned back in her chair.

    Davis sat up straight and lifted her chin. “Two years ago, as part of my assignment on the analytics team, I had to cross-reference Arnaud Foundation’s timetables and travel itineraries when a document crossed my desk, hinting at donation fraud and misuse of funds. The joint FBI and Secret Service task force launched a full investigation. It was a dead end because most of the records disappeared, but it damaged the foundation’s reputation.”

    Allie pursed her lips. “It is plausible that the threats are politically motivated. However, I doubt that Margot Arnaud would use power or money for something like assassinating a senator because of her political views or damaged reputation.”

    Davis shrugged. “Margot might not be directly involved or aware of her company’s involvement in illegal activities.”

    Howard took his glasses off and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I’m meeting with Senator Fleming tomorrow to review the specifics of her protection detail. In the meantime,” Howard turned to Patel, “dig up anything incriminating on the Arnaud Foundation.”

    Patel nodded and grabbed his laptop, heading to the computer room.

    Howard stood up. “Let’s take a break, everybody. Gordon, Taylor, my office. Now.” He left the room.

    “Start planning the op at Wysocki’s mansion,” Allie said to Chris, and followed Taylor into Howard’s office and closed the door behind them.

    Howard got right to the point. “How do you feel about Agent Davis going undercover?”

    “Sir, I don’t know Davis well enough to trust her with this assignment. Besides, she has no experience in undercover work.” Allie clenched her teeth. Agent Davis was young and ambitious, for sure. But to go undercover with Lancaster? She was getting nowhere near Nicole, except in a protective capacity. The thought had startled her. Was she jealous? Surely not. “Agent Davis thinks she’s smarter than everyone, including me, and wants to prove it. I’ve seen a similar attitude before in new agents. Remember how cocky Kostas was when she first joined the team? Like she walked on water. Hopefully, time and experience will shape Davis into an outstanding agent.”

    “Make sure she doesn’t undermine your authority, Allie.” Howard glanced at his watch. “Let’s finish up.”

    Howard and Jack left, but Allie stayed behind to gather her thoughts. She chewed on her bottom lip, distracted by the nagging quiver in her stomach. She’d never second-guessed her choices before. Was she more cautious when it came down to putting someone else in the line of fire? Absolutely. Above all, she wanted to keep her team safe. If it meant doing the dirty work herself, so be it. And yes, she was jealous at the thought of Davis or anyone else getting close to Nicole Lancaster.

    When she rejoined the rest of the team in the conference room, the tension seemed to have dissipated.

    “We discussed the current situation.” Howard glanced around the table. “Agent Gordon will go undercover to get closer to Ms. Lancaster. Present your detailed plan at our briefing tomorrow.”

    “Roger that, sir,” Allie said. She swallowed, willing her body and mind to relax—no need for everyone to glimpse the chaos in her head.

    Agent Davis pursed her lips at the announcement but said nothing, nodding in agreement.

    Allie leaned closer to Howard. “If the briefing is over, I’d like—”

    His secretary’s voice came over the intercom. “Sir, you have a phone call on line one. It’s Senator Fleming’s chief of staff. Ms. Lancaster. She said it’s urgent.”

    “Send her to the conference room extension,” Howard answered after the first ring.

    Allie’s mouth went dry, eager to hear what Nicole had to say. She leaned back and closed her eyes, tuning into Howard’s chat and trying to wrap her mind around her peculiar situation. She would need to use her photographer alias, but she wanted to get Howard’s advice on her approach to Lancaster. She had a few ideas, but would they prevent her attraction from becoming a major distraction? That remained to be seen.

    “Attention, everyone.” Howard hung up the phone and rubbed his eyes. “Ms. Lancaster informed me about an unexpected change in Senator Fleming’s schedule. She’s attending a local lecture tour and agreed to minimum protection. She’s bringing Lancaster, Susan Baranski, and an intern”—Howard checked his notes—“a pre-law student, Kaitlynn Foster, who’s been working for the senator for six months.”

    “What about the rest of her staff?” Chris asked. “Any word on Dasha Volkova?”

    Howard flipped through his notes. “Ms. Volkova’s mother suffered a mild stroke last night. She’s off this week.”

    “Sir, I think I should stay behind as planned,” Chris said.

    Allie appreciated the young agent’s eagerness and initiative. She was certain Chris already had a new plan.

    “Agreed. Agent Kostas, you will continue with your undercover assignment. Sergei Wysocki has some hold on the Arnaud Foundation. We need to find out what it is. Senator Fleming is coming in tomorrow morning to get acquainted with the team. Agents Gordon and Taylor will revise your shifts to align with the senator’s itinerary.”

    “I can show up at the hospital and establish my first contact with Ms. Volkova to lessen her suspicions in the future,” Chris said. “I already have an idea.”

    Allie hid a smile. Bingo.

    “What do you think of this cover story? I’ll go to the hospital to visit my sister, who needs surgery and has no insurance. I set the bait by calling a friend at a casino to beg for an invitation to a high-stakes game. Throw in Wysocki’s name, like I know the guy.”

    “Clever.” Allie nodded. That could work. Nothing bound people together more than a mutual tragedy. “If Dasha takes the bait and feels pity for you, she might help you get inside.”

    “Right.” Chris scratched her head and bounced on her heels. “And if she doesn’t, I can get inside through the back door with Mitzi’s help.”

    “Solid plan.” Allie leaned back in her chair. Chris’s excitement was contagious.

    “Agreed. Keep Agent Taylor on a loop.” Howard glanced at Allie. “Agent Gordon. Plan a potential place and time to initiate contact with Ms. Lancaster. We’ll reconvene at 0800.”

    Everyone left except Jack Taylor.

    “How are you adapting after being back?”

    She pretended not to notice the concern in his kind eyes.

    “Well, you know what they say. It’s like riding a bike.” Allie rolled her shoulders. “While I’m undercover, you’re in charge.”

    “About that—”

    “If you’re worried about another Rita incident, don’t be,” she interrupted him, a bit too harshly. She sighed and added softly. “I’ve got it under control.”

    He nodded. “I was going to say, I know you’ll do great.”

    “Thank you. Go home and get some rest. I’ll see you in the morning.”

    “Yes, ma’am.”

    She watched him leave. Was it like riding a bike? Recovering from a shooting would be a challenge for any agent, but she’d gotten another chance to overcome her self-doubt and trust her instincts. Allie’s throat tightened, and she took a calming breath. The mild headache had grown worse, but she was ready, right? She totally had it under control.

    

  
    Chapter Seven

    

    On Tuesday, the team reconvened in the conference room at 0800. Howard zeroed in on Allie. “After this week, two more agents from the local office will join us as temporary replacements for Chief Gordon and Agent Kostas. Questions?”

    Agent Patel hurried in, carrying his laptop. “Sorry I’m late. I finished the background check on the Arnaud Foundations.”

    Patel’s eyes gleamed, the grin on his face widening.

    “Something’s got you excited. What?” Allie asked.

    “I discovered a few interesting details hidden from public knowledge. Fifteen years ago, Claude Arnaud died in a car accident while driving intoxicated. He often drove while drunk. No one else was hurt—”

    Davis sneered as her mouth twisted. “Let me guess. Arnaud was rich, so the cops slapped him on the wrist, and he never got a DUI. He continued driving drunk. Nobody stopped him until it was too late.” Her voice shook when she said it, betraying some deep-seated resentment.

    The room quieted.

    Allie raised her eyebrows. The outburst was unexpected.

    “I’m sorry, I was out of line. Some old memories.” Davis swallowed, avoiding eye contact.

    Allie filed it away to handle later and signaled Patel to continue.

    “Their daughter Celeste—fifteen at the time—attended a boarding school in Geneva. Margot Arnaud tried to hide her husband’s alcoholism to avoid liability and embarrassment, so she probably paid someone to keep the accident quiet,” Patel said. “I also discovered suspicious money transfers between multiple accounts that led nowhere. Most of these transactions happened a few years ago. It will take time to trace their trail. Someone erased most of the digital traces, and quite a few documents disappeared. Whoever did it knew their way around.”

    The base of Allie’s neck tingled. Something shady was going on. And Margot Arnaud had a daughter? How unexpected.

    “The connection to the Arnaud Foundation is slim,” Howard said. “Their involvement in something unethical or criminal is not a link to the assassination plot.”

    “Anything else? Another connection?” Allie checked her watch. Fleming was due any minute.

    “I saved the best for last.” Patel’s excitement was contagious.

    “Get to the point, Agent.” Howard’s tone was sharp.

    Patel’s face fell, but he recovered almost immediately and continued, “Senator Fleming was the chairwoman on a subcommittee investigating the misuse of charitable funds. They looked into several organizations involved in fundraising and political donations. The Arnaud Foundation was on the list.”

    Davis’s eyes widened with realization. “It was about the same time my team investigated the missing money trail. Oh my. This is our link, Chief, isn’t it?”

    “This detail changes things,” Allie said. “There’s an obvious connection.”

    Howard pointed at the clock on the wall. “Senator Fleming and her staff will be here in ten minutes. One last thing. Use the code names in your communications. The White House Communications Agency advised me last night that Senator Fleming chose Falcon.”

    Taylor nudged Allie and murmured, “I wish we’d chosen code names. I’d be James Bond. I always wanted to be a spy.”

    Allie snorted and shook her head. “You do look the part.”

    The mischievous smile brightened his handsome face, and his eyes twinkled. “And what would your name be?”

    Allie tapped her lips. “Hmm. Ice Queen? It was the nicest name anyone called me in college, so I guess I can go with that.” No lie. She hadn’t made many friends and hadn’t slept around. Getting her degree had been more important.

    Her gaze drifted to the rest of the team. She rubbed her scar. “Watch over the rookies for me, will you?”

    Taylor rested his hand on her shoulder and squeezed it in silent confirmation.

    The intercom buzzed. “The senator is here, sir.”

    “That’s my cue to disappear.” Allie grabbed her notebook and hurried to the adjoining door, which led to another office. She left the door ajar, enough to hear the conversation in the room she had just left. She listened to the introductions, aware of Nicole Lancaster’s presence. Allie peeked into the room and watched Nicole as the bright conference room lights highlighted the blond strands in her hair.

    Damn, she’s breathtaking. Her whole body tingled. This attraction was unsettling. Since Rita, Allie’s number one rule had been easy to keep. Until Nicole Lancaster walked into her life.

    “I don’t even know her,” Allie muttered, leaving her hiding spot before she did something stupid and gave herself away.

    

  
    Chapter Eight

    

    Nicole and the senator rode in the back of the Secret Service Suburban on the way to the Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial Library. Nicole checked the timetable for the senator’s speaking arrangements. The panel on the issues of abortion and pregnant teenagers was Lilian’s favorite subject.

    Two agents exited the sedan first and checked the street and the surrounding buildings. The remaining agents followed, shielding the senator on both sides. Fleming motioned Nicole closer as they walked toward the library entrance.

    “My fellow Americans.” Fleming’s animated voice held a hint of wistfulness. “I always wanted to say that. Now, surrounded by the Secret Service, it feels more appropriate. Makes me feel like a president or, at the very least, a vice president.”

    “And soon, you might well be. After the Congress’s hearing on the vice-presidential nomination adjourns, you could be next in line to become a leader of the free world,” Nicole replied, forcing herself to stay cheerful. Her thoughts betrayed the disquiet that had plagued her for the past few months, contributing to her overall melancholy. Was it the thought of Irene returning twofold, or the finality of losing her beloved aunt? And the politics were becoming increasingly disappointing, ugly, and filled with corruption and greed, especially in Washington. With Fleming’s nomination looming, would the stress of her job intensify her loneliness? “Such an enormous responsibility.”

    The senator waved at the press and a few bystanders, acknowledging them with her most charming smile. “Well, you know me. I love the attention, or I would have remained a college professor. The politics and power excite me. I was born to do this.”

    A cheerful woman met them in the lobby. “Welcome, Senator. I’m Charlotte Chamberlain, NOW’s event coordinator. Thank you for coming and adapting your schedule on such short notice. We have a full house today.”

    “Wonderful.” Fleming shook her hand and whispered to Nicole before entering the auditorium, “Oh, how I love this.”

    Nicole followed. She didn’t love it. She wanted to stay on the sidelines and just do her job.

    
     

    “Thank God it wasn’t the red paint the animal rights enthusiasts throw at people to look like blood,” Kaitlynn said, opening the bathroom door for Nicole and Susan.

    “Right?” Susan scowled. “So instead of a murder victim, I look like a slob who can’t hold her drink.”

    Nicole listened to their bickering and grabbed a paper towel by the sink to dab at the smudge on her maroon top.

    Susan pointed at the enormous orange stain in the middle of her white blouse. “I cannot believe that idiot missed you both, but spilled that awful concoction all over me.”

    “I stood far enough on the podium to be outside the splash zone.” Kaitlynn laughed. “Sorry. I know it’s not funny, but admit it. Nicole has better reflexes than you.”

    “Yes, I do,” Nicole said, washing her hands. “Poor Agent Davis. She got the rest of that putrid liquid all over her, even in her hair.”

    “Oh, my God. She jumped in front of the senator like it was a bullet.” Susan grinned. “At least we all got a good excuse to leave. If I hear one more time about pregnant teenagers, abortion, or single mothers, I will quit and go back to being a freelance reporter covering dirty celebrity secrets. Thank God it’s Friday.”

    “If I didn’t know you better, I’d think you paid that woman to pretend to get infuriated with Fleming but throw the drink at you instead, so you could skip the rest of the lecture.” Nicole smoothed her hair with her wet hands.

    “I plead the Fifth.” Susan winked. “Hey, do you want to go to Double Rainbow tonight after we’re done?”

    “I don’t know.” Nicole massaged the skin under her eyes, mindful of her mascara. Her eyes welled up with tears, so she dabbed them dry. “The entire week has been exhausting. I’d rather go home and rest.”

    Susan checked her phone. “Tonight, they offer specialty drinks, karaoke, and half-naked girls dancing on the counters.”

    Kaitlynn shrugged. “I’ll go for karaoke and drinks, but leave the half-naked girls to you.”

    Nicole sighed, a smile forming. Half-naked girls on the counters. Why not? She tapped her chin with a faraway look. “It sounds fascinating. I’m warning you, though. It would take tons of libations and a bribe to make me do karaoke.”

    Susan and Kaitlynn high-fived each other.

    “Time to head back before the Secret Service sends a search party.” Nicole threw the paper towel into the wastebasket as they left the bathroom.

    It was late afternoon when the senator finished her last presentation. “My nomination review is still a month away. Until then, I’ll work on Global Women’s Issues projects. Nicole, you can take a week off and go home. You can do some advance work in San Francisco for my speech next month.”

    Nicole nodded. Earlier this morning, she had emailed Fleming’s tentative acceptance to attend the openings of women’s centers in California and Oregon. The senator—a major sponsor of women’s centers in California—had hoped to participate, if her ongoing schedule and the Senate subcommittee hearings would permit.

    Joy bubbled inside her, making Nicole giddy. She could spend a week at home. Be lazy. Relax. Disappear.

    “What about us?” Susan asked.

    “I’ll need you back on Monday. You can have the weekend.”

    “How magnanimous of you, Senator. I’ll be sleeping the whole time.” Susan plopped on the sofa.

    Nicole approached Agent Taylor outside the office and informed him of their plans for the evening.

    “Thank you for letting me know, Ms. Lancaster. I’ll notify my team.”

    The agent murmured into his mic. “Tell Chief Gordon.”

    Nicole frowned. Who was Chief Gordon?

    Taylor turned to her, his face revealing nothing. “Agent Davis will accompany you to the bar. She’ll blend in with the crowd.”

    “Is that necessary? None of us got any threats or calls.”

    “Yes, it is. We don’t know what the perp is capable of.”

    Better safe than sorry. Taylor didn’t say that, but Nicole heard it in his steady voice.

    “I bow to your superior judgment,” she joked, eliciting a smile.

    
     

    Nicole picked up a flyer from the coffee table in the middle of the floor as soon as they got inside Double Rainbow.

    “An all-female burlesque group is performing later tonight.”

    Susan squealed and fanned herself. “I was right about the half-naked girls.”

    The 80s music was blaring, and a disco ball hung from the high ceiling, sending sparks across the dance floor. Nicole’s inability to relax added to the ache inside. Dancing wasn’t alluring enough tonight. A nagging feeling of emptiness dulled her senses and settled heavily in her chest. She closed her eyes to compose herself and keep the tears at bay. A few women said hello and offered to buy her drinks. She rejected them all.

    Susan elbowed her and leaned closer to shout over the music. “Lots of sexy chicks. Look at these bodies.”

    “Stop gawking.” Nicole sipped a chartreuse concoction, feigning interest in the vintage posters on the walls. The buff bartender had assured her the Kiwi Crush was a bestseller. They weren’t wrong. Blueberry vodka mixed with kiwi and lime juices made for one refreshing success.

    “We’re here to get loose.”

    After a few pink drinks, Susan joined a set of twins on the dance floor. Kaitlynn was at the bar, getting tequila shots and chatting up another bartender with elaborate tattoos on their arms. Nicole glanced at her empty glass. Another one? She rarely had more than a couple of drinks, not since her wild college parties.

    The sharp pain in Nicole’s chest grew. She took a few deep breaths, ready to call it a night. Burlesque girls would have to wait. She signaled for the bartender and doodled meaningless patterns on the napkin.

    “If I can guess your thoughts, will you let me buy you a drink?” A sultry voice spoke behind her.

    Jeez. How original. Nicole pivoted, about to rebuke the intruder. Her throat got tight and dry, and she forgot words existed. The view before her was breathtaking. A tall, slender woman with wavy dark hair stood beside her. Her dark, almost obsidian eyes shone with amusement and interest. The full cherry lips curved into a radiant smile. She nearly spilled out of her tight blouse with most buttons down to tease her cleavage, leaving little to the imagination. Was she a Sex Goddess?

    Dumbstruck, Nicole swallowed to relieve the dryness in her mouth. Stop staring, the inner voice in her boomed over the music. She couldn’t think of a single excuse to say no, as she had with everyone else tonight.

    “How about I buy you a drink?” she found her voice.

    “I’d like Between the Sheets.”

    She stifled a laugh. “I’ve never heard of it.”

    The Sex Goddess grinned and winked. “Between the Sheets was the best experience I’ve ever had.”

    “Are we still talking about the drink?”

    “It depends. Do you want to get out of here so we can continue this conversation in private?”

    The internal struggle made Nicole hesitate, but sitting alone at the bar in a bad mood and feeling sorry for herself was getting her nowhere. Spending an evening with a drop-dead-gorgeous stranger promised another escape—maybe a grand finale to her old habits.

    Ah, what the hell.

    “My place is a few blocks away from here.”

    “Perfect.” The woman’s eyes sparkled. “I’ll wait for you outside.”

    Nicole closed her tab and sent a quick text message to Susan. On her way out, she got a weird sensation of being watched. This was becoming familiar. Chills ran up and down her arms, and her hair stood up on the back of her neck. She pivoted, zooming in on the sea of faces inside the bar.

    Nobody and nothing stood out, but the awareness remained. Must be all the paranoia surrounding the threats.

    The Goddess met her outside as she hung up the phone. “Ready to go?”

    The heaviness in Nicole’s stomach brought on the onset of nausea. Why was she doing this? She felt nothing for the faceless, nameless strangers. No matter how attractive they were. What was wrong with her? The constant heartache never left, but for the first time in years—not since Irene’s betrayal—Nicole desired more. These forgotten feelings were unsettling.

    She shook her head to shut her mind off. She needed this nameless stranger to forget the constant sadness and emptiness. If only for one night of—she hoped—hot, wild sex.

    As soon as Nicole unlocked the door to her apartment, she pinned the woman to the wall, her mouth searching for any exposed skin she could access while fiddling with the buttons of her chemise.

    The woman purred at Nicole’s impatience. “Someone’s in a hurry.”

    Nicole halted her movements and returned the woman’s piercing stare. Her pulse quickened from the intensity alone, but she wasn’t looking for romance tonight. All she needed was release. “Do you have a problem with that?”

    “Whatever works for you.”

    “Let’s move this party to the bedroom.” Nicole grasped the woman’s hand and pulled her toward the bed.

    
     

    Nicole stretched and opened her eyes. The dim light peeking through the window told her dawn had arrived. The woman was asleep, lying on her side, her breath tickling Nicole’s shoulder. She was on a different level than her usual meaningless one-night hookups. Yet something was lacking. The woman was good but not spectacular. Sex Goddess, she was not.

    Nicole stroked the woman’s abdomen with the tips of her fingers, careful not to startle her.

    She opened her eyes and squinted at Nicole, blinking at the morning light. “I’d like to see you again,” the woman said.

    Nicole stiffened for a fraction of a second, then continued her gentle caress, going with a harmless fib. “As much as I enjoyed last night, it’s impossible. My life is busy and unpredictable. It’s not a good idea.” A light quiver in her stomach made Nicole feel nauseous. She had one rule. One-night stands were just that, one night. No exceptions.

    The woman raised her immaculate eyebrow, reached for her purse, and took a business card. “Here. Keep this. If you’re feeling lonely or need some excitement, call me. I’m flexible.”

    Nicole studied the card. Victoria Russell, freelance journalist/writer, printed in golden letters. She’d never exchanged names with her bed partners. Last night’s experience didn’t fit any of her usual patterns. It was unsettling.

    She covered her body with a sheet, breaking eye contact as Victoria finished dressing and faced her.

    “Look who’s modest now.” Victoria laughed, heading for the bathroom.

    Nicole fell against her pillow and stared at the ceiling. The thought of spending another evening with her one-night stand made her stomach churn. Would that count as dating? She wasn’t ready. Was she? Would it hurt to try?

    Victoria came out of the bathroom and sauntered toward her. She’d used Nicole’s peach-scented lotion, and its fresh scent mingled with the smell of sex in the bedroom. Victoria leaned down and pecked Nicole on her lips. “I meant what I said. Call me any time and ask for Tori.”

    “I’m Nicole.” Nicole smiled and offered her hand, breaking her no-name rules. What had possessed her to do that?

    Tori laughed as she shook her hand. “Nice meeting you, Nicole.” She turned around and left without another word.

    

  
    Chapter Nine

    

    Nicole breezed through the airport security checkpoint using the TSA PreCheck lane. It helped to alleviate the anxiety. She hated flying. You’d think she was used to it after all the traveling with the senator. Far from the truth.

    She glanced around, scanning through the sea of faces. Every tall, dark-haired woman made her heart skip a beat. Nicole rolled her eyes. Pathetic. What were the odds she would run into Airport Hottie again? Zero. Lacking a name, Nicole had resorted to a juvenile nickname when thinking of the mysterious and pulse-racing stranger. Not that it happened a lot. Oh, who was she kidding? The woman fascinated her on many levels, and Nicole couldn’t get her out of her head.

    And then there was Tori. Nicole had kept her card. Whether she would use it was a question for another day. “I’m probably getting a severe case of brunette-itis,” Nicole mumbled while waiting in line to get to the front desk to upgrade from standby.

    The line crawled, giving her time to reflect. The therapist in her wanted to argue. She slept with brunettes only because Irene was one. So, she punished herself over and over again. Should she try a blonde or a redhead next time? Or stop altogether?

    She chuckled and reached the counter. The last-minute ticket she bought on Friday placed her on a flight with a layover in Dallas, where she had only fifty-five minutes to catch her connecting flight to San Francisco. It could be worse. It could be another extended delay with no one to keep her company.

    When the plane landed in Dallas, Nicole was eager to feel the ground under her feet. As she hurried toward her next gate, a woman walking ahead caught her attention. What the—

    The woman stopped, as if unsure where to go, and Nicole bumped into her, hypnotized by her movements.

    The Airport Hottie’s arm slipped around Nicole’s waist, preventing her from falling. The woman’s breath hitched. Then her eyes sparkled. “We should stop meeting like this.” Her voice was as sensual as before. “I think this is destiny.”

    She stared into the amused eyes, unable to find any words. Her face felt ridiculously hot. Could she be any clumsier? At their first encounter, she’d spilled her drink. And now this? What a klutz.

    The woman stepped back but kept her arm around Nicole for a few moments longer. Nicole welcomed her touch. Finally, she forced herself to step back to clear her mind. “Does the destiny have a name?”

    “Allie.”

    The name sent a delicious shiver down her spine. Allie. The name had a sexy ring to it. “Short for Alexandra?”

    “No. Just Allie.” She extended her hand. “Nice to meet you. Properly.”

    Nicole expected the warmth and softness of slender fingers, but not a firm handshake. Her strength was attractive. Allie tilted her head, and Nicole swallowed. Where were her manners? This woman effectively reduced her brain cells to one. “Hi. I’m Nicole.”

    “Where are you heading?”

    “San Francisco. That’s my home. I’m going there for a week. I might need to do some work, but it’s practically a vacation,” came her rapid reply, and Nicole mentally slapped herself for babbling like an idiot. She took a steadying breath. “And you?”

    “I was here on assignment. When is your flight?” Allie’s husky voice added to the clutter in Nicole’s brain.

    “Right now,” she squeaked. What was happening? Allie turned her into a pile of mush.

    “Are you in a hurry to get home?” Allie’s eyes pleaded for something, and Nicole got lost in their depths.

    “I planned to spend my rare time off in my comfort place, away from work, from my empty…uh…why?” She swallowed, her chest tingling with mixed emotions. She was about to tell some things about herself she’d never revealed before.

    “Would you like to spend a few days with me instead?” Allie bit her lip, her gaze locked on Nicole’s. The stars in her eyes twinkled. Nicole was dazzled by them.

    “I would love to,” she said without thinking.

    “You would?” Allie grinned, her eyes beaming.

    Why had she said yes? Nicole’s chest tightened. Where did all the oxygen go?

    “I…we had…I mean…” Nicole stumbled, not sure what prompted her, but she wasn’t ready to say goodbye. “I need more time to persuade you to become a Wonder Woman fan.”

    Allie threw her head back and laughed. “Oh, there’s no hope for that, but is that a yes?”

    Nicole relaxed her shoulders. Was she always so tense when talking to intelligent and charming women? Nothing came to mind. “Yes, but…” As another thought occurred to her, she paused and smiled, surprised by her own boldness. “Would you come to San Francisco with me instead?”

    “San Francisco?”

    Nicole checked her watch and pleaded, “My flight leaves in thirty minutes. Please, say yes.”

    “Yes.” Allie took Nicole’s hand.

    They ran to the gate, and she showed her ticket at the Delta counter. “Any seats available?”

    “I’m sorry, but this flight is full.”

    “Damn.” Nicole’s eyes prickled with tears. Why did she feel miserable and relieved at the same time? Could she blame her hormones?

    “When is the next flight to SFO?” Allie asked.

    The attendant checked her computer. “The next flight leaves at 4:30 pm.”

    “It’s in,” Allie glanced at her watch, “about two hours, I’ll take it.”

    “One seat left in first class. It will cost you—”

    “I’ll take it,” Allie repeated, handing her a credit card.

    After Allie paid and received her boarding pass, they walked to the window to get some privacy.

    “So, I’ll see you in a few hours?” Nicole asked. Her mouth was suddenly dry, the butterflies in her stomach fluttering their tiny wings. They did exist, those damn proverbial butterflies. She glanced at Allie, who smiled at her—a genuine, caring smile, as if Nicole was the only person in the room.

    “Will you wait for me at the gate when I arrive?” Allie took a deep breath.

    She’s nervous, too. The thought calmed Nicole instantly.

    “Yes, I’ll be there.”

    Nicole took the first step and moved closer, placing her hand on Allie’s shoulder. She gave Allie a soft kiss on her cheek and whispered, “See you soon.”

    The four-hour flight added to Nicole’s restlessness. By the time she deplaned, the dullness in her chest had filled her with regret. What was she thinking, inviting a stranger into her home? Gorgeous, intelligent, and sexy, but still a stranger. She’d never brought her hookups to her home in San Francisco before. It was her sanctuary. What had possessed her now?

    Her inner therapist reasoned, Face it, Nicole. You like Allie. You felt a connection. Go with the flow. Have a good time. Nothing more, nothing less.

    “But what if I want more?” She sighed and hurried down to the luggage area. Outside, the summer heat and the bright sun welcomed her. Crowds rushed in and out of the airport. Nobody paid her any attention. She chuckled and returned to the terminal to wait for Allie’s arrival. One fun weekend. What could go wrong?

    
     

    Allie waited until Nicole disappeared behind the door, then headed to her gate. When Taylor had informed her about the Double Rainbow night out, she had planned to approach Nicole there, but had hesitated, and instead, watched Nicole leave with someone else. Allie had to improvise, and after getting inside info on Nicole’s itinerary, here she was, running into Nicole accidentally at the airport. With a few hours to adjust and regroup before her flight boarded, she found a seat near the window overlooking the runway and watched the planes come and go to work out a new plan.

    Why did Nicole have to be so damn attractive and funny? She seemed genuine, unless she was an incredible actress. Intriguing. Easy to get smitten, but emotions must take a back seat. No breaking her rule this time. She had to tread carefully, resisting the urge to press for information or mention the threats against Fleming, unless Nicole brought it up herself.

    Visiting Nicole’s home in San Francisco played perfectly into her plans. If Nicole was a mole or an accomplice, her home could offer a clue or two. But would a criminal make a mistake and invite a stranger into her place? Unless she had nothing to hide. Or thought herself too clever to be caught?

    Allie had shoveled all the nagging questions into the back of her mind, unable to contain her excitement despite the outrageous first-class ticket to San Francisco. They both took a giant leap. Would Nicole wait or run?

    She watched another plane take off, the sun bouncing off its shiny surface, then opened her laptop and connected to the internet using the airport’s Wi-Fi service.

    To: JT

    From: AG

    I contacted NL at the airport. When I return to DC, expect a full report. What’s new on the casino angle?

    As she boarded, Allie’s phone beeped, signaling a new email. She logged into her secure server and found two fresh reports from Jack Taylor waiting for her. She read the casino investigation memo first. Chris had contacted Dasha at the hospital under the pretense of visiting her sick sister. Her plan had worked. Chris was in.

    Allie scanned the report, made notes, and then moved on to a second message. NL Notes, FYIO. Allie frowned as she read and digested the information.

    The IM window popped.

    JT: Did you get the transcript of NL’s interrogation in Cartier’s death?

    AG: Yes, I got it. I’ll read it on the plane.

    JT: Where are you?

    AG: I’m following NL to San Francisco. I will continue with this assignment until there’s no doubt left.

    JT: Roger that. Be careful. Over.

    Allie scanned through the interviews and witness statements. Irene Cartier had overdosed on alcohol and drugs at her condo. Police interviewed multiple people, and Lancaster emerged as the primary person of interest. One witness confirmed an argument between Nicole and Irene a few months before Irene’s death at a party they had both attended. Several witnesses saw Nicole sulking around, drinking, and throwing daggers at Irene. They exchanged harsh words, and Lancaster stormed out. The detectives on the case had questioned Lancaster, but couldn’t prove her involvement. Cartier left a note, so the case was ruled a suicide and was closed due to a lack of evidence to suggest otherwise. Details were scarce. Irene Cartier had a very influential family, and the rest of the records were sealed.

    She shut her laptop and looked out the plane window. She was approaching her destination, but was she getting closer to solving the puzzle? Cartier’s case file offered few clues and no connection to the threats. Allie groaned in frustration and closed her eyes, hoping to catch a moment of rest before landing. She needed to figure out a way to persuade Nicole to confide in her without jeopardizing the investigation.

    Allie felt a hand on her shoulder and nearly jumped out of her seat.

    “Sorry, dear.” The flight attendant was apologetic and sincere. “You were whispering in your sleep and thrashing about. Bad dream?”

    “Yes, thank you for waking me.” Allie wiped the sweat from her forehead and sat up straight, taking a sip of water the flight attendant offered. How long had she been asleep? Nicole unraveled her, and she needed to pull herself together.

    The pilot announced their final descent. Allie took a deep breath and grasped the seat handles. Her knuckles cracked. She kept breathing. In and out. In and out. She had a job to do. After this case was over, if Nicole were innocent, they could spend more time together. Get to know each other. No lies, no pretense. But if Nicole was guilty, what would she do then?

    

  
    Chapter Ten

    

    Nicole’s anxiety mounted as time crawled. The announcement of Allie’s plane arrival resurfaced the jittery feeling in her stomach. Every dark-haired woman descending the escalator made her heart skip a beat. What if Allie decided against flying to San Francisco? Why was Allie so eager to spend time with her? And why was she panicking?

    Anticipation built low in her belly. Nicole’s body reacted to Allie’s presence before her eyes found her. Her heart pounded as this gorgeous creature strode toward her with a carry-on camera bag and a suitcase. She was captivating and stunning and worth reconsidering her rules about relationships. Barely.

    Relationships? Where did that come from?

    An uncomfortable silence hung in the air. Nicole swallowed. What should she do? Hug, kiss, or shake hands? They were strangers. But with an undeniable pull toward each other.

    “You made it,” she croaked. The goosebumps crawled up the back of her neck and spread over her arms. She took Allie’s hand and squeezed it. “Is this all your luggage?”

    “I travel light when on assignment.” Allie fiddled with her suitcase handle as if it were the most fascinating thing in the world. “So, what now?”

    “Honestly, I didn’t think past my invitation,” Nicole scrunched her nose and tittered. “I thought we could grab dinner and drinks…or something…and decide about the rest later.”

    “Sure.” Allie lowered the handle, locking it into its resting place with a loud click. She raised her eyes to meet Nicole’s. “Don’t worry, Nicole. I’ll find a hotel nearby and then—”

    “I would like you to stay with me.” Nicole surprised herself. Was she too bold?

    Allie’s eyebrows shot up.

    Shit. She was too bold. She hurried to add, “If it’s okay with you, of course. I own a two-bedroom condominium, and there’s plenty of space for two.”

    “I won’t disturb anything or…anyone?”

    Nicole swallowed her laughter. Not so subtle. Was Allie curious about her relationship status? “I live alone, but I’m hardly there, so you’ll disturb nothing but dust.”

    “Are you sure?” Allie shuffled her feet and tugged on her bottom lip.

    “Yes, I’m sure. I invited you. Offering you a place to stay is the least I can do.”

    They walked toward the taxi stand, giving her a few minutes to gather her thoughts. She had no idea what she was doing. The back of the taxi reeked of mixed scents of tobacco and sweat. As they settled onto the worn-out, black seats, Nicole jiggled her house keys, second-guessing herself. The jitters wouldn’t go away.

    Allie placed her hand on top of hers. Was it to calm her down or stop the rattling noise? They stared at each other. Nicole averted her gaze first and exhaled.

    “It’s not too late to take me to the nearest hotel,” Allie said as she removed her hand.

    “No.” She turned to face Allie and reclaimed her hand. She squeezed it to reassure them both. “I would love for you to stay at my place. I don’t feel like being alone with everything happening—”

    “What’s going on?” Allie’s concern was touching.

    “Um, nothing. Work problems,” she said and bit her lip. Shit. Her internal thoughts slipped out.

    “That’s all?”

    “Mostly.” Nicole kept her voice light—no reason to bother Allie with her troubles.

    “I was afraid something was going on in your personal life. I’d hate to be the reason.” Allie glanced at her and winked. “Unless it’s a positive thing.”

    Nicole’s body flooded with warmth, tingling all over. What was happening to her? Since when had she been tingling everywhere or at all?

    “The jury is still out on this one,” she said, cradling Allie’s hand. “So far, it looks promising.”

    “I’m so glad,” Allie breathed out and pressed her free hand to her forehead, mimicking a distressed silent-era movie star.

    Nicole snorted, keeping her lips pressed together. Gorgeous and funny?

    The taxi stopped in front of the light-green-and-white three-story townhome. Allie regarded her with a solemn face. “We hardly know each other, but I’m a good listener. So, if you want to talk about your work troubles or anything…”

    Nicole digested the idea. “I appreciate it, thank you.”

    Allie insisted on paying the driver and followed Nicole through the building’s gates, taking the stairs to the third floor. She kept her gaze on Allie as she looked around with wide eyes. What must Allie think of her home? After her aunt died and left the place to her, Nicole had kept everything unchanged in Aunt Bertha’s memory, except for converting her old, smaller bedroom into an office. Aunt Bertha had been eccentric, and so was her place.

    The entrance led to a capacious living room, decorated in lilac and rose shades, with a deep burgundy sofa and mismatched fuchsia chairs on the parquet floors, creating a vintage-esque mood. Nicole often wondered if her aunt had found all her furniture at a local flea market. The exorbitantly priced abstract watercolor paintings Aunt Bertha bought at the Union Square Art Fair hung on the walls. A thin wall separated the room from the tiny kitchen with whimsical, light-blue cabinets and beige tile countertops. South-facing bay windows offered a stunning view of downtown. Nicole had added colorful flower boxes on a balcony to match the eccentricity of her home.

    “You have a lovely home.” Allie turned around. “Very…um, cozy.”

    Nicole could breathe again. “I was going for cozy. Thank you.”

    So, Allie liked her house. Nicole had no clue why it mattered, but it did. She wanted to impress. She got points for coziness.

    Allie tilted her head toward the narrow passage to the left.

    “That leads to an office and my bedroom. Use it to freshen up. If you want a shower, a bath, rest, or to read. Anything.” Nicole grimaced. She acted like a babbling idiot. Again.

    “Anything?” Allie raised her eyebrows. A teasing smile hovered on her lips.

    Nicole relaxed as the tension left her body. Two could play this game. She winked. “Anything.”

    
     

    Nicole had changed into comfortable slacks and an oversized cotton tunic and checked on the salmon. The crisp skin hissed, and she took the pan out. The aroma of garlic and ginger permeated the air as she stirred the rice and spiked it with chopped cilantro for extra flavor, humming along to the soft piano rendition of “Clair de Lune” on a loop. Her favorite tune since the first time she watched Frankie and Johnny.

    Prickling on the back of her neck made Nicole pause. She pivoted and squeezed the long wooden spoon in her hand. Allie leaned against the doorframe, her casual jeans and a simple cotton T-shirt accentuating the curves of her otherwise slender body. Her face heated under Allie’s appreciative gaze.

    “How long have you been standing there?”

    Allie grinned. “Long enough to enjoy the view.”

    Blushing, she busied herself with the salad to hide from Allie’s captivating eyes. “Dinner is almost ready. Are you hungry?”

    “Starving.” Allie moved to stand beside Nicole, their shoulders brushing against each other. “This is positively scrumptious. What are you making? Can I help with anything?”

    Heat radiated from Allie’s body. Her fragrance, mixed with the aromas and spices of the kitchen, set Nicole’s nerves on fire. The mundane task of adding homemade toasted sesame dressing to her salad turned into an unsolvable math equation.

    Breathe. You got this. “Nothing spectacular. Miso-glazed salmon with cilantro rice and Asian salad. Sit down and relax.”

    They ate at a dinner table just big enough for two. At Allie’s curious glance, Nicole shrugged. “I don’t entertain much. It’s my getaway from the real world.”

    “I hope my intrusion into your world will not disturb your desired solitude.” Allie put the fork down and covered Nicole’s hand with hers.

    It felt nice. So nice. Nicole fixed her eyes on their hands. It also felt right. Allie withdrew her hand and picked up the fork.

    Nicole shook her head, missing the contact. “No, you’re not disturbing anything. Your company is welcome.”

    They shared the bottle of Syrah that Nicole had bought a year ago during her visit to Sonoma.

    “Would you like another glass of wine or anything stronger?” Nicole asked when Allie put her empty glass on the coffee table by the sofa.

    “If you’re up for it,” Allie replied, stretching her arm over the top of the sofa.

    “I don’t drink much.” Her confession came out of nowhere, as if waiting to burst and find an outlet. “My college dorm was like a nightclub on a Saturday night. Too many parties and drunken nights I don’t remember.”

    Allie nodded with understanding. The lack of judgment in her eyes comforted Nicole. They relaxed on the sofa, and soft music lulled all her senses. Heavy eyelids refused to stay open. She had no energy to keep awake to spend more time with her charming companion.

    Allie stifled her yawn and leaned toward her, resting her head on Nicole’s shoulder. Her soft breath tickled her skin, and Nicole closed her eyes. It was heavenly. She felt content. When was the last time she held a beautiful woman in her arms and didn’t fight the urge to flee? Not in the five years since Irene.

    Allie’s eyes flew open, and she murmured. “I’m so sorry. Did I fall asleep?”

    “Not for long.” Nicole fought a yawn of her own. “Here’s an idea. Let’s go to bed and sleep. Is that okay? I had a hell of a week and can’t keep my eyes open. You deserve my full attention.”

    “What a brilliant idea.” Allie yawned again and grimaced. “I’m sorry for being a party pooper.”

    Was it relief in Allie’s eyes or the same uncertainty Nicole felt? Their connection was powerful enough not to be deterred by tiredness, but something held her back, some intrinsic inner voice screaming that once the lid was off the box, there would be no going back. Was she ready for more?

    “You can take my bed. I’ll take the sofa,” Nicole said as they cleaned up the dishes together.

    “I don’t want to take advantage of your hospitality and deprive you of the comfort of your bedroom. This sofa is comfy.” Allie stepped closer and touched Nicole’s cheek with the back of her hand. It trembled. “I think I should sleep here tonight.”

    Nicole sucked in her breath, her heart pounding. Words escaped her. Regret mixed with relief flooded her entire body. They stood silently, watching each other. Allie’s eyes darkened like a storm brewing, about to hit the shore and wreak havoc and destruction on its way.

    She shivered against her will, unable to escape the magnetic power of those deep blue eyes. “I’ll get you a blanket and a pillow.”

    When she returned, Allie had changed into silky beige pajama pants and a matching tank top. Nicole’s mouth watered.

    Allie kissed her on the cheek. “Good night, Nicole. Sweet dreams.”

    As Allie’s velvety lips caressed her skin, Nicole bit her lip to silence a moan. She craved more. If Allie’s lips on her cheek made her toes curl, what would happen if Allie kissed her lips? The intense desire brewing inside was new and unexpected. She needed a moment alone.

    In the safety of her bedroom, she undressed and crawled under the covers, enjoying the coolness and the scent of fresh sheets. The thought of her guest sleeping on the other side of the door kept her awake despite her body’s need for some long-awaited rest. After tossing and turning for almost an hour, she groaned in exasperation and rested on her back, staring at the ceiling, longing to feel the warmth of another body beside her.

    Damn. She wanted Allie.

    Unable to sleep, Nicole tiptoed to the kitchen and opened the fridge. She stared at the contents when the rustling in the living room startled her.

    Allie stepped into the refrigerator light. Her translucent tank top did nothing to hide her full breasts.

    “What—” Nicole cleared her throat. “Is the sofa comfy?”

    “Very,” Allie said without moving. “I got thirsty.”

    Nicole inched closer. Close enough to breathe the same air, to inhale Allie’s sweet and heady body scent. Sensors in Nicole’s brain pinged. Something about her fragrance triggered her memories from their first encounter. What was it? Nicole trailed her gaze over Allie’s body, her thoughts forgotten. “I’m parched.”

    Time stood still. Nothing moved. Not the air between them. Not their breathing or bodies, as if invisible strings held them suspended in time and place. Allie’s mouth opened, and she licked her lips deliberately slow, as though she were in a trance.

    Nicole moaned almost silently.

    Allie blinked and broke the spell. “I’ll…um…go back to sleep.”

    Nicole closed the fridge, her thirst morphing into yearning, but following Allie to ravish her until sunrise was out of the question. Nicole was clueless about how Allie felt. They flirted, but how far would Allie go? Though the desire in her eyes was unmistakable, would she act on it?

    Nicole returned to her bedroom, avoiding gawking at the sofa, and called Susan, the one person she considered a close friend. “Hey, Sue. How’s Fleming? Any new letters or calls?”

    “Nah. All is quiet on the Western Front, so to speak.” Susan yawned loudly. “How’s California?”

    “Sunshine and freedom.” Nicole tried to keep her voice below the excitement decibels, mindful of Allie nearby. “Guess what? I’ve met someone.”

    The bed squeaked. After a few minutes of rustling, Susan said, “Tell me more and make it juicy.”

    Nicole chewed the inside of her cheek, contemplating how much to reveal. “I think it’s different this time.”

    “Have you slept with her yet?” Susan was always matter of fact. “Please say yes. I live vicariously through your sexual exploits since mine have been lackluster.”

    “Contrary to everything you’ve heard about me, I don’t have that many.”

    “What’s her name, and is she hot?”

    “Allie.” Nicole was aware that her voice took on a dreamy quality. “We haven’t even kissed yet, but I’m drawn to her. Emotionally. We bumped into each other at the airport. Twice. I don’t know what possessed me, but I invited her to my place.”

    “Is she right there with you?” Susan whispered.

    Nicole had to laugh. “If she were here, I wouldn’t be chitchatting with you. She’s sleeping on the sofa.”

    “Wow.” Susan released her breath. “What if she’s dying to have sex with you but is afraid to ask? Imagine her lying there restless and naked on the sofa, lonely, longing for your touch—”

    “Shut up. How do you expect me to sleep now with the images you put in my head?” Nicole shook her head.

    “You’ll sleep fine.” Susan laughed. “Call me later with a full report.”

    “Right. I’ll call you if there’s something to report.” Nicole hung up, cutting off Susan’s laughter. She dropped the phone on the nightstand and sighed. It was going to be a long, sleepless night.

    She was right. Her usual techniques proved useless. The chatter in her mind kept her awake until she was close to tears. She lifted her pillow high on the bed’s headboard and reclined, ready to compartmentalize her thoughts. After Irene’s betrayal, Nicole had locked her heart and thrown away the key.

    Until now.

    Since meeting Allie, the idea of love and a relationship had been weaving a web in her brain, endangering her carefully crafted defenses. Spending time with someone when you don’t need words to understand each other, having intimate dinners with candles, hugs by the fireplace, dancing to their song, giving flowers for no reason, kissing in front of total strangers—

    The floorboard squeak jerked Nicole out of her reverie. Her heart pounded in her ears. She sat straight up and peered at the closed door. Was Allie using the bathroom?

    The deafening silence returned. Nicole leaned back on her bed, gazing at the ceiling. If she wanted casual, Tori would be the perfect fit. No strings, just sex. The past five years had been filled with nothing but no-strings emptiness.

    Allie made her feel something deep in her core. Their emotional connection was unexpected and unsettling. Nicole couldn’t remember the last time someone had excited her beyond the bedroom, and she didn’t even know the taste of her lips or the softness of her skin.

    It hit her then. She had already made her choice, and if their kitchen encounter was a sign, it was a clear one. She wanted to know how Allie tasted. She longed to touch her skin to explore its softness. She wanted it all. All she needed was the courage to let go of the past and trust her feelings. Could she do it?

    Lying in the dark bedroom, a few feet away from the object of her desire, was pure torture.

    

  
    Chapter Eleven

    

    The enticing aroma of rich ground coffee and toasty bagels welcomed Allie’s reentry into the real world after a night of disjointed dreams, which mutated into sexual fantasies.

    After the Rita disaster, Allie had sworn never to make that mistake again, but Nicole awakened a myriad of forbidden feelings. If she believed in soulmates, Nicole would tick every box. Sexy, witty, kind, and intelligent. Up close and personal, Ms. Lancaster was all that and much more. Their midnight kitchen encounter had wrecked her. It took all her willpower to walk away.

    It didn’t matter, though. That was the point of her job. Get closer to Nicole. Learn more about her. Find her secrets. Determine her involvement. Do all of this while enjoying the company of an intelligent and attractive woman. And under no circumstances fall in love.

    Allie rubbed the scar hidden under her cotton T-shirt. It hurt less this morning as the luminous sun peeked through the kitchen window.

    Nicole took one look at her, filled a coffee cup to the brim, and handed it to Allie. “Rough night?”

    “Oh, so good.” Allie swallowed a mouthful of the dark, robust liquid. French roast. Approved. “I got addicted to this legal substance during my first year in college.”

    Nicole poured herself a cup, added cacao and cream, and joined her at the table. “Are you okay? You look like you haven’t slept in years.”

    Allie took another sip. “Dark circles under my eyes give me away? I put on some eye cream, but it was useless.” And the award for the most pathetic pity party goes to… Allie glanced at Nicole behind the coffee cup and sighed. “I had a restless night. You know, the time change, constant travels, that sort of thing.” Also, fighting an attraction to a potential suspect, being unable to control her awakened libido, and remembering her cover story, among other things.

    Nicole mulled over her reply, but didn’t push. “How do you like your coffee?”

    “Black is fine, thank you.” She’d kill for a cappuccino right now, but it could wait. “Can I venture a guess at your preference?”

    Nicole lifted her cup. “Sure.”

    “Hmm.” Time to put her observation skills to the test. “You use hazelnut cream with a dash of chocolate, but no sugar. Sugar-free hazelnut mocha?”

    “Oh, dear. Am I that predictable?” Nicole mimicked the same dramatic silent movie gesture that Allie had done the night before.

    She laughed and sloshed a bit of her drink at Nicole’s antics. Hilarious. Then she took a sip of her coffee to hide a snicker and pointed at the empty container of hazelnut creamer on the counter. “No. Not at all.”

    Nicole snorted and put down her cup. “Are you awake enough to go out with me? There’s a place I want to show you.”

    “Sure. I need more caffeine and food, and I’ll be as good as new.” Allie eyed the tray piled with bagels, cream cheese, and jam. Deadly deliciousness.

    “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m an awful hostess.” Nicole grabbed the tray and placed it in front of her. “Whole-grain bagels from a local bakery down the street. A tad healthier, I think. Fresh from the oven.”

    “How’d you manage?”

    “They open at five. I couldn’t sleep.” Nicole shrugged. “Help yourself.”

    “You’re a wonderful hostess.” Allie reached for the warm, fluffy roll and broke its shiny crust. Was Nicole as restless as she was? Interesting. Allie chewed on the morsel and moaned. “Oh, my God. This is sinful.”

    Her gaze drew to the balcony doors. She stepped outside, enjoying the morning breeze and clear skies. The flowers Nicole planted brightened her mood. She plucked a lonely violet and inhaled the subtle aroma. Tranquility settled over her. It didn’t happen often. She almost forgot she was here to investigate. Almost.

    After her last communication with Taylor, Allie wanted to keep their contact to a minimum. She trusted her team to handle the senator’s protection without her input. She needed to concentrate on the investigation. Allie fingered the flower, its velvety petals as fragile as her predicament. Her insane attraction to Nicole was affecting her focus.

    Nicole had the power to ruin her.

    
     

    Nicole’s mystery place was the Fraenkel Gallery, a few blocks away. The humongous banner up front announced an exhibition by National Geographic photographer Daniel La Mott. Allie searched her brain. La Mott was famous for his split underwater images that captured scenes above and below the surface in the same shot.

    Nicole’s thoughtfulness reached in and squeezed her heart. Even though the photography angle was a lie, it mattered.

    They strode through the gallery, discussing photography, and when Nicole took her hand and didn’t let go, it felt like the most natural thing in the world. They stopped to admire one image, The Sargasso Sea Mermaid. Allie whistled. “Wow. It’s stunning.”

    The deep blue of the sea provided a translucent background for the image of a naked young woman floating underwater, surrounded by seaweed and sea turtles.

    Nicole nodded. “She’s a beauty. And look at these iridescent colors.” She focused on Allie and raised her eyebrow. “You’re a photographer yourself. Have I seen your work anywhere?”

    Allie scratched her head, thinking of a way out. Why was she not prepared for questions? “I’m a freelancer. I published a few books under a pseudonym. Have you heard of Mandy Schoenfeld?”

    “Oh my God, the famous wildlife photographer? I love your work. I have two of your photography books at home. The Pink Pelican’s Acrobatics is my favorite. I bought a print to hang on the wall in my office in DC.”

    Damn. Who knew Nicole was so knowledgeable? She managed what she hoped to be a polite smile at Nicole’s praises and waited for the other shoe to drop. And drop it did.

    “Wait a minute.” Nicole squinted and crossed her arms. Her hazel eyes scrutinized Allie’s face. “I saw Mandy Schoenfeld’s photo in one of her books. You look nothing like her. Explain.”

    “I never said it was my pseudonym.” Allie raised her hands and prayed her fib worked. “I studied with her, and sometimes I use her name to impress women.”

    “And how many women have you impressed so far?” Nicole glared at her, a smirk forming at the corner of her lips.

    “You’re the first one who’s ever heard of Mandy, so you’re the only one I’ve impressed. Well, at least for the first ten seconds.”

    Nicole laughed at her admission.

    Allie’s pulse calmed. Phew. She’d gotten herself out of this sticky situation, at least for now. The first rule of undercover work? Tell the truth as much as possible. It’s the easiest to remember. Lie only when necessary.

    They left the gallery, and Nicole stopped in the middle of a sidewalk, quirking her eyebrow. Her smile was radiant. “Now I want to show you my other favorite spot.”

    After a quick lunch, they strolled to a quaint antique book shop hidden behind overgrown palm trees on a street corner. They ambled inside, and she gawked at the shelves along the walls filled with antiques, dusty old books, photo albums, paintings, and prints. She trailed her fingers along the worn spines, moving from shelf to shelf, absorbed in literature and poetry.

    Nicole followed her around with a permanent grin, pointing out various curios and trinkets mixed among the books. “Oh, my God. Allie, look at this.”

    Allie stepped closer, and Nicole showed her the first limited edition of Abigail Tisdahl’s poetry collection, When We Were. “I could never find this edition. It’s her swan song of love letters to an unknown lover. It’s my favorite.” Nicole’s eyes sparkled, turning a darker green adorned with caramel specks. She clasped the book to her chest and twirled, her laughter contagious, her face glowing.

    Allie couldn’t take her eyes off her. She touched Nicole’s shoulder. “A mystery and a romance, all wrapped into one leather-bound volume, waiting for you to discover it.”

    Nicole leaned into her touch. It was intimate, sexy, and welcoming. Allie stepped back. It was hard to keep her focus in such close proximity to the suspect. Guilty or not, Nicole was part of the job and a mystery Allie needed to solve.

    The walk back to Nicole’s place didn’t take long. Allie had enjoyed herself, as if it had been an actual date. This was not something she was used to. This was different.

    While Nicole prepared dinner, Allie checked out Nicole’s bookshelf, trailing her fingers along the covers. Nicole had arranged her books in a peculiar order. It took her a few minutes to catch the pattern. A bright red volume caught her attention. Pride and Prejudice. Of course. Romance books were prominent in Nicole’s collection.

    She hesitated, holding Tisdahl’s book of poems and looking for the correct spot to shelve it.

    Nicole’s voice startled her. “Dinner will be ready in thirty minutes.”

    She turned around, the book clutched to her chest. “Do you need any help?”

    “You can open a bottle of wine later.” Nicole glanced at the paperback in her hands and added. “Go ahead, read it. You have some time.”

    When Nicole left, Allie looked around for anything out of place. The living room was meticulous. Was she hoping to find copies of the letters or mutilated photos of the senator? If Nicole had been part of the conspiracy, Allie would’ve had better luck finding evidence in Nicole’s apartment in DC. Here, nothing stood out. How could she get close to Nicole to break down her walls and earn her trust?

    She settled on the sofa with Tisdahl’s poetry collection and opened the page to the title poem.

     

    Your hand in mine

    delicate

    slender

    searching. the ocean of your eyes

    pulls me into depths. now, drowning

    pleasure turned to pain. I welcome

    when we were us

     

    This was haunting. Melancholy. Hopeless even. What did it say about Nicole if that was her favorite poetry book? How deep was Nicole’s pain after losing a lover? Did she find Tisdahl’s story similar to her own life? Allie kept reading, lost in the poet’s ethereal words.

    “Allie, are you with me?” A soft, husky voice penetrated her brain.

    She lifted her head, blinking the haze from her eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to zone out.”

    She bookmarked the poem with a fragile violet she’d found earlier in Nicole’s flowerpot on the balcony and slid the book between the similar tomes.

    Nicole’s face registered surprise. “Why did you put it there?”

    “Based on the setup, I figured this was where it belonged.”

    “Nobody has ever figured out how I organize my books. Ever.”

    “I have a logical mind.” Allie stroked the covers. “You have it by genre, then by the author’s name, and then…” The last part was a pure guess, but she was confident. “By the color using the rainbow scale. Did I get it right?” She hated to be wrong. Observation was one of her most valuable skills.

    “Wow,” Nicole whispered. “You’re the first one to get the whole idea. Who are you?” Nicole took one step closer and released a deep breath in slow motion, not saying another word.

    Warmth spread through Allie’s chest, reaching her cheeks. She gave Nicole her best, just a lucky guess, smile. “I like the way your mind works.” Nothing was wrong with modest flattery if it held the truth.

    Nicole’s face glowed with the most attractive pinkish hues, and she smiled back. “Thank you. Dinner is ready.”

    Allie followed her to the kitchen. “I can understand your delight at finding this book. I couldn’t put it down.”

    “It speaks to me in a delicate, intimate way.” Nicole lit two candles at the center. “I’m drawn to books. When I was little, I read everywhere I could, all the time. My parents had to drag me out of my room, or I would forget to eat.”

    It was easy to imagine a younger Nicole with blond tresses in disarray, sitting in her room, devouring book after book. Their mutual love for literature was uncanny. Allie was a scrawny tomboy growing up, loving sports and the outdoors, but she cherished her quiet times when she snuggled in bed, reading about grand adventures and other worlds.

    She watched Nicole. Her face lit up when she talked about things she loved. It transformed her. Gone was the sadness and melancholy Allie detected in her. Did she bring up the lightness in Nicole? She sure hoped so.

    Nicole stopped talking and stared at her.

    Oops. Had she spaced out again? Allie smiled and nodded. “Fascinating.” And then she shoved a delectable stuffed mushroom into her mouth. Her taste buds exploded. “Oh. My. God. How sinfully delicious.”

    Nicole’s blush adorned her cheeks, peeking through her natural tan. She was breathtaking. “Thank you.”

    They ate in comfortable silence. Allie’s moans and lip-smacking came out of nowhere. Nicole ruined her. And she wasn’t just talking about the food.

    “Do you mind having coffee and dessert in the living room?” Nicole asked an hour later when they finished dinner and cleaned the dishes. “We can turn on some music and relax. I’m not ashamed to admit that my feet are killing me.”

    “Do you want me to massage them for you?” Allie spoke without thinking. She covered her mouth and whispered, “Sorry.”

    Nicole grinned. A light blush crept into her cheeks. “I was about to beg you for it.”

    Allie laughed. How easy it was to be with Nicole and spend time with her. No worries, no mysteries, no obligations, no lies. Well, a few lies. Allie tried to keep them out of her mind for a few days so she could enjoy her time with Nicole until everything changed.

    If Nicole was behind the threats against the senator, their connection was doomed from the start. If she wasn’t, Allie could guess what Nicole’s reaction would be when she revealed herself. She would feel betrayed by her deception. Either way, Allie would lose. Yet she couldn’t stop her emotions from clawing up from the depths where she’d buried them forever ago. And that was her dilemma. She would risk her heart, and Nicole’s, no matter where this investigation led her, no matter what the fallout would be.

    
     

    They nestled on the sofa in the living room. Nicole finished her coffee and put her cup down on a tray table. Allie did the same and patted her lap. “Okay, put your feet up and enjoy. Someone told me I’m very good with my hands.”

    Modest she was not. Nicole wasn’t about to point that out if she was in for a treat. “And who told you that?”

    “People.” Allie rubbed her hands together and began kneading Nicole’s soles.

    The tender fingers dug deep, sending waves of pleasure and pain along her legs. A moan came out of nowhere, but Nicole didn’t care. No lie. The woman was good with her hands. “Be honest, now. How many feet did you massage to get such praise?”

    Allie moved up to her calves, her touch gentle but firm. “You got me. I have massaged zero feet. I tried to impress you, but failed. Again.”

    “You sure fib a lot.” Nicole fought the urge to close her eyes. Allie’s talented fingers created delightful tingles everywhere.

    Allie’s rhythm didn’t falter as she kept up her gentle ministrations. “Okay. Here’s me, being honest.” She took a deep breath and puffed her cheeks. “My last relationship was a total disaster. I haven’t had a girlfriend in ages, and I’m completely out of my comfort zone. I guess my flirting needs a lot of polishing.”

    Nicole lifted her head. Say what? Allie was out of her comfort zone? They were then both on the same page. “Your flirting is fine, believe me. It’s not that I’m looking for a commitment or anything, but I have a hard time trusting people. I can never forgive someone lying to me or cheating on me.”

    “Did someone hurt you, Nicole?” Allie’s eyes searched hers.

    Nicole put her head down and closed her eyes, stalling for time. She kept her feelings inside, avoiding getting close to anyone. Physical attraction aside, was she ready to pour her heart and soul out to a stranger?

    Whether it was the wine or the tangible connection between them, she sat up and looked into Allie’s eyes. Their warmth and understanding reached deep inside. Did Allie care? The desire to share, to reveal everything, hit Nicole. She twisted the ring she wore as a painful reminder. The hurt and anguish she buried all those years ago flew out like bullets from the gun.

    “The woman I planned to marry cheated on me for two years, left me for her lover, begged me to take her back, then returned to her lover after my rejection.”

    Nicole took a deep breath, waiting for the oh, poor you reaction. Waiting for pity. Waiting for anything but not this.

    “That bitch!” Allie shifted to close the gap and squeezed Nicole’s bare knee. It tingled under the heat of Allie’s fingers.

    Nicole blinked. That’s what she’d said all those years ago. She exhaled, and the floodgate opened. “I met Irene in a psychology class at Berkeley. I don’t think she paid any attention to me at the time. Her parents were rich socialites, and she had a cushy job as a marriage counselor to the celebrities lined up for her. I wanted to work with troubled kids whose parents disowned them for being queer. The program offered a clinical internship in our third year. We both ended up in the same private family practice.”

    “I bet you have stories to tell,” Allie kept her fingers curled around Nicole’s knee. It was nice. Oh, so nice.

    Allie’s smile melted any remnants of reservation Nicole had. Her walls crumbled. How did she do it? With a mere smile? For the last five years, Nicole’s mantra was to trust no one, especially a stranger. When had Allie become more?

    “Perhaps another time.” Some things still haunted her. “I’m having such a great time. I don’t want to spoil it.”

    Allie nodded. “What happened after you refused to take Irene back?”

    “She didn’t take it well and stormed out. As dramatic as ever.”

    “What did she do?” Allie leaned forward. Her attention was laser-focused.

    Here goes nothing. “Irene committed suicide. Took a bunch of pills with a bottle of her favorite wine and left a note that I wasn’t to blame for her decision to leave this world.” Nicole shook her head. Nothing would erase the pain. And her guilt. “But deep down, I knew I was the one responsible. I carry my guilt in the deepest recesses of my heart and always will.”

    She buried her face in her hands, unable to look at Allie, afraid to find pity or—worse—loathing on her face. Memories flooded her mind. The moment Irene laughed at her tear-stricken face after she told her about the affair. The day Irene moved out to be with her lover, with one suitcase, as if she had never lived there. Or the police at Nicole’s door, asking her asinine questions and implying that she had driven Irene to her death. Tears welled up as the hurt and guilt resurfaced, and she let them flow.

    “It wasn’t your fault Irene killed herself. We’re responsible for our own actions.”

    Allie’s gentle voice poured balm on her wounds. Nicole had no recollection of how she ended up in Allie’s arms, but there she was, sobbing, relief replacing her grief for the first time in years. Allie held her tight, not saying a word, and Nicole could feel the strength and support in those arms. She didn’t want to let go.

    After her tears abated, Nicole went for what she’d craved to do since last night. Allie’s gasp died, muffled by her lips. She tightened her fists in Allie’s curls and leaned back, looking for any sign of shock or hesitation in Allie’s deep blue eyes. They were beautiful. No shock. No surprise. Only desire. Allie let out a whimper. It was all Nicole needed to capture those tempting lips again.

    The kiss was gentle and teasing at first. Then Allie’s tongue moved against her lips and found its way inside her mouth. Her body was on fire, every nerve responding to Allie’s hot lips as her hands circled Nicole’s waist and pulled her closer. Allie made her crave things buried deep inside—things and feelings she had forgotten—until Allie’s hands rested on her shoulders as she pulled away.

    Panic hit. All her senses froze. “Fuck.” Nicole breathed out, aroused by the kiss and confused by Allie’s reaction. Her mind raced, searching for answers. Had she read Allie wrong? What the hell just happened? Allie was enjoying their kiss. Nicole was sure of it. “I’m sorry if I upset you, but I wanted to kiss you all day. I didn’t mean—”

    Allie shushed her with a soft kiss. Then she rested her forehead on top of Nicole’s. “No. You didn’t upset me. I wanted to kiss you the moment I stepped off that plane, but we should take it slow.”

    Allie’s hand sneaked into Nicole’s. The warmth and the fragile strength of Allie’s fingers were addicting. When did she start craving such simple physical contact? Comfortable silence stretched. It didn’t bother her. She found herself content in this moment, sitting next to Allie and not saying a word.

    She slid closer, their shoulders touching. “I’m sorry.”

    “Don’t say sorry.” Allie’s voice rose above a whisper. “I kissed you back, didn’t I?”

    “Then why did you stop?”

    Allie took her time to answer as her fingers trembled in Nicole’s hand. “It’s complicated.”

    “Isn’t everything?”

    Allie’s mouth quirked. “True.”

    Nicole turned her head. Allie’s lips were so close. She could taste them. Damn it. She was attracted to Allie, but was she ready to admit it? She had trust issues. Maybe it was time to stop making life decisions out of fear and doubt. But not tonight.

    Allie reached out and took her hand, squeezing it. “Good night, Nicole.”

    “Good night.”

    In the safety of her bedroom, Nicole chastised herself for letting her emotions overpower her logic and defenses. She curled into a fetal position, deep under the covers, to dispel the shadows and whispers of the night. She dreamed of the deep blue ocean. It reminded her of Allie’s eyes. Last night, they’d shone with affection and fire. Maybe it was time to move on and take the risk.

    

  
    Chapter Twelve

    

    The next morning, Allie dragged herself into the kitchen. She’d tossed and turned all night. Again.

    Dreams. Demons. Desires.

    “I contacted the Hope Center. They are ecstatic.” Nicole sat at the table, sipping coffee and chatting on her iPad. “The Global Women’s Issues notes are in the second left-hand drawer in the manila folder marked Foreign Relationship Committee, Senator.”

    Fleming’s voice was inaudible.

    Allie tiptoed in and poured herself a cup, waiting for Nicole to finish her conversation.

    “Did you find it? Good. The notes are on top. I made sure Kaitlynn made extra copies before I left.” Nicole placed the iPad face down and greeted her with a hesitant smile. “Sorry. Duty called. No rest for the wicked.”

    “No worries. I know all about duty,” Allie replied without thinking. She bit her lip, set her steaming mug down on the table, and sank into the chair. “Listen, about last night—”

    “It’s okay. We’re okay.” Nicole took a sip of her coffee.

    “I owe you an explanation, but it’s complicated.”

    Nicole lifted her mug. “No, no, no. It’s too early for an it’s complicated conversation. I need to finish my coffee first. Make it simple.” Nicole’s teasing tone didn’t match the tension in her body. She clutched the mug in both hands and broke eye contact with Allie.

    The bitterness of a black coffee turned Allie’s stomach into a fire pit. She sighed. “I wish I could, but life is never so.”

    “Agreed. I’m sorry, too.” Nicole scrunched her nose but didn’t push further.

    Adorable. Allie gave her head a mental shake. Stay focused was becoming her new mantra. She couldn’t explain her moral dilemma without revealing herself. Better stick to a safer subject. “What’s on today’s agenda?”

    Nicole chuckled and finished her coffee. “No agenda today. We can do whatever you’d like.”

    I’d like to stay here and finish what we started last night. But she couldn’t. Not until she was sure Nicole was innocent.

    Allie tapped her bottom lip. “Hmm. Take me to your bakery. And then let’s go for a walk.” She could bring her camera. After all, she had to maintain her cover story. And photography was her hobby. So, win-win.

    The bakery was to die for. They strolled along the street with cups of coffee and a bag of pastries. Allie took a sip of cappuccino, and a moan escaped. Nicole’s eyes widened, and she turned, staring at Allie’s lips.

    “Was I too loud?” Allie bit the gigantic palmier cookie to hide her grin.

    “Was what loud?” Nicole raised her eyebrow and broke off a piece of Allie’s cookie. She put it in her mouth and licked her fingers demurely, taunting-like. Mesmerizing.

    A rainbow brick wall further down the street drew Allie’s attention. “Wow. What is this?”

    “The Vigilante Lounge.” Nicole pointed to the logo above the security shutters. “Modeled as a speakeasy bar. I’ve been here a few times since they opened three years ago. Decent drinks and quiet background music. Perfect for a conversation.”

    Allie glanced at Nicole. Perfect place for a date later, perhaps? Well, not a real date, but Nicole didn’t need to know that. Strictly for professional reasons—to get closer, to earn Nicole’s trust. After all, she was undercover, dissecting Nicole’s life, searching for clues. “Tell me about your family.”

    Nicole let out a breath. Her pensive smile added to the weariness in her eyes. “Typical Catholic family. I was a black sheep and didn’t follow the career or life path my parents planned for me. When I came out, my mom told me it would be better for everyone if I disappeared to avoid embarrassment at church.”

    Nicole turned onto another street, and Allie followed. Her coffee was long gone. She craved another one. “What did you do?”

    “I came to San Francisco to live with my aunt Bertha. I wanted to choose my own path without my parents’ interference, to make my own mistakes and live my life. Not some version my parents designed for me. My younger sister gets to live the life they envisioned. Married, with kids, a perfect little homemaker.”

    Nicole tossed her empty coffee cup and crossed her arms over her chest, keeping a distance between them. She grew quiet. Allie moved closer and touched the small of her back. Nicole threw her a grateful look, leaning into Allie’s touch. “What about you?”

    Stick to as much truth as possible. Allie was ready this time. “When I told Mom I liked girls, she asked me what took me so long. She’d known since I was six. She died when I was sixteen. My father became a tyrant, demanding perfection in everything I did. I doubt he knew how to handle a gay daughter. Mom wasn’t there to show him.” Allie’s eyes prickled with tears, and she swallowed, the thickness in her throat making it hard to talk. She had the best mom in the world. And then she died. Fuck cancer.

    Nicole reached for her hand and entwined their fingers, pulling her closer. Their shoulders touched, creating another ripple of tingles all over Allie’s skin. She tried to hide her emotions. After all these years, losing Mom still hurt, but she wasn’t about to get all vulnerable and teary.

    Nicole squeezed her hand. “And your father?”

    She blinked away the tears and forced a smile. “He eventually made peace with my choices and my life. He had a heart attack a few months ago, so I stayed with him for a while. He’s doing great and we’re closer now.”

    They wandered through the streets, indulging in window shopping, talking, and sharing stories. She finally learned what happened during Nicole’s clinical internship.

    “I met so many kids dealing with issues they couldn’t control. Issues born out of abandonment by their parents, all because they were different, queer, misunderstood. I fell in love with those kids and wanted to help them as much as I could.”

    Allie lifted Nicole’s hand to her lips and kissed it. “You are one amazing woman.”

    A lovely pink flush crept along Nicole’s neck. Allie could stare forever. Everything she learned about Nicole so far didn’t fit the FBI’s theory of her involvement. She recalled a minor detail, something she overheard on her first night at Nicole’s place. Allie didn’t mean to eavesdrop. She had crept past Nicole’s bedroom on the way to the bathroom when she caught a snippet of conversation, when Nicole had said, “Right. I’ll call you if there’s something to report.”

    It puzzled Allie, but taken out of context, it was easy to jump to conclusions. She had no clue who was on the phone or if the conversation was related to Nicole’s job. After one random reference to work issues, Nicole didn’t bring it up again. Even after this morning, she still hadn’t mentioned her position as the chief of staff with Senator Fleming. Why? Did she not want Allie to know there was a danger? Or was she hiding something?

    They spent the rest of the day strolling through the streets and alleyways. Allie took random photos of buildings and people. They sat on a bench and basked in the sunlight. They talked and laughed. If someone were to ask Allie to describe this moment in one word, she wouldn’t hesitate. Joy.

    The day gave way to evening as the sun descended, illuminating the sky with blood-orange hues. The sunset was spectacular. Allie doubted the camera would do justice to the scenery.

    She checked her watch. Eight fifteen. “Hmph. Where did the day go?”

    “That’s what happens when you have fun.” Nicole’s eyes glinted in the fading lights. The light breeze ruffled her sun-kissed hair. Breathtaking.

    On impulse, Allie raised the camera and snapped Nicole’s photo. Something to cherish later in her solitude.

    She had more fun with Nicole in the last two days than she had in years.

    Damn this assignment, but the job always came first.

    
     

    Back at home, Nicole turned on the TV, and they cuddled on the sofa, watching Charade. Her aunt’s favorite movie was one of the few classics Nicole had watched hundreds of times. Savory-sweet popcorn melted in her mouth, and her hand collided with Allie’s when they reached for the bowl. Shivers spread everywhere.

    Allie licked the butter off her fingers. Nicole stared, following Allie’s movements. Mesmerized by them, hypnotized, bewitched, whatever.

    As the next commercial rolled in, Allie pointed at her array of photos on the nook of the bookshelf and picked up one. Her first year in college. Before Irene. “You were adorable. I wish I knew you—”

    “No, you don’t.” Nicole took the photo and ran her thumb over the cheap glass. “I was young and naive.”

    “Even so,” Allie whispered.

    Nicole took a deep breath, fighting unexpected tears. Why was she so mushy around Allie, like some love-sick damsel?

    A change of subject was necessary. “Have you seen this one?” Nicole turned her attention to the TV. One of her favorite films. She could recite every line from memory. “What do you think?”

    Allie watched the scene where Cary Grant confesses to using another fake name, with raw vulnerability on her face. Then she looked back at her and smiled. “Many times.”

    Nicole stroked Allie’s cheek. “Are you okay? You look as if you’re in pain.”

    “I’m fine. Just thinking.”

    “I’m a good listener.” Nicole sat still.

    Allie leaned into her hand and kissed it on the inside. Her hot breath tickled Nicole’s palm. The warmth of Allie’s lips sent a tingling sensation through her body. The woman knew how to kiss. She was driving her wild with those lips.

    “Perhaps another time.” Allie entwined their fingers and turned toward the TV. “Grant’s character lied about his name and who he was, but it didn’t stop Audrey from falling in love with him. Sure, he had good intentions and was only doing his job, but he pretended to be someone else. Yet we keep rooting for them. It’s interesting, isn’t it?”

    Nicole pursed her lips. She wasn’t the only one who excelled at changing subjects, but she’d let it go for now. She watched the movie for a few minutes. “Yes. Lies and pretense. Good intentions aside, a lie is a lie, but like you, I’ve always rooted for those two.” She chewed the inside of her cheek and shrugged. “It’s made for entertainment. How often does this happen in real life?”

    “Mmm.” Allie raised Nicole’s hand for another kiss and fingered her ring. “This is very delicate and pretty.”

    Nicole twisted the ring around—a reminder of her guilt. She balanced it on the tip of her finger. The chandelier light bounced off it, creating a halo around it. “Irene gave it to me as an engagement present.”

    Allie’s fingers trembled as she lifted the ring and placed it on her palm. Her eyes softened as she toyed with it. “The inscription inside says Mon Amour.”

    “My nickname when we had happier times.”

    “Did you love her?”

    “Yes. Very much.” Nicole swallowed hard, almost choking on her emotions.

    Allie gave the ring back and squeezed Nicole’s hand, letting it go. Then she rose. “I’m going for a walk. To clear my head.”

    “Allie, wait.” Nicole ran after her. “Is something wrong?”

    Allie turned around and smiled, but Nicole couldn’t read her face. “Oh, no. Not at all. I need to get some air.” And then she left.

    Nicole missed the warmth of Allie sitting next to her on the sofa. How quickly she’d gotten attached in two days. Had it been two days? It seemed like they had known each other for years. What should she do now?

    

  
    Chapter Thirteen

    

    Getting fresh air? The worst excuse ever, but Allie needed to get out. Her phone vibrated several times in her back pocket, adding to the quiver in her stomach and making the whole situation excruciating. Taylor would only call if it were urgent. She had to get out of there.

    Nicole was getting into her head. If physical attraction wasn’t enough, why was Nicole so damn witty and charming? As they watched the movie, she couldn’t help but think about her own deception. And then there was that damn ring Nicole wore in memory of her lover. The same lover who had broken her heart. Would Nicole’s cheating fiancée always be a part of the equation? How could anyone compete with that?

    She stopped in her tracks. That thought came out of nowhere. She wasn’t competing for Nicole’s affections. Falling under Nicole’s spell wasn’t part of her undercover plan. Not even close. But aside from that mysterious phone conversation, nothing about Nicole screamed guilty. She had to keep her emotions under control, regardless, to stay detached and unbiased.

    Allie speed-dialed Taylor’s number. “I have a few minutes alone. What’s up?”

    Taylor was all business. “Agent Kostas thinks Wysocki uses his legal poker nights to launder money from his illegal deals, but Volkova’s role in his business is unclear.”

    “Contact Agent Warner and check if her current caseload includes casinos or money laundering operations.”

    “Roger that. Howard wants you back in DC for an update and to work on a new strategy based on the recent developments.”

    So soon? As if sensing her hesitation, Taylor added, “It’s not negotiable. Wysocki’s case has moved to priority.”

    She finished Taylor’s thought. “Does Howard consider Lancaster a waste of my time?”

    “Something like that.” Taylor’s kind voice carried regret. He, of all people, knew her penchant for finishing the job on her own terms.

    “Book my flight for tomorrow afternoon and send me the details.”

    “Consider it done,” Taylor said.

    “Anything else I need to know?”

    “DC NOW moved their gala to Thursday. I suspect Fleming’s going to summon her chief of staff shortly.”

    “Naturally.”

    Taylor waited a few beats. “How’s Lancaster’s case going?”

    Is this what it was? A case? A waste of her time? “Making progress. She confided in me about Irene Cartier. They were engaged. Cartier cheated. Major drama and heartbreak ensued. Irene committed suicide.”

    “How?”

    “Pills and wine.”

    After a moment of silence, he said, “Didn’t Lancaster have another girlfriend who overdosed in college? I sense a pattern, Chief. Don’t you?”

    A pattern? One death was accidental, the other was suicide. Coincidence, perhaps? “It’s a possibility.”

    Footsteps behind her echoed on the empty street, getting louder. Was it Nicole?

    “Gotta go. Talk tomorrow.”

    Allie ended the call and slipped the phone into her back pocket. The alley was too dark to tell if anyone was following her, so she went to the end and turned the corner.

    The rainbow colors, illuminated by the neon sign above, were alluring. With one glance over her shoulder, Allie stepped inside. She chose a spot at the bar, directly in view of the entrance, and ordered a drink. If Nicole followed, she’d be easy to find.

    What was she doing? There was a thin, blurry line between fibbing and lying, between sharing a partial truth and leaving out details. Her attraction to Nicole was tangible, and it also uncovered rare emotions Allie hadn’t felt in a long time. If Nicole was the one, Allie wanted to dive in and see where it could go.

    But only after the case was over and she had proven Nicole was not involved in the threats against the senator. And she needed to hold on to a snippet of hope that Nicole would forgive her when the truth came out.

    
     

    Nicole’s chest tightened. Should she leave Allie alone or follow her? Her hot-and-cold behavior was puzzling. What caused Allie to run? Was it the ring? Of course. She said she loved Irene and wore her ring. Easy to guess what Allie thought. That she was still hung up on her cheating, deceiving ex.

    She twirled the elegant gold band a few times, feeling its weight deep in her heart. Allie chased away the ghost of Irene and the guilt she carried for the last five years. Maybe it was time to let go of the past. Let go of Irene. She took off the ring and stuffed it into the back pocket of her jeans.

    The fragile, invisible strings between Allie and her stretched to the breaking point, and the thought terrified her. She rushed out, her eyes darting in all directions. A familiar figure entered the bar they had passed this morning. Nicole hesitated, but the idea of Allie alone in the bar in the middle of the night was enough to make a quick decision to follow. Would Allie see her as a rescuer or an interloper?

    When Nicole walked inside, her eyes fell on a tall, lonely figure at the bar with a drink in front of her. There was something so familiar, so comforting in her pose. Nicole stopped to absorb the emotions Allie awakened in her. She couldn’t understand any of it, only that Allie made her feel again. She moved through the crowd and joined Allie at the bar. Allie stiffened but said nothing, sipping her drink.

    Nicole waved at the bartender. “I’ll have the same,” she said, pointing at Allie’s glass.

    “One club soda on the rocks with lime, coming right up.”

    Quiet laughter bubbled inside Nicole. She picked up her glass and turned to face Allie. “Club soda?”

    “I’m not much of a drinker either.” Allie shrugged.

    Nobody paid them any attention, but the crowded place offered little privacy. Allie seemed withdrawn. Nicole leaned forward and placed a tender kiss on her lips.

    Allie froze, then grabbed Nicole’s hand and pulled her into the dark corner, where the dim lights provided certain seclusion. She pressed her against the wall and looked into her eyes. “You kissed me. Again.”

    “I can’t stop wanting to kiss you,” Nicole replied truthfully. Not an exaggeration. The minute she’d seen Allie at the airport—the first time—she felt an instant attraction and an undeniable connection between them.

    Allie’s face softened. “Really?” she whispered and leaned her whole body forward, their breasts touching, their lips a breath away.

    “Yes.” Nicole placed her hand behind Allie’s neck and closed the distance between them in one swift motion. Their lips met. Allie gasped, and a soft moan escaped her throat. Nicole’s fingers raked through Allie’s hair, pulling her closer. The kiss lasted an eternity until Allie’s tongue licked her bottom lip and her teeth bit there, creating a wave of arousal. Allie’s lips tasted like cherry and lime. Nicole wanted more.

    She entwined her fingers with the dark curls as Allie moved her hands to Nicole’s hips. Loud laughter nearby broke the magical moment, and they jumped apart.

    Nicole missed the closeness.

    “I’m unsure what to do now.” Allie sighed.

    “Do you want me?” Nicole held her breath. She didn’t want to let go. Her body was making it pretty clear.

    “Yes. Very much.”

    “But—”

    “But my life is complicated. I can’t get involved with anyone right now long term.”

    “I understand the long-term part, but what do you want now?”

    “I want you, but I need to go slow.” Allie sighed as though her mind and body were on different wavelengths. “I’m overwhelmed by unexpected emotions. I didn’t mean to lead you on.”

    “Then why are you here, with me, in my home?”

    Allie stared as though the question puzzled her. Then she caressed Nicole’s cheek. “I felt so drawn to you. But I want to be sure it’s real, that we can have more than a few hours of heavenly bliss.”

    Nicole stiffened at the unexpected reply. “Are you talking about the future?”

    Allie laughed bitterly. “No. Tomorrow is all I can offer.”

    That could work. “I’m not looking for forever, either. Today and tomorrow work fine.” She didn’t want to push. They seemed to share an equal amount of insecurity and doubt.

    Allie rested her forehead on Nicole’s. “Thank you.”

    She didn’t expect that, but the unexpected was the norm with Allie. Speakers pounded with a new beat. “Dance with me.” She took Allie’s hand and led her to the dance floor.

    “Dancing is dangerous, you know?” Allie’s tone and face were somber. Then she winked.

    Nicole wrapped her arms around Allie’s slim waist and pressed her body tight. She closed her eyes, letting go of her worries and doubts, allowing herself to enjoy the warmth and softness of Allie’s body against hers. She sneaked her hands underneath Allie’s shirt, tracing the bare skin with her fingers. The song was fast boy-band pop, but they barely moved.

    “Because it involves a closer proximity, whole-body experience, and a whole lotta temptation?”

    “Among other things.” Allie’s breath tickled Nicole’s ear. She tightened her arms around Nicole’s neck, their height difference putting them within a few inches.

    They fit perfectly in each other’s arms. The current of excitement radiated from Allie, setting Nicole’s body on fire. She basked in the forgotten, almost foreign sensation and guided Allie’s hips in a languid motion, swaying to the music of their own making. The heat between them kept rising. They didn’t speak. Their bodies did the talking.

    Allie raised Nicole’s chin and stopped moving. Under the dim light of the bar, Allie’s dark eyes turned softer and vulnerable somehow. She leaned closer, and her lips brushed against Nicole’s with delicate intensity, sending electric shivers down her spine. Her toes curled, and she melted into Allie’s embrace. Nothing would ever be the same. Nothing else would ever be enough.

    She pulled Allie’s hips closer, craving more of her. Allie’s hands found their way into Nicole’s curls, then her fingers caressed the back of her neck. The whisper in her ear caught Nicole by surprise. “What did you say?” Was her imagination playing tricks on her? Did Allie speak, or did the wisp of hot, sweet air from her lips create a dreamy fantasy?

    “I want you.” This time, she heard it.

    The intensity of arousal from those three simple words made Nicole lightheaded. She was sure everyone in the bar could hear the rapid beating of her heart over the loud techno music that replaced the boy band. Allie moved her hands up and down Nicole’s back and returned to her hips, pulling her closer—

    The ringing of her cell phone startled them both. Nicole jumped, and they hit heads.

    “Don’t…don’t answer,” Allie pleaded, pulling her back for another kiss.

    “I have to. It might be an emergency.” Nicole grabbed her phone and let out a breath to slow her heartbeat. “Hello.”

    They stepped outside. The night welcomed them with cool air and quietude. Nicole held Allie’s hand, and they strolled down the empty street back to her place.

    “Hello, gorgeous. Am I interrupting something?” Susan’s voice was teasing. Damn. She must have heard her heavy breathing.

    “Yes.” Nicole stifled a groan. Susan wouldn’t call without a good reason.

    “Sorry, but your presence is requested in Washington. NOW has moved its reception to Thursday. The senator wants you back tomorrow. I emailed you the reservation details. United. The plane leaves at 10:25 a.m.”

    “Damn. I thought I had the entire week off.” Nicole’s voice must’ve revealed her frustration. Allie moved closer and wrapped her arm around Nicole’s shoulders. She leaned into the embrace, warmth expanding through her chest. It brought back the longing, the emotions. So many emotions.

    Susan sighed. “I know. I wasn’t happy either. C’est la vie. Don’t forget your most sexy cocktail dress, and bring a date.”

    “Do I have to bring someone?” Nicole scoffed and glanced at Allie. Bring a date? Could she gather the courage to ask Allie? A flash of self-doubt hit hard. What if Allie declined the invitation? What if she said yes? The truth was, she wasn’t ready to share Allie with anyone. Not yet, anyway.

    “We’ll see.” She ended the call as they reached her place and went inside.

    Nicole turned around to face Allie. Her expression was hard to read. Was she as frustrated at the interruption?

    “Sorry about that. I have to leave tomorrow. Duty calls.” The heaviness in her body matched the darkness of her mood.

    Allie sighed as if she already knew. “It’s okay. I have to go back to DC, as well. Work.” She shifted closer. “This—whatever’s happening between us—doesn’t have to end tonight.”

    “Are you saying there’s going to be another time?” The thought sent jolts of pleasure down to her core, and she held her breath. She didn’t have time to analyze her feelings, but Allie’s answer mattered. All Nicole wanted was to hear—

    “Yes.” Allie looked at her with an unwavering stare.

    Could she trust what she saw in Allie’s eyes? She wanted to. Desperately. “I know you said that both of our lives seem complicated and unpredictable right now, but I want to see you again, Allie.”

    “I want to see you, too. I promise.” Allie caressed her cheek and sighed. “You have an early plane to catch. So do I. We should get some rest.”

    Nicole leaned into the gentle caress. She rubbed her cheek against the warmth of Allie’s fingers. Allie moved to go, but Nicole held out her hand. “Stay with me tonight.”

    Allie bit her lip. “I’m not sure it’s a good idea.”

    “No funny business, I promise. Just cuddling.”

    Allie grinned. “I’m a good cuddler, or so I’ve been told.”

    Here we go again. “And how many people told you that?”

    Allie’s eyes sparkled. “Honestly? I haven’t cuddled with anyone in years, so I’ll let you be the judge.”

    Nicole closed her eyes and exhaled. When was the last time she had cuddled with someone? The prospect of spending an entire night in someone else’s arms both frightened and excited her. Her attraction to Allie was off the charts, and she believed it was mutual. The timing sucked, but her past was what held her back. She wanted to let the past go, but what did Allie want?

    
     

    Allie tried to read Nicole’s body language. Tense, relieved, or deeply disappointed? Her feelings were a mix of all three. She gave in to the attraction with one toe-curling kiss because in her gut, she believed Nicole was innocent, but Allie needed to prove it to herself by dispelling all doubt about her.

    Nicole did things to her, and Allie was powerless to resist. Initial pretense gave way to genuine caring. Would she call it lust, infatuation, or something else entirely? Hard to say. She’d fallen under Nicole’s spell faster than she could spell the word spell. Nicole chiseled away at all the protective walls she had built.

    Her shields needed to go up. Jeopardizing her job was out of the question. The Rita rule was there for a reason. If not for that inopportune phone call, would she have stopped at the kiss? She should be thankful. She’d forgotten herself for a moment there.

    Allie cursed under her breath. The sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach reminded her of her duty. She let out a breath, almost defeated. The trembling hand and the pleading eyes broke another brick in the fortress around her heart. She should walk away. But damn. She was powerless.

    With the lights off, Allie crawled under the covers. She kept her shirt on—no need for more temptation. Nicole shifted and moved until they were close, and the heat from Nicole’s body radiated with the intensity of a thousand suns. Allie tried not to move. Cuddling was a bad idea. She took a deep breath, and her arm brushed against Nicole.

    “Are you planning on showing me your cuddling skills, or do I have to beg for it?” Nicole whispered.

    Allie smiled, tension leaving her body. “Come here.”

    Nicole sighed and relaxed against her, folding her arm across Allie’s waist. Nicole’s hand sneaked underneath her shirt, resting against her skin. The contrast of a warm hand against her chilled flesh sent an electric current through her body. Allie gasped, fighting another wave of desire that ignited every nerve. Nicole didn’t make it easy, as her fingers drew circles below Allie’s breasts, short of touching them. Did Nicole know that her touch was pure torture?

    Nicole snuggled against her, resting her head on Allie’s shoulder. “This is nice,” she murmured. “You are a good cuddler.”

    She willed her body to relax. It was nice. When was the last time she had enjoyed such closeness? Steady, hot breath tickled her sensitive skin, sending tingles everywhere. Nicole rubbed her cheek against her, getting comfortable, and her grip around Allie’s middle tightened.

    Allie sighed and closed her eyes. She could get used to this.

    

  
    Chapter Fourteen

    

    “Vickie, are you okay? You’ve been in the bathroom for a while.” The high-pitched voice on the other side of the door made her cringe.

    She hated the name the Phantom had given to her. “My name is Tori,” she forced through her clenched teeth. The woman—someone she had picked up at the bar last night—was inexperienced and nauseatingly eager. Sex with her was mediocre and unsatisfying. It was time to get the hell out.

    Her cell phone vibrated on the counter, and she growled. Who the hell calls someone at five a.m.? Waiting for action and lack of sleep failed to improve her mood. The buzzing continued, and Tori gave in. “Yes. Who is this?”

    “Tomorrow night is the party at the Grand Hyatt to honor Fleming.” She suppressed another groan. Why couldn’t the Phantom leave her alone? The creep continued. “Make sure you get inside and get introduced to the senator. It’s a perfect opportunity to get closer to her without raising suspicion, and to learn about her plans.”

    “About time. I’ve been cooped up in the hotel for days with nothing to do. Do you want me to continue being friendly with Lancaster to get information on the senator?”

    “Yes,” the caller’s voice snapped like a command. “The party access is by invitation only. I need you to be there. Check your phone for the specifics.”

    Tori’s phone dinged with the incoming text containing the event details. She glanced at it and frowned. “How am I supposed to get in? I’m not a fucking magician.”

    The Phantom chuckled. “Use your ingenuity, like the press credentials I provided. Better yet, ask Lancaster to invite you. Or did you exaggerate your charms, and she wasn’t smitten with you?”

    “She was definitely smitten. I had her wrapped around my finger.” She smirked. Literally.

    “Hmm. If you say so.” The Phantom snorted. That manipulative bastard was getting on her nerves. She hated to depend on someone with so much power over her. “Tell me now if you can manage, or I’ll make other arrangements.”

    “Oh, please, nobody can withstand my charms.” Tori paced in the pristine bathroom. “I’m like your favorite ice cream flavor. You might’ve tried other flavors, but you always return to me because nothing compares.”

    “Stop boasting. Report when you get there.”

    “Okay. Fine, I go—” The phone went dead. Oh, the nerve. If it weren’t for her idiotic family, she would never have been in this position. Tori rested her head on the cold porcelain sink. Nobody leaves me after they have sex with me. I become irresistible. I become their addiction.

    Nicole Lancaster. When the Phantom had delivered Nicole’s photo, she’d looked familiar, but her name didn’t ring a bell. They must have met before Double Rainbow, but when and where?

    She glanced at the bathroom door. It was not the time or the place to pursue this thought. She had to get out of here.

    The soft knock on the door interrupted her musings. “Is everything all right in there?”

    “I’ll be out in a minute.” She pocketed her phone, flushed the toilet, and grinned at her reflection. Authenticity was paramount.

    She opened the door and found her hostess standing outside in a transparent negligee with a seductive smile. “Ready for round two?”

    Tori gave her a knowing grin. “Technically, it’s more like round seven, but who’s counting?”

    Round seven improved nothing, and after jotting a fake phone number, Tori left. Back in her hotel, she ordered a room-service breakfast and booted her laptop. She had to figure out her way into the party.

    But first, research. How did she know Nicole Lancaster? It had been bugging her for days. A Google search made it easy. She should’ve done it sooner, but she had relied on the Phantom’s intel. Nothing of importance popped up except for the boring recap about Nicole’s work for the unfortunate youth in San Francisco and her five-year stint as Fleming’s chief of staff. Before that, Nicole had studied at Berkeley.

    “Wait a minute. Berkeley? What year?” She leaned back in her chair, searching through her mind. Berkeley was a blur. She’d spent her time socializing instead of studying. Her mother’d had a fit when she failed some of her exams. She’d threatened to cut off her financial help unless she changed her attitude or moved home.

    A spark of memory hit her, and she jerked to her feet.

    Nikki.

    Nikki had been a few years ahead and in a different program. Tori never knew her last name. She’d approached her at a party, curious about the infamous Nikki, whose girlfriend died of an accidental overdose. Attractive blonde with a bouncy ponytail. Sparkling hazel eyes with amber hues. Tasteful makeup and a broad smile. It had been what, six, seven years? This Nicole seemed more mature and sexier somehow—no wonder she hadn’t recognized her right away.

    Tori’s memories were hazy, but one thing she remembered clearly. They were both drunk that night, but Nikki had declined her generous offer to blow off steam in the bathroom stall. “Not in a million years,” she’d said. The rejection had stung then, and it hurt her now as the memory resurfaced. Nikki had dared to reject her proposition and laughed at her. Nobody had ever refused her before.

    She stopped pacing, giddy with glee and satisfaction. Who’s laughing now? She had seduced Nicole without trying too hard. Now she wanted to rub it in. Payback was a bitch. The elation ceased when another thought occurred, provoking more vengeful emotions. The triumph faded. At least she’d connected the dots, but Nicole hadn’t. The bitch didn’t remember her even after their night together. And that bothered Tori more than rejection.

    Now this dreadful assignment was personal. Revenge was fun. Nobody said no to her. And if they did, the rude awakening awaited.

    She clicked on a few links next to Nicole’s name, making notes as she read, a plan brewing in her head. Crashing the party should be easy. One call, that’s all. She grabbed her phone but hesitated. Nicole was less than enthusiastic when they’d parted last time.

    No. Impossible. The lust in Nicole’s eyes was unmistakable. Nicole got a taste of her and was hooked already. She’d call her tonight and get the invite.

    Killing time, Tori rummaged through the closet. She needed something sexy and alluring to hook Nicole even more.

    

  
    Chapter Fifteen

    

    On Wednesday morning, Allie paid for the taxi to take them to the airport. They stopped before the checkpoint line. Allie intertwined her fingers with Nicole’s and sighed. The simplest way to make sure they would see each other again soon was to ask her out on a date, but before she could, Nicole leaned closer and kissed her cheek.

    “Having fun is not an adequate way to describe the last few days. You took me by surprise, Allie. I’m not ready to say goodbye. When will I see you again?” Nicole bit her lip, and a pink hue covered her cheeks.

    She rubbed Nicole’s smooth skin with her thumb and stepped closer, bringing their lips together. Nicole’s oh-so-kissable lips made the temptation irresistible.

    “Soon.” Allie rested her forehead on Nicole’s. She wasn’t ready to say goodbye yet. “Meet me in DC?”

    “Promise?” Nicole’s voice trembled.

    Allie leaned forward for one more kiss. “Yes,” she repeated against Nicole’s lips. “Absolutely.”

    If tears in Nicole’s eyes gave her any clue, they were on the same page. Allie watched her disappear on her way to her gate and sighed. It would be so easy to let go if Nicole weren’t so damn near perfect.

    Her phone vibrated as she settled into a business class seat. She turned toward the window for more privacy. “Gordon.”

    “Chief. How’s your vacay?” Chris Kostas teased.

    How could she describe her time with Nicole? Nicole made her forget about being undercover and the deranged maniac threatening the senator. Her visit had felt like a vacation. She smiled at the thought.

    “Give me your news, Kostas.”

    “My gamble worked,” Chris said. “We bonded in the hospital over our families. I admitted I needed to make some money to pay for the surgery, and Dasha invited me to tonight’s game.”

    “Exciting. Do you know the rules of poker?”

    “I can manage.”

    Oh, Chris. They would eat her alive. “If you present yourself as a pro, you’d better know the rules.”

    “I know the rules. I’ve played before.”

    “How long have we known each other?”

    “Too long,” Chris scoffed.

    Ha ha. Everyone’s a comedian.

    “Yes. Five years is a long time. This case is different and far from simple.”

    Was she talking about Chris and her first deep undercover, or herself? Was she letting her heart rule over her head?

    “Yes. I know.” Chris’s voice softened to a whisper. “I won’t fail.”

    Allie knew Chris would do her best. “Now, let’s talk about the game. Poker rule number one: It’s all about deception. Pretending your hand is better than it is, psyching the other players to your advantage. Know when to bluff and how far to push it.”

    “All the while keeping a poker face, right?” Chris chuckled.

    “Correct. Rule number two: Leave emotions at the door. Pay attention to your surroundings. Don’t get involved in other players’ agendas. You are there to observe and find the connection between Volkova and Wysocki. Don’t bring up Fleming. Dasha has gone to great lengths to keep those parts of her life separate, so unless she volunteers information, don’t be intrusive.”

    Chris let out a loud sigh. “I hope I can manage.”

    “You’re a professional, Chris. I know you can do it,” Allie said. “Rule number three: Poker is not for amateurs. Sometimes you have to go all in.”

    The silence stretched between them. Chris must’ve been contemplating her mission. “Agent Warner wants me to go in wired. Low risk, she said.”

    “Okay.” She lowered her voice and angled her body to keep the conversation private. “Then Agent Taylor and I will monitor from the outside. Use the code word if you sense any imminent danger.”

    “Bananas?” A giggle. As talented and experienced as Chris was, her previous assignments lacked the depth required to go undercover with so much unknown.

    Was Wysocki a part of the assassination threat? Was his power over the Arnaud Foundation a motivation or an endgame? Or was it simply a money laundering operation and had nothing to do with Fleming? And how did Dasha Volkova fit in? Was she a mole inside Fleming’s inner circle or an innocent bystander caught in Wysocki’s web? Was there an end to these questions?

    “I’m about to lift off. Stay safe.”

    “Roger that.”

    With her flight departing on time, she would make it to the game. She wanted to be there for Chris’s sake and to take her mind off Nicole. She missed her. Already. Allie rubbed her temples. Stay focused.

    She connected to the internet to read Taylor’s message.

    From: JT

    To: AG

    The NOW party is tomorrow night at the Grand Hyatt across the street from their headquarters. Howard needs you there to watch Lancaster and meet the senator.

    She needed to find a way in. Something Nicole said on the phone came back to her. Do I have to bring someone? The look she gave her. Allie’s heart skipped a beat, and she hovered over the keyboard, delaying her reply. Would Nicole ask her to be her plus-one to the party?

    From: AG

    To: JT

    I’ll be there. Working on my cover story. Instruct the team about my presence at the party to avoid any surprises. Are we still on for tonight?

    
     

    Jack Taylor waited at the curb by the dark sedan, dressed in a striped, gray suit, looking like he’d stepped out of the pages of GQ magazine. He opened the door, and Allie climbed inside.

    “Anything new?” She adjusted her seat and tried to relax.

    “Patel and Davis are with Fleming. Kostas left earlier for a debriefing with Agent Warner.” Taylor shifted into drive and merged into traffic. “Straight to Arlington, or do you need to stop anywhere?”

    “No, I need to be in position before the game starts.”

    “I read your report on Lancaster, Chief.”

    “And?”

    “What is your initial impression? Should we pursue this further?”

    Allie gave him her most honest answer. “In the few days I spent with Nicole, nothing revealed her involvement in the plot. However, I don’t have enough information to dismiss her as a suspect yet.”

    The conversation she’d overheard continued to nag at her. Who was Nicole talking to? What was she planning to report? If she was part of the conspiracy, then she was a masterful actress.

    Taylor’s voice broke her train of thought. “Did something happen between you two?” Concern seeped through the question.

    Was he going to mention Rita? Because she’d already thought about her many times in the past few days. No need for another reminder.

    “Nothing happened.” Allie bit her lip. She’d left out a few details in her report. She doubted she could prove Nicole’s innocence using instant vibes and gut feelings. They needed her conclusions, not her assumptions or feelings. “We connected. At least, I think we did.”

    “Do you think she might’ve played you?” Taylor turned right onto a brightly lit street.

    It was a valid question, but Allie’s gut insisted on Nicole’s sincerity. “I have no reason to believe she didn’t buy my cover story.”

    They parked a few blocks from a spacious, pretentious mansion to avoid attracting attention. The FBI van, disguised as a local cable company, stuck out like a sore thumb in a sea of limos and luxury sedans.

    “Thanks for letting us join in, Agent Warner,” Allie said as she climbed in. The stale air inside the compact van almost made her gag. If she took small breaths, she might survive. Thank God she wasn’t claustrophobic.

    “Welcome.” Barbara Warner tapped some keys to zoom in on the video on the monitor, and the image came into focus.

    Allie sat down next to her and stared at the screen. “What are we seeing?”

    Taylor settled behind her with a notebook.

    “Agent Kostas has a camera mounted on the pin on her jacket. We’ll see everything she does,” Warner explained. “It’s the latest technology with a powerful mic, too.”

    “What are Wysocki’s security measures?” Allie adjusted her headphones.

    “He hires the same security company for all his games. They check for guns and ask guests to turn off their phones during the game. Kostas has yet to comment.”

    The image on the screen shook, and Chris’s voice came on with some static. “Be careful with this jacket. It’s Armani. I doubt your monthly salary could cover its replacement.”

    Was the guard patting her for weapons? Good save. They couldn’t afford any damage to the pin.

    “Sorry, ma’am,” the guard grumbled.

    Then a spacious ballroom appeared, where the guests mingled with drinks in their hands, elegant evening gowns, and tuxedos everywhere. The catering staff buzzed around, making sure champagne flutes were readily available.

    “It looks like the Hamptons threw up in here,” Chris whispered into the microphone.

    Allie snorted and made notes, watching the monitor.

    “No Wysocki or Volkova yet,” Chris continued, her voice clear enough to be heard above all the chatter. Her camera panned around, giving those in the van a glimpse of the stairway leading up to the second level. A tall man dressed in a custom-made suit stood on a second-floor landing with his elbows resting on the railing. Jet-black hair contrasted with his pale skin, but the color didn’t seem natural. Allie guessed he was in his mid-fifties, so he probably dyed his hair to hide gray at the temples. He resembled Count Dracula. Allie groaned. Could he be any more obvious in playing the role of the villain?

    Chris’s camera stayed on the man. “That’s Wysocki.”

    A slender young woman appeared at his side. The image of Dasha Volkova from her first meeting flashed in Allie’s mind.

    Chris confirmed. “And there’s Dasha.”

    Wysocki whispered into Dasha’s ear. She nodded and began to descend the stairs. She paused at the bottom and clapped three times. The chatter stopped. Allie leaned closer to the monitor. Chris stood far enough back for her camera to capture a wider angle.

    “Ladies and gentlemen, I have a brief announcement to make.” Dasha grabbed a champagne flute from the passing server and raised it. “Today’s game will benefit the American Cancer Society.” Everyone cheered, and someone whistled. Dasha’s smile dimmed. “As some of you know, this organization is dear to my heart. My father passed away from lung cancer a year ago. He lost his battle, but this organization is helping thousands of people to fight theirs. May your loss today be their win.”

    Allie turned to Warner. “Did you know Wysocki uses his poker game to raise money for charities? This is the second time I’ve heard about it.”

    Warner shook her head. “We suspected Wysocki set this up to launder money, but charity? No.”

    Allie leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest. Was it possible that Wysocki used his legitimate business to pose as an upstanding citizen raising money for worthy causes while secretly engaging in criminal activities? Something else was going on.

    Before Allie could comment, on the monitor, Chris stepped closer to Dasha and said softly, “I’m so sorry about your father.”

    Allie pressed her headphones tighter.

    “Thank you.” Dasha’s voice shook, as though she could barely control her tears, but she quickly recovered. “Are you ready to spend your money?”

    “Ha. House always wins, right?” Chris teased.

    Dasha didn’t smile. “Something like that.”

    The crowd headed upstairs. Allie frowned. Wysocki held higher-stakes games in the basement. The camera continued to move as Chris walked behind Dasha. At the top, Chris leaned over the guardrail, and her camera captured a group of guests heading downstairs through a door at the end of the hallway. “Is there another game going on?”

    Allie tensed inside. Chris’s question was innocent enough, but she should tread with care. Dasha’s face came into view, and she gave a half-shrug. “VIP games are by invitation from Wysocki himself.”

    Chris was wise not to comment as they entered a spacious library.

    Allie released a deep breath. “Good girl.”

    Chris took a seat at one of the poker tables and looked around. Allie noted two other tables in the middle of the room, surrounded by shelves of unread books, judging by their jackets, covered in a thin layer of dust. Specks of dust jumped into the air when a guest passed, and his shoulder brushed against the books. Wysocki was all about prestige, not substance.

    “I saved you a seat,” Chris said when Dasha reappeared at the table.

    “I don’t play. I’m the hostess.”

    “Oh. I assumed when we talked at the hospital—”

    Chris didn’t finish as Wysocki entered the library.

    “Welcome, everyone. The game starts in five minutes. In the meantime, please order your drinks. The catering staff is here to serve you. Our lovely hostess, Miss Dasha, will attend to all your other needs.”

    Allie didn’t like the way he emphasized the word all. Chris’s camera focused on Wysocki, and Allie couldn’t judge Dasha’s reaction. What hold did Wysocki have on her if she let him control and manipulate her?

    Wysocki’s smile revealed a set of white teeth. Perfect, except for a gap between the top front teeth. Allie leaned forward. Where had she seen a similar flaw? “Could you punch in on Wysocki?”

    Warner pressed a key, and the camera focused on Wysocki’s face. The gap added an endearing quality to his smile. Charming, yet with sinister undertones. Allie ran through mental images, and then it hit her. A petite young woman. Lincoln Memorial. A gap between her teeth.

    Allie glanced at Warner. “Do you know what a diastema is?”

    “A space between teeth,” Warner replied, not taking her eyes off the screen.

    “Is it hereditary?”

    “Why do you ask?”

    “I have a hunch.” Allie turned around to face Taylor, who sat behind, making notes. “We need to find Wysocki and Dasha’s connection. There’s more than a simple debt to repay.”

    She turned her attention back to the monitors. Dasha stepped into the camera’s view and whispered to Chris, “Enjoy your game. I’ll check on you later.”

    Chris’s camera followed her as she walked around the room, greeting guests with a tight smile and stiff posture.

    Chris turned around to include other tables as the game continued. Her camera stayed on the players long enough for Agent Warner to snap their pictures and feed them into the facial recognition program. Warner shook her head. The database found no matches.

    Allie relaxed a little. Chris was a natural. Wysocki was nowhere to be seen. Did he go downstairs to attend the second game? Chris needed to find a way in.

    Allie glanced at the table. The new game began. After distributing cards to the six players at Chris’s table, the dealer, a young blonde with various tattoos, placed three cards face up and waited.

    “Texas Hold’em,” Allie muttered.

    Warner glanced at her. “You play?”

    Story for another day. “Not lately.”

    “I hope your agent knows how to bluff,” Warner said when Chris’s camera focused on the cards in her hands. Three and five.

    Allie stifled a heavy sigh. The cards on the table begged Chris to fold. Chris didn’t stand a chance. If she lost this hand, the game would be over for her. She’d have no reason to linger. “I’ve no doubt.”

    The bets went all around the table. One player folded, one raised. Chris put her cards down and answered the last raise.

    “What is she doing?” Taylor pushed his chair closer to peek at the monitor.

    “She’s bluffing,” Allie whispered. The tension in the van settled like a fog.

    The dealer turned over another card. Queen. Not good. Two more players folded. A heavy-set white man with a Dali-like mustache took a whiskey shot and raised. Did he have a good hand? Or was he bluffing, too? The man didn’t display any obvious signs.

    Deuce, six, nine, and queen. One more card to turn. Chris ran out of options, but she answered the raise and upped the ante. Allie froze. She analyzed the cards. Was Chris counting on the dealer turning a four? That would complete a small straight.

    The dealer took the top card from the deck and set it aside. She lifted the next card. Allie held her breath and watched the dealer’s hands as if in slow motion.

    Taylor muttered next to her ear, “Come on, come on, come on.”

    Four.

    Chris’s hand shook imperceptibly. Blink, and you missed it.

    Allie exhaled.

    Warner whistled. “Great bluff.”

    “Or she’s lucky.” Taylor bumped Allie’s shoulder.

    Lucky or skilled, it didn’t matter. It had worked, but the game wasn’t over yet. Chris sat still, waiting for her turn. The mustached Dali went all in. Chris passed.

    “What is she doing? She has a small straight.”

    “It’s not about winning or losing.” Allie couldn’t take her eyes off the screen. “She needs to stay in long enough to get more intel.”

    Chris’s remaining opponent surveyed the table, smirked, and showed his hand. Full house.

    Damn.

    The next round started. Allie made copious notes of any peculiarities she observed. The number of players. The number of times the servers stopped by Chris’s table. Drinks the players ordered. How often they passed or raised. Anything useful. Wysocki never reappeared, but Dasha, true to her word, veered toward Chris’s table every chance she got. After an hour, Chris held on to her last remaining chips, but she lost anyway.

    Allie glanced at Warner. “How much did the FBI lose?”

    She shrugged. “The original thousand. Your agent was a natural. She made the money last an hour while everyone at her table bought more chips at least once.” Warner winked. “Money well spent.”

    The game ended. Players left the table. Some lingered and mingled. Others headed for the exit. Chris stayed put, and Dasha took the empty chair beside her. “I’m sorry you lost.”

    “Don’t be. I had fun. You’re a wonderful hostess. Do you enjoy it?”

    “It’s fine. I owe Sergei some money, so I’m working it off.” Dasha’s voice was flat.

    Allie waited for more. Come on, keep talking.

    Dasha didn’t elaborate.

    Chris’s phone beeped. Taylor had sent her a message—time to go.

    “That’s my ride.” Chris got up. Her camera pointed at Dasha’s throat. “Hey, thank you for inviting me. Can you get me into the bigger players’ league downstairs next time?” Chris’s casual tone seemed natural.

    Tread carefully, Chris. Allie waited for Dasha’s reaction.

    “I think I can arrange it. Do you have the money to buy in? The minimum is five thousand.”

    “Let me worry about that,” Chris said. Dasha’s face came into view. Her smile revealed nothing.

    Allie slumped back in her chair and turned to Taylor.

    He gave her a slow smile. “Chris did well.”

    She sat still and let the relief sink in.

    On their drive back, Allie brainstormed ideas for her party cover. Going as a photographer hired by NOW was at the top. It suited her current undercover persona. But if Nicole called and asked her…

    Allie checked her phone. Nothing. After Nicole’s plane landed, she’d sent a brief text, but nothing else. Just as well. Nicole made her forget about her duties.

    Taylor’s cell rang. He glanced at the caller ID and put it on speaker. “Is something wrong, Agent Patel?”

    “No, sir, but I noticed something unusual earlier today.” Patel’s voice went down an octave, as if he huddled in a corner, hiding from prying eyes. “Kaitlynn Foster, the intern, left the office to call from a phone booth in the hotel lobby on the corner.”

    “Interesting,” Taylor said. “Did she see you?”

    “No. I thought it was strange. She has a cell phone, so why use a pay phone? Who does that anyway, in this day and age? It’s not the 80s.”

    “Hmm. Thank you, Agent Patel.” Taylor disconnected the call.

    “That was odd,” Allie said. “Who knew there were still working pay phones in the DC area?”

    “We’ll keep an eye on her,” Taylor replied. “Could be nothing.”

    He dropped her off at the apartment. It was cold and sterile. The opposite of Nicole’s condo, which felt like home. Warm, bright, decorated with care, and books meant to be read and cherished. Allie looked around. Her place was depressing. Impersonal and dreary.

    Her phone beeped. Her heart leaped, then crashed.

    From: JT

    To: AG

    I confirmed your cover with NOW. The team is aware. We stick to the same plan as before.

    She logged off and leaned against the window. The gentle pitter-patter of rain outside failed to bring the usual comfort. The gray, colorless sky matched her mood much better. Her affection for Nicole complicated their situation.

    She got into bed, her phone next to her on the nightstand with the volume turned up, wishing for Nicole to call. She stared at the screen for a long time, her eyes heavy and gritty.

    The call never came.

    

  
    Chapter Sixteen

    

    Sleepless nights were nothing new to Nicole. Nightmares came and left. Some were mild. Some were intense. Why did last night feel different? The chasm was getting deeper, spreading turmoil through her confused mind like a wildfire. A familiar figure who invaded her dreams morphed from Allie into Tori, and a giant shadow loomed over her. Nicole woke up screaming. The cold sweat made her shiver, so she burrowed under her blanket, chasing away the chills. She closed her eyes, and a gigantic wave of loneliness hit her hard.

    Was it her punishment for not calling Allie when she returned to DC? Nicole had reached for her phone several times after her initial text, but something stopped her. She needed time to sort out her feelings. Later. First, she needed a date for the senator’s party.

    As much as she wanted to spend more time with Allie, she wasn’t ready to share her with the world. Their fragile connection needed a chance to grow and solidify, and for that to happen, Nicole needed privacy and alone time. A political festivity seemed like the worst idea for testing their feelings.

    Tori—someone with no deep emotional attachment and no strings—was perfect for a boring party. Nicole found the business card and dialed the number.

    A loud, irritated voice greeted her, “I told you I can figure it out—”

    “Um, hello. Is this Tori?”

    “Nicole. Sorry. I thought you were someone else.” Tori’s voice softened with a triumphant tone creeping in. “I was afraid I’d never hear from you. Is this a good time to tell you I can’t stop thinking about our night together?”

    Nicole’s face heated at the memory. The sex was far from fantastic, but it had its moments.

    “I’ve thought about that night a lot, too,” she admitted. True, but not in the same sense as Tori. Was it wrong for Nicole to wish Tori had never happened?

    “Marvelous.” Tori laughed. “Where are you? Ready for round two?”

    Nicole grimaced. “Not quite. I have to attend a fashionable political party tonight. Would you like to be my date?”

    Was she making a mistake? Tori didn’t make her heart beat at the speed of light. She didn’t make her long for something unattainable. So why was she calling her instead of Allie? That was a question for another time.

    “As long as you promise to spend the after-party alone with me.” Tori’s voice turned into a seductive purr.

    Nicole rolled her eyes. “There will be a lot of beautiful women at the party tonight. Are you sure you’ll want to stick with old boring me for the after-party?”

    Tori chuckled. “Nicole, don’t you know how sexy and desirable you are? I’d bet my bottom dollar every woman in that room will try to steal you from me, and I’ll have to spend the entire evening beating them off with a stick.”

    “Thank you,” Nicole said. Tori was a smooth talker. She could give her that. “But you don’t need to worry about the competition. There’s no one else.” At least there wouldn’t be at this party.

    Nicole hung up the phone with unease, as if she were betraying Allie somehow. She had a few hours to get ready, and she wouldn’t spend them arguing with herself about whether she had made a mistake—well, not the whole time.

    When the doorbell rang, Nicole opened the door to Tori, who was wearing a tailored black dress that highlighted her curves and made her look stunning. Tori grinned and handed her a bouquet. “I hope you don’t find flowers a little too…” She paused as if searching for the right word.

    “Generic?” Nicole supplied.

    “Yes. Generic, thank you.”

    “It depends on the thought behind the arrangement.” Nicole bit her lip. That was important. Buying flowers for someone had to mean something. Otherwise, it was an empty gesture.

    “Well, I ordered the most expensive bouquet that money can buy and picked it up myself.” Tori’s smile widened with pearly whites on full display. A bit too creepy for Nicole’s taste. “Only the best for you.”

    Seriously? Empty gesture it is. “You put so much thought into the simple bouquet.” Her tone dripped sarcasm, but would Tori even notice? This woman was so full of herself. She wouldn’t know sarcasm if it slapped her in the face. A heaviness settled over. Why had she thought asking Tori out on a date was a good idea in the first place? Regret followed by longing for Allie instead. That was her damn fault. Was it too late to change her mind?

    “I hope you’ll appreciate this.” Tori grinned and produced a bottle of Nicole’s favorite wine from years ago.

    “How did you know?” Nicole’s skin tingled, but the pleasant warmth was missing. Was she a stalker? That would explain Tori’s sudden appearance in Nicole’s life. Coincidental? The creepiness factor was off the scale. Nicole busied herself by reading the label as she turned the bottle around. Why was Tori trying so hard to impress her?

    “Lucky guess?”

    “Indeed.” Nicole’s pulse quickened. Warning bells chimed loud and clear. What did she know about Tori? Nicole recalled the prickly feeling of being watched at the Double Rainbow bar. Could Tori be part of the threats against the senator?

    She glanced at her leering guest and shook her head, almost laughing at her paranoia. “Let me put the flowers in a vase.”

    Tori followed her to the kitchen. “If we want to make it to the party, we should leave now.”

    “We have plenty of time.” Nicole turned around.

    Tori’s creepy smile was back, and she stepped closer, eyeing Nicole like she was a piece of filet mignon. “Then you won’t mind if we’re late because I want to rip your clothes off, drag you to the bedroom, and show you just how desirable you are.”

    Nicole cringed on the inside but forced a grin, regretting her choice more than ever. “Then we’d better go.”

    When they arrived, Susan materialized before them and batted her eyelashes. “Hey, Nicole. Who is this stunning lady, and is she available?”

    She shook her head at Susan’s antics and made introductions. “Victoria Russell, journalist. Susan Baranski, Senator Fleming’s speechwriter, and a big pain in the ass.”

    Tori laughed as Susan’s eyes widened and she offered her hand. “I’m sure that a beautiful woman like you can easily turn pain into pleasure.”

    “A woman after my heart.” Susan fanned herself with a hand and grinned. “Would you like something to drink? I must steal Nicole for a second, and since I was heading to the bar, the drinks are on me. So, what will it be? White wine, red wine, cocktail, beer, me?”

    “White wine, please,” Tori said.

    “The drinks are free, Susan, so stop flirting with my date,” Nicole said, as Susan dragged her away.

    “Victoria is absolutely scrumptious,” Susan said, after they had ordered their drinks.

    “She’s all yours,” she mumbled. Tori was a shameless flirt, which solidified her decision to leave her one-night encounter with Tori in the past, where it belonged.

    “Nah, I’m only joking.” Susan twisted her head around. “By the way, where are all the spooks tonight? Agent Davis looks ridiculous in her pink puffy dress. I wonder where she hides her gun.”

    “She’s doing her job.” Since all the attendees were women, Nicole suspected male agents would look out of place. Agent Patel screened all the guests before they entered the room, but the Secret Service kept the threats under the radar to avoid creating more panic. A thought occurred to her. “Half of the party could be female Secret Service agents in disguise.”

    “Ha ha, don’t be ridiculous.” Susan took a sip of some gooey red concoction and licked her lips. “Yum. Sweet and fruity. Stop me if I drink too much.”

    How many of those revolting red cough medicine drinks masquerading as cocktails had Susan had already? She was way too jittery.

    “What’s wrong, Sue?”

    Susan grabbed her drink and led Nicole into a quiet corner. “My date from two weeks ago? The one I couldn’t tell you about? I was stalking her on Instagram and saw a picture of her at a fundraiser. Stephanie Bakersfield, an executive assistant to a Republican senator, Liz Parkinson.” Susan’s eyes widened, and she sniffled. “She told me her name was Steph. I had no idea she worked for that woman.”

    Liz Parkinson. Nicole had met her several times and didn’t enjoy it one bit. That woman was downright unpleasant and manipulative. “Did you tell Steph you work for Fleming?”

    “No.” Susan sipped her potion. “We had one date.”

    “Then why do you look so worried?”

    “What if Fleming finds out and assumes I’m spying for a bloodthirsty Republican senator?”

    “And the award for the most dramatic person goes to—”

    “No, Nic. I’m serious.” Susan glanced around. “Keep it to yourself, please. I’m going to mingle.”

    Poor Susan. What dumb luck. Nicole picked up a glass of chardonnay and searched for Tori. She found her a few minutes later, talking with two gorgeous women who looked like models. She handed Tori her wine. “Would you like to come with me? I want to introduce you to my boss, Senator Fleming.”

    Tori didn’t comment and followed her across the room. They approached a group of women talking to Fleming and waited until they finished their conversation. Then she motioned to Tori. “Senator, meet my friend Victoria Russell. She’s a freelance journalist here in Washington.”

    Fleming tilted her head. “I thought no press was allowed.”

    Nicole hurried to explain, “She’s here as my guest, not as a journalist.”

    Fleming relaxed, and Nicole stepped aside to let them talk. Political galas were her least favorite events, but she enjoyed people-watching. Tori laughed at something Fleming said and touched her shoulder to support herself. So unceremoniously. Nicole felt nothing. She marveled at the lack of response to her date flirting with someone else. Fake date, she reminded herself.

    Tori’s phone chimed, and she grunted as she checked the text message. “It’s my work. I have to call him back. Will you excuse me, ladies?” She kissed Nicole’s cheek, gave Fleming the sweetest smile, and sauntered away with a phone pressed to her ear.

    “Nice chat?” Nicole glanced at Fleming, whose gaze followed Tori’s retreating figure. Was she checking her out? Was Fleming attracted to women? Curiosity bubbled up, and Nicole stifled a giggle.

    “She asked about my nomination.” Lilian raised her eyebrow. “What’s so funny?”

    “Nothing. Something Susan told me at the bar. Silly joke.” Pathetic, Nicole. Absolutely pathetic.

    It must’ve worked, because Fleming picked a champagne flute from a passing waiter and took a sip. “Yes. I can finally have a drink. It’s a party, after all. I hope they won’t make me do a speech.”

    “If they do, you’ll shine, as always.”

    Fleming took a sip of her drink, and her eyes gleamed. “Wow, who’s that?” she whispered.

    Nicole turned in the same direction and almost forgot how to breathe. Allie. Her Allie walked in, looking as lovely as ever. She wore a deep red suit with satin trimming and a ruby silk blouse unbuttoned to reveal her…cleavage was too cheap a word to fixate on when every exposed inch of her from neck to bust line was exquisite. Her intermediate French came to mind. Decolletage was the word. She swallowed. And what a decolletage it was.

    Nicole stared longer than she ought to. Wait. It was not a blouse, but the jacket’s lapels, designed to resemble a blouse. Damn, that’s hot. Did she wear anything underneath? Nicole swallowed. Wow indeed. Allie had a Canon camera hanging around her neck. Was she here on business? A tall, attractive redhead stopped next to Allie and grabbed her hands, standing too close for Nicole’s liking. Then she threw her head back and laughed. Damn, what had Allie said to her that was so funny?

    Nicole froze, gazing at the striking couple. Were they a couple? Why did everything suddenly turn blurry? The heat inside her body reached the boiling temperature. “What the hell?”

    “I’m sorry. What did you say?” Fleming said. “Do you know her?”

    “A little,” Nicole whispered.

    “Who is she?”

    Nicole tried to fight her blush but failed. A knowing smirk blossomed on the senator’s face. “You are smitten with this woman, aren’t you? Who is she?” Fleming repeated.

    “She’s a photographer.”

    “No. Who is she to you, Nicole?”

    “What?”

    “The moment she walked into the room, you…What’s the word for it? You shimmered.”

    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Nicole stopped a passing server, grabbed a champagne flute, and downed it in one gulp.

    “Uh-huh.”

    Right then, Allie raised her cell phone to her ear, swayed her hips, and laughed. Nicole watched her every move, memorizing her curves and angles. When Allie hung up and returned to her companion, she whispered something into the redhead’s ear, brushing her earlobe with her lips.

    A burning fever spread in Nicole’s chest. Could she breathe? Yes. Was it easy? No. Her jealousy was unfounded. She could’ve been this redhead, so why did she invite Tori as her date?

    Allie brought up feelings she wasn’t ready to analyze or explain. After Irene’s betrayal, one broken heart in her lifetime was all she could handle. With Allie, Nicole was in danger of losing her heart.

    She exhaled. Who was she kidding? She had already lost it.

    
     

    Allie cursed the moment the redhead—her guide and a chaperone from the NOW organizing committee—adhered to her like an irritating leech. Allie glanced around, searching for an escape route.

    Nicole stood next to the senator, alone, watching her. She looked spectacular in a midnight-blue chiffon cocktail dress that clung to her body in all the right places. The dress sparkled in the room’s bright lights, and so did Nicole’s eyes. Allie tensed. She needed to focus on her job, not her growing attraction.

    The chaperone kept touching Allie’s arm, sliding her fingers up and down over the silky fabric of the jacket.

    “Careful. Your hand is sizzling hot. I’m afraid you’ll burn the fabric to a crisp.”

    The woman laughed, hyena-like. What had she done to get stuck with her, when all she wanted was to be with Nicole?

    Thank God for the phone call.

    She maneuvered herself out of the woman’s clutches and stepped away for privacy. “Taylor, what do you have?”

    Jack Taylor was somewhere on the inside, monitoring the party. “Earlier today, Agent Patel found a trace of an encrypted, unregistered money transaction from Arnaud’s foundation to an unknown account. If we assume the foundation is involved in the threats, that’s a potential lead.”

    An illegal money transfer was promising. The first tangible clue in their investigation. “When the party is over, tell Patel to keep following the trail. In the meantime, I will try to get some inside information.”

    Her companion was still standing where she had left her. Was Nicole glaring at them? Various shades of red on her neck and cheeks were visible from several feet away. Angry or jealous? Or both? It served Nicole right for not inviting her to the party. Allie leaned closer to the woman and whispered into her ear. “Do you mind getting me a drink before I make my rounds? A glass of pinot noir, please.”

    The redhead beamed at her and strolled toward the bar. Allie waved at Nicole. Should she approach her? Nicole sauntered toward her, sparing Allie from having to make a decision.

    “Allie. What a surprise.” Nicole’s soft voice had an undertone Allie couldn’t decipher. Was Nicole upset with her?

    “I couldn’t miss a feminist party.” Allie gave Nicole her most charming smile. “I’m here to take photos for their website.”

    “Did they hire you?”

    “I was the last-minute substitution. The staff photographer either got food poisoning or took an unplanned vacation to Bermuda. So, here I am.”

    “I thought you didn’t do glamorous parties with pretentious politicians.” Nicole teased.

    “They pay the bills.” Allie shrugged.

    “And who is your companion?”

    Nicole was jealous.

    Allie grinned and said, “No idea. The organizers assigned her to me as a liaison, and I’m too much of a lady to tell her to get lost.”

    Nicole couldn’t hide the relief on her face. They both chuckled.

    “What are you doing here?” Allie asked, feigning her ignorance. After all, Nicole had never told her who she worked for.

    “Oh, right,” Nicole said and rubbed a hand over her face. “I’m chief of staff for Senator Fleming.”

    Allie whistled. “Wow. Good for you.”

    Nicole leaned closer and whispered, “I’m sorry I didn’t invite you. I wanted to keep you all to myself. At least for a while.”

    Before Allie could reply, Senator Fleming approached them and offered her a glass of champagne.

    Allie accepted the drink and took a sip. “Thank you. I needed this.”

    “My goodness, Nicole. I leave you alone for a minute and find you in the company of another beautiful woman.” The senator fanned herself with a napkin.

    Nicole forced a laugh. “This is my friend, Allie. She’s a photographer for the evening. Allie, this is my boss, Senator Lilian Fleming.”

    “Such an honor to meet you, Senator.” Allie shook Fleming’s hand.

    The senator smiled. “My, my, Nicole. Where did all your gorgeous friends come from?”

    Gorgeous friends? What was she talking about? Allie glanced at Nicole and raised her eyebrow.

    “Don’t mind her.” Nicole nodded at the drink in the senator’s hand. “Lilian is done with schmoozing and has had a few of those.”

    “God’s honest truth.” Fleming nodded and finished her champagne. “I’m expected to be so prim and proper at these fundraisers when all I want is to have a little fun.” She winked at them.

    “Wonderful party, Senator.” Allie grinned. Who knew politics could be so entertaining?

    “Have we met?” Lilian picked up another drink from the passing server.

    “No, we haven’t met before, but everyone in the civilized world knows who Lilian Fleming is. I watched your recent series of lectures in DC on YouTube. You amazed me with your bold initiatives and your firm stand on the matter of women’s reproductive care and abortion rights. Your call to increase funding to Planned Parenthood was inspiring. I’d love to chat about it sometime.”

    Fleming’s eyes gleamed, and a relaxed smile crossed her face. The woman was intelligent and determined. Of course she should be proud of her accomplishments. “I’d love to talk about my passions. It’s always nice to meet a fan.”

    Allie grinned. A fan wouldn’t be the way she’d describe herself, but whatever worked. “Well, it was nice meeting you, Senator,” she said. “I have to mingle and take photos for the organization’s website. Do you mind if I start with you?”

    “By all means.” Fleming posed.

    After a few shots, Allie glanced at Nicole and trained the camera on her, snapping a few more shots.

    Nicole winced and covered her face. “No, please don’t. I’m not photogenic.” She pointed around at the mingling guests. “Besides, this party is about Senator Fleming and the NOW Foundation. You should go make your rounds and document this event for posterity.”

    “You look lovely.” No lie.

    Allie had stopped counting how many times she had stared at the photo of Nicole she’d taken in San Francisco. She ached to reach out and touch a strand of hair that fell on Nicole’s forehead and covered part of her eye. Nicole was a magnet. The harder she tried to convince herself that she was here doing her job and her feelings for Nicole were part of the undercover, the less she believed in her convictions.

    An attractive blush covered Nicole’s face, making her cheekbones more prominent, and the ache returned. Allie bit her lip and busied herself with taking a few more photos of Fleming, who seemed oblivious to their connection.

    When she finished, Nicole leaned closer and rested her arm on Allie’s elbow, the heat from Nicole’s fingers cutting through the jacket’s fabric and reaching her skin, sending shivers all over. “I have to check on a few things. Will you excuse me for a moment?”

    “Nicole is always working. She doesn’t know how to relax,” Fleming said as soon as Nicole disappeared from their view.

    Allie followed her as long as she could, the blue sparkles of her dress easy to spot amidst the horde of black-and-white dresses. “She takes her job seriously. She seems so good at what she does.”

    “Hmm. True.” Fleming sipped her champagne and stepped closer. Too close. “Are you staying for the rest of the evening?”

    Allie lifted her camera. “I’m going to stay as long as I need to, to make Charlotte happy.”

    “Dear Charlotte. Where is she?” Fleming glanced around the room. “I haven’t seen her all evening. She has been busy schmoozing potential donors since being promoted.”

    “She’s having drinks with them right now.”

    “I’m having a very private party later tonight after this function.”

    “I would love to drink with you, senator, but not tonight.” Allie kept her voice even and sincere.

    The senator laughed, not attempting to cover her disappointment. “Either I’m getting too old, or women’s attitudes have changed in the last few years. It used to be so much easier.”

    Allie raised her eyebrows. Did she mean what I think she meant? How many glasses of champagne had she had?

    As if reading her thoughts, Fleming waved her hand. “I’m not trying to seduce you. What a notion! I enjoy the company of intelligent and beautiful women. Is that wrong?”

    Allie laughed at Fleming’s candor. “No, there’s nothing wrong with that. I wish I could stay, but I’m leaving town right after the party.”

    “Oh. Where are you going, if you don’t mind me asking?”

    Her spontaneous lies would get her in trouble. Allie’s palms got sweaty, and she repeated, buying some time. “Where am I going? Anywhere my job sends me.” Where indeed? Thinking fast, she blurted out. “San Francisco.”

    Seriously? San Francisco? Was it etched in her brain?

    “What are the chances?” Fleming’s grin widened. “I’m also going to my home state at the end of the month to speak at the opening of the new women’s shelter. Hope Center needed expansion, and I’ve been their biggest supporter since they first opened their doors to abused women back in 1998. They are building their second location in the Theater District.”

    Allie perked up. That was news to her. Had Fleming finalized her schedule? She needed to contact her team. “At the end of this month?”

    “Yes.” The senator watched Allie for a few seconds and asked, “How would you like to come along as my official photographer to document the shelter opening? Please say yes, because I’m not used to disappointment.”

    The opportunity to watch Fleming and stay close to Nicole without compromising her mission was tempting.

    “Let me check with my boss.” She smiled at Fleming and walked away, dialing her cell. “Houston, we have a problem.”

    

  
    Chapter Seventeen

    

    Where in the world was Tori? And everywhere she turned, Nicole saw Allie’s magnetic red, drawing her in like a matador does a bull. Had she just compared herself to a bull? Nicole stifled a laugh and made her way to the bar. She craved a drink. Tonight affected her logical brain in ways she wasn’t expecting.

    The movement on her right caused Nicole to swivel. Tori stepped inside, smiling at some guests who headed for the exit. Nicole waved, trying to get her attention.

    Tori waved back and approached with regret written all over her face. “My boss needs me to come to the office right now for an urgent meeting. If you’re ready to leave, I can take you home first.”

    No, she wasn’t ready. Nicole glanced around and spotted the bright red. Allie wandered among the crowd, taking photos of the mingling guests. “It’s okay. I have to stay until the closing, so I’ll find someone to take me home. Go ahead, take care of your business.”

    “I’ll call you later.” Tori sighed heavily and kissed Nicole on the cheek.

    She couldn’t care less if Tori called or not.

    “I’ll walk you to your car.” Nicole took Tori’s hand and led them outside. This was the least she could do to end their so-called date on a positive note. Tori had done nothing wrong. It wasn’t her fault that Nicole’s heart and mind wanted Allie. She waved as Tori drove away and sighed. What a clusterfuck.

    “Excuse me, miss.” A messenger with a lavish bouquet stopped her before she could go back inside. “Do you know where I can find Senator Fleming?”

    “I’m her chief of staff. May I help you?”

    “Perfect. I have a delivery for her. Please sign here.” He shoved the tablet into her hands. Nicole signed, and the guy ran off, leaving her in the middle of the lobby with the flowers in an elegant vase. She buried her nose into the pink roses and inhaled. Spicy, sweet, and fruity.

    She smiled at Agent Patel, still posted at the ballroom’s entrance. “Delivery for Fleming.”

    He inspected the flowers and the vase. Every stem and every petal. Thoroughly. Then he showed her the note. Congratulations on your nomination! Probably someone from NOW. How thoughtful.

    Patel gave her a brisk nod. “How’s the party, Ms. Lancaster?”

    “Please, call me Nicole.” She shifted the flowers from one arm to the other. The vase was heavy. “The party is…blooming. Exactly what you’d expect from all the political schmoozing.”

    Agent Patel chuckled. “Been to one, seen them all. Am I right?”

    Nicole liked him, she decided. “You know it. It’s winding down, though. Half of the guests have left. By the way, you’ve been outside this whole time. Are you hungry? Can I send someone with hors d’oeuvres or a drink?”

    “Agent Davis is bringing me a plate.” He glanced inside the room. “I see her coming over right now. I appreciate your concern.”

    “Sure thing.” Nicole smiled and carried the bouquet inside.

    Charlotte beelined toward her. “Good. You’re still here. I need to schedule a meeting with the senator to discuss a project we’ve been working on. Can you pencil me in for next Tuesday?”

    Nicole put the vase on the nearby table and reached for her phone. A few more invitees were heading out, and she moved out of the way to let them pass. She added the meeting to Fleming’s calendar, grabbed the vase, and searched for the senator.

    “Oh, these are marvelous.” Fleming ruffled the ferns and picked up the card tacked between them. She read it and paled.

    Nicole rushed to her side. “What’s the matter?”

    Fleming handed her the note, her hand grasping at her throat, but the spark in her eyes revealed more annoyance than fear.

    Nicole opened it. The black-blocked letters jumped at her, similar to the other threatening letters the senator had been getting. What part of resign or else don’t you understand, Senator? That’s our last warning. Next time, you won’t see us coming. The rifle drawing held an obvious meaning.

    All air left her lungs. What had happened? That was not the same message she’d read earlier.

    Nicole pivoted, searching for Agent Davis. She spotted her at the appetizer table and waved unobtrusively to attract her attention, unwilling to leave the senator alone in her condition. Agent Davis grabbed her half-eaten crostini and hurried to their corner.

    “Is everything okay?” She coughed and swallowed the rest of her delicious-looking morsel.

    Nicole’s stomach grumbled. She hadn’t eaten a thing tonight. “A messenger delivered flowers a few minutes ago. I brought them in. Someone switched the note.”

    Davis whispered into her mic. “Agent Taylor. We have code black…Roger that, sir.” She motioned for someone in the crowd, and an older woman stepped closer. “This is an agent from the local office. She will stay here with Senator Fleming. Ms. Lancaster, please follow me.”

    They took the flowers to the conference room, where Agent Taylor had set two monitors to watch the party. Nicole repeated her story from the moment the delivery guy asked her to sign for the flowers to the moment she put the vase down. She paced while Davis and Taylor talked. Soft murmurs mixed with the chatter outside pierced Nicole’s brain like a chaotic stream. Her throat was dry, and she licked her lips. The rumble in her stomach picked up, but she lost her appetite.

    She kept picturing Fleming—pallid and trembling—even if the senator tried to appear undisturbed. And she was the one who’d caused that by bringing those damn flowers inside.

    Agent Taylor picked up the card, nestled in the plastic holder, and read it, careful not to touch it. Then he dialed his cell. Who was he calling? The superior or the other guy, the one they called Gordon?

    “Hello. I’m Agent Taylor with the United States Secret Service, ma’am. We need information on the flowers your messenger delivered to Senator Lilian Fleming at the Grand Hyatt.” He listened to the caller while making notes.

    Nicole peered from her spot. Agent Taylor nodded a few times and wrote down some numbers, underlining them twice before hanging up. Nicole held her breath. The anticipation and the tension were electric, highlighting her sensory awareness. No one spoke.

    Agent Taylor rotated his chair and zeroed in on Nicole. His eyes narrowed, and her stomach dropped.

    “Someone ordered the flowers on the phone in the hotel lobby using Senator Fleming’s business account card. Who has access to her funds and accounts?”

    Nicole swallowed under his scrutiny, the dryness in her mouth making it difficult to speak. “The senator, obviously, and the principal staff, including Susan Baranski, Dasha Volkova, and me.”

    “What about the intern? Foster?” Agent Davis asked as she joined Agent Taylor in their staring contest against her.

    Did Kaitlynn have access? “Not to funds, but she uses the card to make purchases approved by Fleming. You don’t think—”

    “Right now, we don’t have enough information to assume anything.” Taylor turned to his colleague. “Agent Davis, get Foster and Baranski here. Now. Be discreet.” He tapped his fingers on the desk. His handsome face revealed nothing. Were they trained to keep poker faces, or did it come naturally?

    “I didn’t order the flowers,” she hurried to say.

    Taylor pursed his lips and nodded, his expression blank. Was it possible that the agents suspected someone from Fleming’s staff? Nicole had known Susan and Dasha for a couple of years. No way those two were involved. And Kaitlynn? She was new, but they’d vetted her thoroughly for background red flags and found nothing unusual. Top of her class at George Washington University. Both parents were lawyers. What was going on?

    The door opened, and Agent Davis stepped in, followed by Susan and Kaitlynn. Davis slammed the door shut, and Nicole jolted. Was she trying to intimidate or scare them to death?

    “Why are we here?” Susan’s loud voice carried, and both agents gave her an incredulous stare.

    Agent Taylor opened a folder filled with typed reports and photos and said in a firm, official tone, “The FBI put each member of Fleming’s staff under a thorough background check. Every little behavior noted, reported, and recorded.”

    Nicole mulled over his words. Was the FBI watching them? That would explain the prickly awareness she experienced recently.

    Agent Taylor studied them all as though searching for changes in their demeanor or expression. “The perp delivered another note to the senator tonight in the middle of the party. As a standard procedure, we need you to answer a few questions.”

    Agent Davis added, “It won’t take long. You’ll all have plenty of time to rejoin the party and mingle, schmooze, or whatever it is you do.”

    Agent Davis’s voice had a peculiar disdainful tone, accompanied by a sweet smile. Before Nicole could process it, Kaitlynn trudged toward an empty chair and squeaked. “Oh, she got the flowers.”

    Was it Kaitlynn after all? Nicole kept silent. It wasn’t her place to point out the obvious.

    “What do you know about this, Ms. Foster?” Agent Taylor motioned for her to sit down.

    Kaitlynn squirmed under his gaze and whispered, “Know about what?”

    “This note and the flowers.” Taylor placed the plastic bag with the note in front of her.

    Kaitlynn’s eyes widened. “I didn’t write it, I swear, but I ordered the flowers.” The tears spilled, and soon she was sobbing. “I got a call this morning from a writer I’ve been helping to do research for his novel. He asked me to order the flowers for the senator from the hotel and pay with my card. He promised to reimburse me. I…” Kaitlynn hiccupped and squeezed her throat. “I forgot my purse, so I used the business card.”

    She turned to Nicole, her eyes full of tears, pleading with her. “I copied the number from the last time you let me use it. I’m so sorry, Nicole. He said he’d reimburse me. I’ll put the money right back into the account. I swear.”

    Nicole stared back, speechless. Was she serious?

    “What writer?” Agent Taylor rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Ms. Foster, you’d better start from the beginning.”

    Kaitlynn hiccupped again and dabbed her tears with the sleeve of her cardigan. “It started about three months ago. I received a call from a reporter at The Washington Post who said he was writing a political thriller about a state senator running for president and was seeking inside information about lesser-known details. He said it was difficult for ordinary folks to find information unavailable to the public, and he wanted the book to be authentic. He asked for interviews, but with Fleming’s busy schedule, she didn’t have time for him.”

    “What did he ask you to do?” Agent Taylor encouraged Kaitlynn to continue. His tone was gentle, almost father-like.

    Kaitlynn sniffed. “All he wanted from me was some tidbits about the senator’s habits, appointments, personal life. Stuff like that. I didn’t reveal any secrets. Mostly the senator’s daily routine. When does she start her day? How often does she travel? How much time does she spend in Washington? He paid for information. I needed the money because this internship doesn’t pay much, and I have to support myself because my parents want me to be independent.”

    Nicole resisted slapping her forehead in front of everyone, so she did it mentally—several times. No one was that naive.

    Agent Davis didn’t have such qualms, and she rolled her eyes. “Did the writer give you a name?”

    “Yes.” Kaitlynn nodded and wiped her eyes. “Colin Asternacle.”

    Agent Davis snorted. “Sounds made up.”

    Nicole had to agree. The name was ridiculous. Definitely made up. What was Kaitlynn thinking? Or was she thinking at all?

    “We’ll check this out.” Agent Taylor kept his cool, but a corner of his mouth twitched. “Ms. Foster, we received a report that you left the office during lunchtime to use a public phone in the hotel lobby. What can you tell us about that?”

    “I didn’t know it was illegal to use public phones.” Kaitlynn’s voice shook, and she sniffled some more.

    “No. It’s not illegal, but we have to take any unusual behavior seriously. I’m sure you have a perfect explanation.”

    “I did nothing wrong,” Kaitlynn’s eyes filled with tears, and she buried her face in her hands, shaking uncontrollably.

    Nicole couldn’t sit still. She moved her chair closer to the sobbing girl and wrapped her arm around her shoulder. Agent Taylor placed a glass of water before her and waited for her to calm down. After a moment, Kaitlynn wiped her tears and grabbed the offered glass, emptying it without stopping.

    “Sorry,” she whispered, sniffing and rubbing her eyes. She leaned into Nicole’s embrace, her body shivering.

    “It’s okay. Tell us about the phone call.” Taylor’s soothing voice worked like a sedative on Kaitlynn as her shudders subsided.

    “Mr. Asternacle wanted me to call every time I learned something new about the senator’s movements.”

    “Why the phone booth?” Agent Davis asked this time.

    Kaitlynn’s cheeks turned pink, and she grinned for the first time since the interrogation. “I love thrillers. He told me to pretend I was a spy and the whole thing was a cloak-and-dagger game, like in the movies. I thought it was funny. Sneaking out, calling from a public phone. I was surprised to find one working.” She stifled a giggle.

    Nicole groaned. Unreal.

    Agent Taylor sighed. “When did you make the last call, and what did you say?”

    “During the lecture tour last week. Several organizations invited Senator Fleming to the openings of the women’s shelters she sponsored. The senator didn’t know which one she would attend, so I didn’t have the exact details on the day, time, or place. I gave him her options. That’s all, I swear.”

    Agent Davis scoffed. “That’s all?

    “Oh, my gosh. Is he the one threatening to kill her?” Kaitlynn gasped and covered her mouth with both hands, her eyes widening as more tears spilled out.

    How could Kaitlynn be so credulous? Nicole rubbed her face and closed her eyes to soothe an impending headache. She sighed and focused on the agents. What now?

    Agent Taylor moved closer to Kaitlynn with a thoughtful expression and kindness in his light gray eyes. “It’s hard to say, but it’s a possibility. Despite the name—which I think is fake—are you sure it was a man who contacted you?”

    “Yes.” Kaitlynn hesitated and frowned. “Well, the voice was soft but deep. And the way he was talking to me, I assumed it was a man.”

    “Okay,” Agent Taylor moved a stack of papers in front of Kaitlynn and put a pen on top of it. “I want you to write every conversation you had with this mysterious thriller writer and the days and times it happened. Try to think of every little detail, even if it seems insignificant.”

    Susan’s loud exhale echoed in the room. “Are we done? Can I go?”

    “Not so fast, Ms. Baranski.”

    “Why? What did I do?” Susan squealed, and the agents looked at her with surprise. “I have nothing to do with the flowers. You all heard what Kaitlynn said. She did it.”

    “Yes, we’re well aware of it.” Agent Davis glanced at her superior. “As we said, it’s a standard procedure in situations like this.”

    “Okay, okay. I’m sorry.” Susan shook her head and crumpled into the chair. She pressed both hands against her flaming cheeks. “I will tell you everything I know. And, please call me Susan.”

    “Fine, Susan,” Taylor said. “What is the nature of your relationship with Stephanie Bakersfield?”

    “What?” Susan’s eyes bulged, and she froze like a sculpture. “How do you know about Steph? Nobody knows—”

    She turned to Nicole. The accusatory look in her eyes was unmistakable. “Did you tell them?”

    Nicole shook her head. Uncanny. How did they know?

    Agent Taylor watched their interaction and gestured with his hands. “Nobody said anything. We have our ways to find out about those things.”

    “Oh, man,” Susan whined and rubbed her temples. “Am I in trouble?”

    “It depends. Did you know that Ms. Bakersfield works for a Republican senator who often criticizes Fleming’s political views and agendas? Are you sleeping with the enemy, figuratively speaking?”

    “I’m not sleeping with the enemy.” Susan glared at Agent Taylor. He smiled and tilted his head, waiting. Susan sighed, and her voice softened. “I mean…I slept with her, but we had one date, and I didn’t know who she was then. We didn’t talk about politics or our jobs.”

    “Did she ask you anything about the senator? About her agenda or her travel plans?”

    “No pillow talk, I swear,” Susan whispered and covered her face with her hands. Even the roots of her bleached hair turned bright pink. “I was horny.”

    Poor Susan. Dumb luck, indeed.

    “I understand that.” Agent Taylor smiled, then turned to her. “Ms. Lancaster. As Fleming’s chief of staff, do you have anything to add?”

    No, she had nothing to add. Who knew Kaitlynn was a credulous—dare she say senseless—idiot? Nicole shook her head. What was there to say?

    Kaitlynn placed her pen down and sighed. Duped or not, her internship was over.

    Taylor addressed them. “You are free to go. Please do not discuss this interview with anyone. Ms. Baranski, if I were you, I would avoid contacting Ms. Bakersfield until we conclude our investigation and the senator is out of danger.”

    Red-faced, Susan nodded. Kaitlynn lowered her head and headed for the door, not looking at anyone. Nicole watched them go and shook her head. What a mess.

    
     

    Allie shook hands with the last cluster of women she photographed and sighed heavily. She’d gotten a message from Taylor about the flower delivery and the note. It was an hour ago. What was taking so long? She’d decided against using the earpiece tonight to avoid an accidental mishap or revealing her true identity to anyone, least of all to Senator Fleming and Nicole. Her heart skipped a beat at the thought of Nicole’s involvement.

    Her phone vibrated, and she hurried to answer. “Gordon.”

    Taylor’s soft voice gave her a semblance of calm. “Intern Kaitlynn Foster got messed up in some scheme with the perp. She thought it was all a game to get details for a book.” He gave her the details. “Baranski had one date with a Republican senator’s assistant and, according to her, had no clue who she was.”

    “Anything new on the flower delivery?”

    “No. The note was replaced on the inside. I checked the footage, but we only had two cameras in the room. Lancaster stood in the blind spot. Anyone walking by could’ve replaced the original message with the warning.”

    “Any truth to the intern’s story?”

    “We’ll know soon enough. I instructed Agent Patel to call The Washington Post editor-in-chief to check if any of their writers were working on a potential political thriller or a series of articles on Senator Fleming.”

    “What’s your verdict on Lancaster?” Allie held her breath, crossing her fingers involuntarily. Please, don’t be involved. Please.

    Taylor hesitated. That was unusual. He was a superb judge of character. The grip of cold steel closed around her heart.

    “Nicole Lancaster is a dark horse. She delivered the flowers, so she could’ve been the one to switch the note. She’s hard to read. There’s something about her—I don’t know how to describe it—a mystic aura?” He chuckled. “Listen to me, using some fancy words.”

    Allie shook her head and groaned. “My gut says she’s innocent.”

    “And you know this because she slept with you?”

    The thought had crossed her mind. If not for the phone call…

    “No, because she didn’t.”

    The annoyance in her voice might’ve alerted him to the inappropriateness of his comment. “I’m sorry, Chief. I didn’t mean to imply—”

    “It’s okay.” And it was. Her previous error in judgment warranted his tasteless comment. After all, he knew about Rita. Her entire team knew about Rita. “Send me the details. In the meantime, my undercover mission continues. I’ll keep watching Lancaster.”

    Once outside, she glanced around the hallway. Departing guests lingered around, but Nicole was nowhere in sight. Had she already left? Her phone buzzed with another message from Taylor. He had sent Kaitlynn Foster home with instructions to inform him immediately if the mystery person contacted her. Allie doubted that would happen. The intern was as good as fired. The perpetrator wouldn’t use her anymore.

    Allie spotted Nicole heading straight for the bar. It would break her heart if Nicole was guilty. She sidestepped a few remaining guests and joined Nicole as she emptied half her wine in one swallow.

    “That bad?” she asked, stroking Nicole’s hand on the counter.

    Nicole leaned into Allie and finished her drink. “Long day, that’s all.” She glanced at her watch. “I’m ready to go home but can’t get an Uber for another thirty minutes, which is unheard of. Do you mind taking me? My date had to leave unexpectedly.”

    “Your…date?” Allie infused as much sincerity into her surprised voice as she could. She guessed Nicole had brought someone, but throughout the evening, she had no clue who it was.

    “Susan insisted I should bring someone. I wasn’t ready to share you with anyone, so I invited someone else.” She grimaced. “I’m sorry.”

    Allie kept her voice steady. “I would love to take you home.”

    Nicole sucked in a quick breath. “Do you want to know who my date was?”

    “If she’s important, tell me when you’re ready.” She took Nicole’s hand and rubbed it with her thumb. “If she’s a nobody, then I don’t need to know who she is.”

    Nicole gave her an incredulous stare and bit her bottom lip, as though considering how to answer.

    “You don’t have to say anything.” She smiled. Nicole’s discomfort was palpable. “Let me take you home.”

    At Nicole’s apartment, Allie stood by the door and watched Nicole insert her keys into the lock. Her hand shook, and they fell to the ground. Allie picked them up and inserted the key into the slot. Nicole looked at her with a crooked smile and mouthed, “Thank you.”

    Allie had to be honest with herself. Her feelings for Nicole had intensified, not diminished, and it terrified her. She had to nip this in the bud. She couldn’t jeopardize their investigation by falling in love with the suspect.

    Oh, who was she kidding? She was already head over heels, half in love with Nicole.

    “You look like you need some rest.” She didn’t want to go. She craved wrapping Nicole in a big hug, cuddling on her sofa or whatever she had in her apartment, and just being herself. She didn’t want to be a Secret Service agent pretending to be a photographer, trying to catch a criminal in a lie. It was all a mess, and she felt her mission might already be compromised.

    “Would you like to stay?” Nicole blushed.

    Yes, a million times, yes. “Believe me when I say I want to stay with you tonight more than anything, but I can’t.” It would be too dangerous for her heart, and too close to abandoning her undercover identity and telling Nicole everything. Not yet.

    “Okay. I understand.” Nicole’s voice was so poignant, Allie almost changed her mind.

    “I wish—” The words died on her lips as Nicole’s mouth silenced her. Did the kiss last an hour, a few minutes, or mere seconds? Allie couldn’t think straight. All she knew was the taste of Nicole’s lips. Sweet and firm, tender and irresistible. She couldn’t get enough. When the kiss ended, tenderness and desire remained.

    “You should go,” Nicole whispered, resting her forehead on Allie’s. Her breathing was heavy and uneven.

    Allie couldn’t leave Nicole alone to deal with whatever she was feeling and struggling with. She took a deep breath. “I can’t stay tonight, but how about dinner on Saturday? Do you have any plans?”

    “I’d love to have dinner with you.” Nicole’s eyes sparkled with excitement.

    Allie laughed at the eagerness in Nicole’s voice. She took her hand and placed gentle kisses around her knuckles. “Do you know Filomena Ristorante on Wisconsin Avenue?”

    “One of my favorite places. Their desserts are to die for.” Nicole’s shoulders relaxed as she leaned against the door with a genuine smile.

    “Good, it’s mine too. Will five p.m. work?”

    “Yes.”

    “You got yourself a date,” Allie said, a lightness in her chest replacing the apprehension.

    “Like a date…date?” The desire and insecurity swirled in Nicole’s darkened hazel eyes, leaving traces of bright sparks in its wake.

    “Do you want it to be?” She was hoping for yes. She tried to sound nonchalant, as if she wasn’t terrified that Nicole would say no because, deep down, she wasn’t ready for anything more than occasional one-night stands. Allie had no right to judge when she was the one hiding something.

    “More than anything.” Nicole’s smile lit up her face.

    “Perfect. Marvelous. I’ll pick you up.” Excitement built inside at the prospect of seeing Nicole soon. She leaned in and gave Nicole another kiss—firm, reassuring, promising this time. She didn’t want to leave. Why hadn’t they met at some other time, in some other life?

    She needed to reveal herself and soon. She kissed Nicole and left, her mind already on their date Saturday night.

    Job be damned.

    

  
    Chapter Eighteen

    

    Tori opened her eyes and sat up straight on her bed. She bounced a few times. The spring’s screeches evoked a few pleasant and some horrid memories. Nicole had fit into the former category—a satisfying, sweet form of revenge. Nikki, Nikki, Nikki. If she only knew. Tori snickered. If not for the fucking ghoul bent on destroying her family’s reputation, she would continue banging Nikki without revealing herself.

    The knock on the door announced the Bloody Mary she’d ordered. She tipped the server and requested another one, slipping him a hundred-dollar bill. “Keep them coming.”

    She reclined on the bed, careful not to spill the delicious concoction, her mind on the events of last night. Something happened at the party that amended the Phantom’s plans. But what was it? Her orders were explicit. Leave the party and go home alone. What was the ghoul’s plan? To seduce Nicole and disappear? That didn’t seem like a genius mastermind. What did the Phantom want from her?

    The shrill of her phone made her almost spill her drink. “What?” It was the Phantom. She knew it without looking at the caller ID because she had changed her ringtone to the piano version of the Halloween movie theme. Very appropriate and addictive. What did it say about her? That she was creepy? She shrugged.

    “Report.”

    She downed her Bloody Mary and slammed the glass down, wishing for the second one.

    “I left Nicole at the party last night. What’s next?” She shifted and prepped the pillow higher to get comfortable.

    “We must move to a new phase of my plan.” The Phantom’s heavy breathing echoed in her ears, and she wanted to scream. “Fleming is speaking in San Francisco at the end of the month at the women’s shelter opening.”

    “What do you want me to do?”

    “Disappear until then. Do not have any contact with either Nicole or Fleming.”

    “Nicole was putty in my hands.” She didn’t need to reveal her agenda and how she knew Nicole. That little detail would be her secret twist on the otherwise mysterious plan she couldn’t control. “Isn’t that what I was supposed to do? To get close and seduce her? Now you want me to stay away? What’s my excuse?”

    Unable to sit still, she jumped off the bed and crossed the room toward the window. The busy street below didn’t assuage her annoyance. Nicole was supposed to be another conquest, another casualty, another nobody. But now, when she had become her sweet revenge, the Phantom wanted to rob her of that? No way in hell.

    “I leave it to your creative imagination.” The Phantom’s unidentifiable voice was getting on her nerves. She wanted to throw her cell phone into the wall, watch it break into pieces, and never hear this voice again.

    Instead, she gripped it harder. “I don’t want to stop seeing Nicole. I want to have some fun while I can.”

    “Stay away from her until the San Francisco appearance. After it’s over, you can have as much fun as you want with her. Or anyone you might fancy. Do I have to remind you about our deal?”

    The knock on the door gave her a moment to collect herself. She peeked through the peephole. About time. The same waiter from earlier brought her a whole pitcher of Bloody Marys with celery cut into even-sized sticks. He wheeled the cart in. “Where would you like it, ma’am?”

    She was about to scold him for calling her ma’am, but the kid looked like a recent high school graduate for whom anyone over thirty would qualify, and she was a month away from that dreaded number. She gave him another twenty and poured herself a glass when he left. The vodka flowed down smoothly, and she picked her phone up, aware of the Phantom’s irritated noises. “Sorry. What was the question?”

    “Do not disappoint me,” the Phantom hissed. “If you want to keep your family’s reputation safe and enjoy your rich life privileges, you will do what I say.”

    Damn him and her fucked up family. “Fine. What’s the plan?”

    “That’s more like it.” The ghoul chuckled. “Go to San Francisco and wait for phase two. I’ll contact you with additional instructions when I have more information on Fleming’s activities. I hope I don’t have to remind you to memorize all the details and destroy them. Don’t contact me unless it’s an emergency.”

    “What about your informant? Can they be useful for this operation?” She gulped half her drink.

    “Forget about my informant. She’s served her purpose.”

    She? Interesting. “You’re not going to…uh…kill her.” Tori stared at her glass. The color of her drink looked ominous, and a slight chill passed through her body. She forced herself to relax and settled back on the bed.

    “She can’t identify me, so she’ll live.” The genderless creep scoffed. “I don’t kill just anyone.”

    “Good to know,” she murmured and swallowed the rest of her drink. An empty feeling in the pit of her stomach made her choke. She should’ve ordered some food. She grabbed the celery stick and chewed on it.

    “Check into the Westin St. Francis on Union Square under Russell’s name. You’ll receive an important package a few days before the event. Remember, follow my instructions to a T, or we have no deal. Understood?”

    “Yes,” Tori replied flatly, keeping the annoyance and fear out of her voice. Before she could add anything else, the Phantom hung up.

    She filled her glass to the brim with the delectable mixture and dialed Nicole’s number. “Hello, darling. It’s Victoria.”

    “Tori? What a surprise.”

    “I told you last night that I would call,” Tori purred.

    “You didn’t have to—”

    “I felt terrible for leaving you alone at the party,” Tori continued, as if Nicole hadn’t spoken. “I hope you found a ride home?”

    “Yes, I did.”

    “I must go out of town.” Tori sighed. “My editor has given me another assignment.”

    “For how long?” Did Nicole sound relieved? That bitch.

    “About a week, but I’d love to see you when I return.” Tori paused, waiting for her response. Fuck the Phantom and his orders. Nobody could tell her what to do, let alone some creep without a name or a face.

    Nicole’s chuckle lacked amusement. “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

    “Why not? The sex was incredible, and I don’t mind repeating it. Sooner would be better.”

    “I’m sorry, Tori. I didn’t mean to lead you on, but I can’t see you anymore because I’m in love with someone else.”

    Tori almost choked on her drink. “What does love have to do with this? Oh, Nikki. I’m not talking about commitments here. I’m offering you mind-blowing sex.”

    The gasp on the other end was so gratifying. “What did you call me?”

    “Yes, Nikki. You didn’t recognize me? What a pity, because I remember you and your rejection. That’s why I picked you up, to hear you beg for more, and come for me. You remember begging me for more, don’t you, you bitch?”

    “You’ve got to be kidding.” Nicole’s shock filled her with delight.

    The line went dead.

    Her throat closed up, and she threw the phone against the wall. “Fuck.”

    No satisfaction came from scattered pieces on the floor, and now she needed a new phone. Nicole’s rejection hurt her ego. Again.

    She finished her drink. “It will be over soon, and then we’ll see if I’m fucking kidding.” She had no clue of the Phantom’s endgame, nor did she give a flying fuck. Her family’s name was her priority. Nikki could go to hell.

    

  
    Chapter Nineteen

    

    Allie awoke with a jolt. The nightstand clock blinked at 4:03 a.m. Unable to sleep, she padded to her kitchen to make coffee. It would have to do until she could pick up a cappuccino on her way to work.

    She sighed. She was undercover. No work at the office. No outings with her team. Isolation was necessary for now.

    The promising way things ended with Nicole last night kept her hopes for the future. Nicole’s potential involvement with the threats to Senator Fleming seemed less likely, but Allie had been wrong before. Either way, the current circumstances made it impossible for them to have a relationship. Not now.

    She reminded herself that she didn’t do relationships anyway. At least, not anymore. Her job demanded all her time and attention.

    She booted up her computer, skimming through the final report Taylor sent her from last night’s interrogations. So, they had horny Susan, a naive intern, and mysterious Nicole, but still no solid suspects. Back to square one.

    She connected to the secure video link for an online conference call with Jack Taylor at the command center.

    “Morning, Agent Taylor. I think the flower delivery and a card switcheroo were a setup.”

    “Set up for what? Or for whom?” His eyes narrowed.

    “That’s the question, isn’t it?” She highlighted a few passages. “Using the senator’s business account was sloppy, or genius.”

    “How so?”

    “The perp did it to attract the Secret Service’s attention, right?”

    “Obviously.” Taylor nodded.

    “He predicted we might suspect someone inside, so he gave us Foster. She got fired. He won’t contact her anymore. The Secret Service believes they found their mole and—”

    “And we relax and won’t be as vigilant while there’s someone else inside Fleming’s circle, working with the perp, or who is the perp.” Taylor finished her thought.

    “Exactly. Any updates on Volkova’s case?”

    “There’s another high-stakes game next week. Chris is hopeful she can get in. The FBI team is getting ready for the stakeout. You want to join us?”

    Of course she wanted to be there. With potential suspects dwindling, Dasha Volkova and the Arnaud Foundation were the only possibilities left. “Save me a seat.”

    Everyone off protection duty joined Taylor in the room.

    Allie looked across the sea of faces. “Agent Davis, report.”

    “We vetted and searched everyone on the guest list. I was inside the whole time. Agent Patel screened the arrivals outside. I’m sure he did his job to ensure all the guests had their invitations and IDs in order.” Davis’s saccharine smile had a clear implication.

    If something went wrong, it was Patel’s fault. “Right.” Allie kept her face natural. “Continue.”

    “One thing worth mentioning—apart from your arrival, Chief, and the flowers with a death warning—was the hot date Nicole Lancaster brought to the party.”

    Allie was proud of herself. Not one muscle on her face moved. “Do we have an ID on Ms. Lancaster’s date? I didn’t see anybody with her.”

    “Victoria Russell,” Taylor replied. “She’s a freelance journalist.”

    “The party was closed to the media.” She frowned. Last night, she’d given Nicole a chance to talk about her companion. She hadn’t pushed, seeing the anxiety and hesitation written all over Nicole’s expressive face. Still, it hurt a little when Nicole chose not to tell her about her date. Was it all a game? Was she mistaken about the fire and desire she had seen in Nicole’s eyes?

    Before Allie could think of an answer, Jack Taylor’s voice brought her back to reality. “This is correct. She was there as Ms. Lancaster’s plus-one and not as a journalist.”

    “Quite a coincidence, don’t you think?” Davis’s voice was triumphant, as if she uncovered the whole assassination plot right there and then. “Senator Fleming might not take the threats seriously, but she was cautious enough to keep this important event restricted. And Ms. Lancaster brings a reporter as her date?”

    “I need facts, not your assumptions, Agent Davis.” Allie kept her voice steady. “Do we have Ms. Russell’s description? I uploaded all the photos I took last night to our server.”

    “I will check, Chief,” Davis volunteered, opening her tablet.

    Allie zeroed in on Taylor. “Did you check with any news outlets Russell works for? Does she freelance for The Washington Post?”

    Taylor rubbed his jaw. “Do you think there’s a connection between her and the writer who scammed the intern?”

    Allie bit her lip. Could it be? Anything was possible. “What if Victoria Russell is the thriller writer?”

    “Hmm.” Taylor pursed his lips and tilted his head. “That’s an interesting idea.”

    Agent Davis chimed in, scanning through Allie’s photos. “She fits Ms. Lancaster’s type, but more refined than her usual clientele.” Davis frowned. “She’s not in any of your photos, Chief.”

    “We confirmed her name from a driver’s license, and Agent Patel checked her through our databases,” Taylor added. “No red flags. She freelances for several newspapers that specialize in political news and international issues. Is it possible Ms. Russell was there looking for a story?”

    “She arrived as Nicole’s date, talked to the senator for a bit, then left. She didn’t strike me as a news-hungry vulture.” Davis closed her tablet. “And she ditched Ms. Lancaster at the party.”

    “Yes, I’m aware of that. I drove Ms. Lancaster home.” Allie pictured Nicole at her door, the kiss they shared. Nicole’s lips didn’t lie, neither did her expressive eyes. Vulnerability and longing were there, clear as day.

    She shook her head to stay focused. Nicole’s fine eyes were a potent distraction.

    Davis bit her nail and then said, hesitation in her voice barely noticeable, “Lancaster met Victoria Russell last Friday in Double Rainbow.”

    “Oh.” Allie remembered the striking woman with dark, nearly raven hair who had approached Nicole at the bar. They left together. She didn’t have to guess where they’d gone. Was that why Nicole asked Victoria to come along to Fleming’s party? Allie clenched her fists.

    Davis shifted in her chair. “Agent Taylor had advised me to expect you at the bar, Chief, so…”

    Her voice trailed off, and Allie nodded in affirmation. “It was my rendezvous place with Lancaster, but Ms. Russell beat me to it.”

    Agent Davis looked crestfallen. “I’m so sorry.”

    “This is not your fault. You did an excellent job, and that was on me. Agent Patel, find out everything about Victoria Russell. Do that first. Then concentrate on the Arnaud Foundation.”

    “Roger that.” Patel logged into his laptop.

    Allie made a mental note to speak with Nicole about Victoria. Where did she fit in the senator’s case?

    The door opened, and Chris Kostas stepped inside with a wide grin on her face. “Sorry I’m late. I was helping Dasha drive her mother home.”

    Allie couldn’t help but smile back. “I sense you have some news to share.”

    “Things are progressing, Chief. While we waited in the visitors’ lounge, Dasha opened up more.”

    When Chris brought Dasha up, her face softened and her eyes sparkled. She seemed to be smitten with the Russian girl. Allie hadn’t shared her suspicions regarding Dasha’s parentage yet. Matching diastemas was, at this point, only circumstantial proof.

    “Her father was diagnosed with Stage II lung cancer and needed surgery. Neither of the parents had health insurance, and Dasha was working for minimum wage and paying back her student loans.” Chris’s face turned solemn. “An average lung surgery and post-care cost almost $80K, so Dasha asked Wysocki for help. Whatever their arrangement was, she’s working for Wysocki now to pay off her debt.”

    That made sense. The financial inconsistencies in Volkova’s accounts in the last few years after her father’s diagnosis—the payments deposited for her services and transferred as loan payments—seemed legitimate, but something didn’t add up. Allie drummed her fingers as she processed the information. “Did she give you any indication Wysocki could be involved with the threats?”

    Chris ran her fingers through her short hair, messing up the perfectly layered strands. “Nothing solid yet. Because of Fleming’s nomination, Dasha has had to work more hours for the senator and could only host his games every other month. Sergei was cool with that, she said, but he has a certain hold on her. That’s for sure.”

    Even if Wysocki’s connection to the Arnaud Foundation was coincidental, her team should assist Agent Warner’s investigation into Wysocki’s alleged money laundering.

    Allie nodded. “One last thing. As you all know, the senator agreed to speak at the women’s shelter opening in San Francisco in two weeks. I’ll fly there to review the perimeter and protection details with the SFPD and the local Secret Service field office. The rest of the team will continue their assignments and join me later as they follow Fleming to California. All dismissed. Agent Taylor, please, stay.”

    She waited for the room to clear. “Jack, I’m taking Nicole Lancaster to dinner tomorrow night. I plan to reveal myself.”

    He sighed. “May I ask you a question?”

    “Of course.”

    “Why now? What makes you so sure Nicole Lancaster is not part of the conspiracy?”

    Why indeed? Gut feelings held no value in her line of work. Facts, details, or logic, but instinct? Her damn feelings were the real reason she wanted to tell Nicole. Was Allie letting her heart decide where Nicole was concerned and ignoring that she was still a potential suspect?

    She took too long to answer, and Taylor asked. “Can I make one suggestion?”

    “Shoot.” She grimaced. Poor choice of words. Her shoulder ached, and Allie rubbed the scar. It was automatic now.

    “The senator asked you to come to San Francisco as her photographer. It’s a perfect cover. That would explain your presence to Fleming’s staff and allow you to be close by to observe the situation on the inside. Wait to reveal yourself to Nicole until then.”

    Solid advice, and a week ago, she would have agreed, but she hated lying to Nicole. “Okay. Let me think about it.” She needed to do what was best for the team and keep the senator safe. The DC lecture tour was unexpected, so whoever was behind the threats wouldn’t have had enough time to prepare, even if they had resources. If the perp was aware of the upcoming trip—and Allie assumed he was—he had plenty of time to set the ball rolling. “I’ll be at my place.”

    She closed her laptop and sighed. So many things she needed to do—a senator to protect, an assassination to stop, find the Arnaud Foundation’s connections, figure out Victoria Russell’s agenda. And then there was Nicole.

    Allie leaned back in the chair, bringing Nicole to mind. Her hand slowly moved along her body. She pressed her thighs together, heat rising in her face, the persistent throbbing between her legs hard to ignore. Her mouth went dry, and she swallowed hard. “I’m in so much trouble.”

    

  
    Chapter Twenty

    

    Sleep eluded Nicole. Every time she closed her eyes, Allie’s face would appear, haunting her, smiling at her, kissing her. It was pointless to chase it away. It had been so long ago when she was last in love, and since then—since Irene—

    Nicole turned on her side and pressed her fist to her forehead, wishing Irene would disappear. Why was she invading her thoughts lately?

    Allie evoked many forgotten emotions and broke down her walls. As if a magical, invisible string—attached to each of their hearts—stretched across the distance between them. In Allie, Nicole found hope, love, and the promise of the future, and she longed for that, craved that, and wanted that more than anything for the first time since Irene’s betrayal.

    Timing was the problem. This ordeal with the assassination threats and the Secret Service agents following them around wasn’t ideal for romance. Dreams would do for now. The reality would have to wait.

    But she wouldn’t miss dinner with Allie for anything.

    Nicole experienced déjà vu when she opened the door and found her date standing there with an eclectic bouquet.

    “I know I won’t get any points for being unoriginal and showing up with flowers, but I stick with my decision.” Allie’s full lips curved into a warm, inviting smile. “Flowers say a lot about both a giver and a receiver. Or so I’ve heard.”

    “Hmm. What do your flowers say?” The thought behind the flowers meant more to her than she cared to admit. Tori had failed the test, but Nicole was rooting for Allie.

    “Well, I chose them myself.” Allie handed her the flowers, pointing at their varieties. “This is azalea, which means take care of yourself for me. You’re involved in politics. It’s a dirty and dangerous place, so you need to be careful. This one is a white camellia, which in flower language means you’re adorable, because you are.” Allie’s smile was broad, and she wiggled her eyebrows.

    Nicole caressed the velvety white petals. The subtle fragrance tickled her nose.

    Allie continued, pointing to another flower. “This magnificent flower is a calla lily. It says you’re beautiful, which blends well with adorable. Peach rose—isn’t she gorgeous?—it means desire. Self-explanatory.” Allie’s cheeks flamed, and she scrunched her nose. “The last and also beautiful is a red tulip, which means true love and passion.”

    Nicole inhaled the aroma. Allie had scored major points. “Thank you. I love flowers.” She tried to hide how amazed she was at Allie’s thoughtfulness. If someone put so much effort into a simple bouquet…

    Nicole bit her lip, not ready to go there. Her feelings had been numb for the last five years. A quick release with strangers had been all she could handle. But Allie was no longer a stranger, and that terrified her. Allie had awakened long-forgotten desires she could no longer suppress.

    Now, she ventured into dangerous territory. Despite the short time they had known each other, her feelings for Allie were growing deeper. She felt like a fool in love, wanting to be with Allie but afraid to say it. Nicole knew what she feared, but could she trust Allie?

    As they drove to the restaurant, Nicole tried to quiet her thoughts and enjoy the moment.

    Filomena Ristorante bustled with activity. They arrived right at their heaviest dinner hour.

    “We have reservations, right?” Nicole asked.

    “Of course. The restaurant’s reputation precedes itself.” Allie’s eyes twinkled. “I was lucky. When I called last night, they had a last-minute cancellation.”

    They got seated—Allie was such a lady and pulled out her chair—and a waiter appeared with their menus, filling their glasses with iced water.

    “What’s your favorite dish here?” Nicole asked. The place was upscale and pricey. She loved their delectable desserts and side dishes.

    “Hmm.” Allie’s eyes turned contemplative. She leaned closer and whispered, “Let me tell you a little secret. I’ve been here a few times. I always go for their side dishes. Polpette Classico is my favorite.”

    “Oh, my God.” Nicole covered her mouth with both hands in an exaggerated gesture. “You come to a fancy-schmancy restaurant, and all you get is meatballs? Scandalous.”

    “You found me out. I’m a cheap date.” Allie’s playful and sheepish smile made Nicole’s heart skip a beat.

    Their waiter materialized in front of them. Were they all trained ninjas or what? “My name is Sebastian.” His barely there thin black mustache twitched as he greeted them with a practiced smile. “Can I interest you ladies in some of our exceptional wine?”

    “What do you recommend from the house reds?” Allie asked, perusing the wine menu.

    Nicole fought a blush. Allie remembered. Red wines were her favorite, as little as she drank these days.

    He recited the reds they had and offered to bring flights for tasting.

    Allie peeked at her. “Pinot noir?”

    Nicole nodded. She had forgotten how it felt to be wined and dined but still have a choice. Irene had always ordered for her. Early in their relationship, Nicole had laughed it off and tried to protest. After a year, she stopped trying. That should have been her first clue about their dynamic as a couple. She hadn’t seen the toxicity of their relationship through her rose-colored glasses.

    After they ordered—the side of meatballs was her favorite, too—and got their wine delivered, Nicole leaned back in her chair. Allie was beautiful, intelligent, kind, and funny. What did this remarkable woman see in her?

    “Tell me one thing about yourself that makes you unique?” Allie’s husky voice brought Nicole’s internal temperature to a boiling point. Allie sipped her pinot, unaware of turning Nicole’s insides into a hot, sappy mess.

    Nicole blew out air to push the bangs out of her eyes. It did little to cool her off. She bought herself some time by sipping her wine. What made her unique? She had quirks, but other than that, Nicole couldn’t think of one exceptional thing she could offer someone. “I’m particular about organizing things. They have to be in a certain order, like my books. But my order makes sense to me.” She shrugged. “I’m afraid that makes me weird, not unique.”

    Allie licked a maroon drop from her glass, mesmerizing Nicole with her sexiness. Nicole pushed on. “I guess I’m not as unique as you may think. Many people have this…quirk.” She groaned—way to be smooth, Lancaster.

    Allie set her glass down and reached out, covering Nicole’s hand. Allie’s soothing, warm fingers calmed her before she got too nervous. She wanted to bottle this feeling and carry it with her everywhere. “Never underestimate your uniqueness, Nicole. You can call them quirks, but that changes nothing. You are exceptional and lovely.”

    “And you are a smooth talker.” Nicole didn’t bother to hide her grin. Allie had a way to make her feel visible, loved, and seen…really seen. “What are your—”

    “Quirks?” Allie’s smile, bright and light, lifted Nicole’s spirits higher. Then she winked. “I have plenty.” Time with Allie was never tedious and always good for her ego.

    The clinking of glasses at a nearby table brought her back to reality. Nicole shook her head and smiled. “Well. Are you going to share?”

    “Fair is fair.” Allie set her wineglass down and took a deep breath, her face intense. The transformation was sudden and unexpected. Nicole’s pulse quickened. That was some twist. Allie drew a deep breath. “It’s not a quirk per se. I—”

    The shrill of a phone pierced her ears. Nicole jumped.

    Allie frowned. The noise was coming from her purse. “I’m so sorry. I thought I turned it off. Give me a second.” She dug inside and fished for her cell. She glanced at the name on the screen and rose. “Excuse me. I must take this.”

    She dropped her linen napkin on the table and walked away from the table with the phone pressed to her ear. Her body looked wound tight, like an arrow ready to leave the bow.

    The waiter chose this moment to deliver their delicious-looking, mouthwatering, savory meatballs. “Would you like another glass of wine?”

    She raised her half-full glass. “I’m good, thank you.”

    Nicole glanced at Allie and tried to decipher her body language: hunched shoulders, a clenched fist, and rigid posture. Something wasn’t right. Allie stopped pacing, and their gazes met.

    Nicole tensed. Allie didn’t seem the type to pull the old trick and fake an emergency to cut their date short. Then again, she didn’t know Allie all that well.

    
     

    “This better be important,” Allie said as she answered the call.

    “Where are you?” Howard’s imposing voice filled Allie with trepidation. Her breath caught in her chest.

    “At dinner with Nicole Lancaster, sir.”

    “Any progress?”

    Why was he calling her now? What was so urgent? “I sent my report to Agent Taylor.”

    “I read the report, but need your honest opinion, Allie. Is it going anywhere? Have you found any evidence connecting Lancaster to the case?”

    It was going somewhere, but perhaps some place different from what Howard meant. Whether she could trust her gut and her heart weighed heavily on her mind. She sighed. “Except for a few minor developments, I don’t think Nicole is involved, sir.”

    “Elaborate.”

    Allie hesitated. She’d omitted some details from her report. “One cryptic conversation I overheard, but so far, it has led nowhere.”

    His silence spoke volumes. Allie waited. Finally, he said, “I just got a call from Agent Kostas. She got invited to another game. If Wysocki uses his poker game to hide shady business, we should focus on that. I need you to help Chris prepare and assist the FBI as before.”

    “Sir?” Damn. He was pulling her off Nicole.

    “These are your new orders, Agent Gordon,” Howard replied. “Be at the poker game with Taylor as your backup. Senator Fleming is attending her committee’s hearing next week, so the rest of the team is enough to cover her there.” He paused. She kept quiet and clenched her free hand. “After Monday, resume your duty as a team leader. Book your flight to California next week and use the extra time to coordinate with our liaison at the SFPD.”

    Unable to stay still, Allie returned to restless pacing. “Don, you can’t be serious. I’m not finished—”

    “Allie,” Howard interrupted her firmly. “You said it yourself. Lancaster is a dead end. After the Wysocki case—whatever the outcome—we should concentrate on Fleming’s San Francisco trip. We can’t afford to make mistakes.”

    “But sir—”

    “Yes, Agent?” His voice warned her to tread lightly.

    Allie squeezed her eyes shut for a second and bit her lip hard, tasting the coppery tanginess as she licked the trickle of blood. She had to tell Nicole first before she rejoined her team. An idea popped into her mind, one that might work.

    “May I request one change to the course of action?”

    “I’m listening.”

    “Give me a few days to complete my assignment with Lancaster after the poker game, and then I leave for San Francisco.”

    “Allie, do you think it’s wise?” His voice softened. “From what I’ve heard—”

    “Everything is under control, sir.” Allie kept her voice steady. “But I need to do it my way this time.” She almost said please, but showing her weakness in front of her superior was risky.

    “Fine,” Howard said. “But I want you in San Francisco by Thursday.”

    Allie took a deep breath. “Thank you, sir.” She hung up the phone and returned to their table.

    “Everything okay?” Nicole leaned over the table and reached for her hand, giving a gentle squeeze. It warmed Allie’s heart. She couldn’t remember the last time someone cared about her other than her fellow agents.

    “It was my boss.” Truth. “Something came up, and I have to leave town for a new assignment.” Also, truth. She had been on cloud nine a moment ago, and with Howard’s call, she’d plummeted to earth.

    The disappointment in Nicole’s eyes broke Allie’s heart. She never wanted to hurt her, not on purpose. Nicole lowered her head and swallowed hard. She avoided Allie’s eyes, keeping a stoic expression on her face.

    She reached for the strand of Nicole’s hair and tucked it behind her ear. “Hey. That’s not a brush-off or a goodbye.”

    Nicole’s shoulders dropped as she let out a heavy sigh. “How long will you be gone?”

    “I’m not sure. A few days?” Allie paused and chewed on a meatball. Delicious. It melted in her mouth, but her mind was too heavy to enjoy the flavors. She didn’t want to lie to Nicole more than she had to. She put her fork down. “I have to tell you something.”

    “What is it?” Nicole perked up and tilted her head. She didn’t let go of her hand. Was it a good sign? Allie had to believe they had a chance.

    “Nothing dramatic.” Now that she said it, Allie trapped herself between revealing her identity and leaving Nicole in the dark. Both choices had consequences. “Are you going to San Francisco with the senator next week?”

    “Yes, that’s the plan, but I might leave sooner.” The surprise on Nicole’s face was unmistakable. “How do you know about it?”

    “Fleming told me at the party. She also invited me to be her official photographer. And my boss wants me to take her up on it.” Allie supplied, sensing the suspicion in Nicole’s voice. Then her words registered. “Why are you leaving earlier?”

    “I’ve been doing job interviews and need to check on a few things when I’m back in San Francisco.” Nicole fiddled with her fork, pushing the meatballs around. “Wait? She asked you to go to California with us?”

    “Yes. I think it was a whim, but my boss thinks it could be worthwhile.” Allie held her breath. Did Nicole plan to quit? “Job interviews. Why?” she asked, keeping her voice steady. Did she make Nicole feel safe enough to share things with her? She sure hoped so.

    “I’ve been overwhelmed by my job and restless for some time. San Francisco is my home. It’s time for me to go home.” Nicole’s voice turned soft and dreamy.

    The tasty meatball turned into cement in her stomach, but Allie stayed silent, processing Nicole’s admission. If Nicole was off the senator’s staff, would they find time to see each other? Maybe it was for the best. Time apart could help to put this case into perspective.

    “I’m resigning as Fleming’s chief of staff, but I’m transitioning to take over as the state director of her home office,” Nicole added, as if sensing Allie’s internal turmoil. “The job interviews are for my replacement.”

    Allie nodded. That certainly made sense. Less travel, less pressure, similar duties, but at a lower-stress level. Still, the distance could threaten to break their fragile connection.

    Sebastian reappeared, looking at them expectantly. “Any room for dessert, ladies? We have an excellent selection.” He handed them laminated menus.

    Allie knew what she wanted. Her appetite had vanished with Howard’s call, but she could indulge in a scrumptious dessert. One in particular. Hands down, the best dessert she’d ever had.

    Nicole perused the offers, and her eyes lit up at whatever she saw. “I’m ready to order.”

    They both looked at Sebastian and said in unison, “Tiramisu.”

    At his raised eyebrows, Nicole burst into laughter. Allie joined in. She didn’t want to dwell on how uncanny it was. Or how easy it was to spend time with Nicole and be herself. Well, almost herself.

    Her phone chimed, and Allie peeked at it—a text from Chris.

    Agent Warner set up a meeting at headquarters in one hour. See you there, Chief.

    Dessert—and her confession—had to wait.

    “Can we get it to go, please?” Allie asked.

    After Sebastian bowed and left, she looked at Nicole and covered her hand with hers. “I’m sorry, I have to cut our evening short. Believe me when I say I’d rather spend more time with you than go on another work assignment.”

    Nicole lifted their intertwined hands and placed a kiss on Allie’s knuckles. “I believe you.”

    Allie finished her wine and pushed the plate with half-eaten meatballs away from her. She gazed at Nicole’s lovely face, the soft hazel hues in her eyes, and the sun-kissed tresses falling on her forehead. Why did she have to be so adorable? Nicole melted all her defenses, weakened her resolve to keep her feelings concealed, and made it impossible not to fall in love. Her heart pounded, and she had no remedy for her emotional meltdown. She believed Nicole was innocent, but she needed to be honest with her before it was too late.

    Sebastian returned with their spectacular-looking tiramisu placed in two plastic containers, interrupting her thoughts.

    She rolled her shoulders to release tension and followed Nicole to her car.

    On the drive to Nicole’s place, they both stayed silent. Nicole glanced her way several times but said nothing. How unsettling everything was. Allie wouldn’t call herself indecisive. In her line of work, making quick decisions under pressure was her forte. With Nicole, her decision-making skills flew out the window.

    As they stood by the door, Allie blew out a shaky breath. “Are you okay?”

    “Yes.” Nicole squeezed her hand. “I’m okay.”

    “Are we okay?” That was a million-dollar question. No relationship could survive secrecy and evasiveness. What if Nicole never forgave her when she learned the truth? So many unanswered questions swirled in her mind, making her dizzy. What if, what if, what if.

    “Yes.” Nicole’s voice trembled, but she took a deep breath and steadied. “I need some time to process what’s happening. There’s so much going on right now. At my work. In my life. It seems we both need time to process.”

    Why did it feel like they were saying their last goodbye?

    She pulled Nicole closer, mindful of the precious tiramisu in their hands, and pressed her lips to Nicole’s in a deep, scorching kiss. Nicole didn’t hesitate. Her free hand sneaked into Allie’s hair, dragging her closer with a gentle force. Their lips and tongues connected in an intricate dance, as if it were their last kiss ever.

    How the dessert survived, she didn’t know, but they managed to keep it intact.

    “That was some kiss.” Nicole pulled away and raised an eyebrow. Slightly out of breath and with her blushing cheeks, she looked delectable.

    Allie rubbed Nicole’s lower lip with her thumb. “Thank you for a lovely evening.”

    Nicole’s tongue darted out, and she licked Allie’s finger. “The pleasure was all mine.”

    The moan came out of nowhere, and she bit her lip, resting her forehead on Nicole’s. “Damn. I have to go.”

    “I know.”

    Allie hesitated. She had to come clean. Soon. And Howard had given her the green light to end her undercover role on her own terms. “You know, my assignment might not take me long. May I call you when I’m free? I want to see you.”

    “Yes, of course. Anytime, anywhere.” Nicole’s wide grin matched the twinkle in her eyes.

    Allie couldn’t help but grin back. A lightness in her chest made her giddy. She wasn’t alone in this. “Name the place, and I’ll be there.”

    Nicole hummed, pretending to think. “Do you know the lesbian bar called Double Rainbow?”

    “I’ve been there.” Allie went with another truth. “It was memorable.”

    Their parting kiss, deep and sensual, took a permanent residence in Allie’s frontal cortex as she drove home. So, Nicole picked Double Rainbow for their next date—a place where she’d spent some Friday nights searching for one-night stands. Was it a familiar territory where Nicole could pretend Allie was just another conquest?

    No matter. Allie couldn’t go on pretending. As far as Howard was concerned, her undercover duties were over. She was ready to reveal herself to Nicole and resume her protective duty.

    But first, she had another poker game to attend.

    

  
    Chapter Twenty-One

    

    “Agent Kostas is ready. She’s a natural,” Agent Warner assured Allie over the phone. “I’ll call back later with an update.”

    Allie ended the call and fell back on the bed amidst the scattered documents. She’d spent all Sunday and Monday morning perusing reports from her team and debriefing with the FBI. Fatigue settled over her like a heavy fog, rendering her brain mushy and useless. She wasn’t too proud to admit she missed Nicole. Terribly.

    Allie’s mind was still spinning from their date when her cell rang. Her eyes closed, she searched for the phone and answered, without looking at the caller ID, “Gordon.”

    “Allie?”

    Nicole’s voice brought her to reality, and she grimaced at her blunder. “Nicole. I was thinking about you.”

    “Who’s Gordon?” The skeptical notes in Nicole’s voice made Allie’s throat constrict.

    She had to think fast. This had to be her last lie, forever. “I’m sitting in my hotel room, expecting a call from the bar downstairs. I ordered Gordon’s Gin. I was out and about, so I gave them my cell number. I thought it was the bar calling to confirm my order.”

    “Gordon’s Gin? Is it that dry, complex, zero-sugar drink that tastes like licorice?” Amusement and disgust in Nicole’s voice made Allie chuckle. “I tried it once, and my verdict is yuck.”

    “True.” She sighed loud enough to suggest regret in her drink choices. Gin was never her favorite. She hated to invent more lies. “I worked in London on an assignment a few years ago and got introduced to that stuff by locals. And here’s a little trivia for you, Miss Finicky. Gordon’s was Ernest Hemingway’s favorite gin.”

    Nicole snorted. “If we are going for trivia here, let me amaze you with my skills. Do you know that Gordon’s Gin was in the Vesper cocktail invented by James Bond in Casino Royale?”

    “Well. You might beat me in gin trivia if there’s such a game.” Allie teased. “So, how are you, Nicole? It’s lovely to hear your voice.”

    “I’m fine. Sorry to bother you when you’re working, but I’ve missed you,” Nicole replied. Allie let out a breath of relief that Nicole didn’t press further. “How’s your assignment going? Any chance we can meet sooner?”

    The hope rose. A day without seeing Nicole seemed like a lifetime. “I’ve missed you, too.” Allie grinned. “I might be able to arrange it. I’ll call you.”

    “Yes, please.”

    The deep sigh and the longing in Nicole’s voice brought tears to Allie’s eyes. She was ready to tell her everything right then and there. Almost. But it wasn’t a phone conversation. How did you tell someone you fell for them and lied to them in one breath? Allie had no experience with that. One thing she was certain of, though. The confession had to be face-to-face.

    Allie dropped the phone on the bed and groaned. Not knowing what the future held was double the torture, but it was pointless to dwell on things out of her control. Allie meditated, trying to relax her mind and body, but the soothing routine failed to calm her.

    Her cell rang two hours later.

    “Agent Gordon.” Warner’s voice dripped with excitement. “The game is on tonight at 1800.”

    
     

    Chris was ready to go when Allie and Jack climbed inside the FBI van—Helm and Sons Plumbing this time.

    “Remember, you are there to observe and report. No heroics,” Agent Warner instructed, adjusting her mic. “Stick to the plan.”

    “Yes, ma’am.” Chris put on a brave face, but Allie watched her closely. Chris scraped a hand through her blond locks and closed her eyes, taking a few calming breaths.

    Allie patted her shoulder, waiting for Chris to look at her. “We’ll be here the whole time. If you see any signs of danger or discomfort, you leave.”

    Chris nodded and smoothed her pristine suit, taking another deep breath. She stepped out, passed a dozen fancy vehicles parked along the street, and mingled with the arriving guests.

    Allie shut the van’s door and sat near Jack, watching the monitors like a hawk.

    Chris joined the stream of guests, following a group down to the basement. The guard at the door demanded an invitation, and a few seconds later, Chris disappeared behind the door.

    And their monitors turned dark. Nothing but static.

    “What the hell happened?” Allie swiveled on her stool and faced Barbara Warner.

    Warner’s mystified face matched hers. She pushed a few buttons on the keyboard, but nothing changed. “Our equipment is state-of-the-art.”

    “Signal jammers?” Taylor suggested. “If there’s anything substantial to the loan shark rumors, Wysocki could’ve equipped this room with gadgets to scramble the Wi-Fi signals and block audio and video transmission.”

    “Chris is blind.” Allie stared at the screens, willing them to come to life, but to no avail. “We have to go after her.”

    The rational part of her brain insisted that Wysocki wouldn’t do anything drastic in front of the hoard of witnesses if Chris blew her cover. Her emotional side sent pulsing triggers straight to the old wound in her shoulder, and she winced at a sudden onset of pain.

    “Let’s wait.” Taylor’s calm voice stopped the wave of nausea. “Give Chris a chance. She’s resourceful.”

    Allie resisted the urge to pace. The van had no room for her favorite thinking exercise. Her mind raced, creating scenarios in her head, one more disastrous than the other. She scoffed at herself. It was a poker game, not a money exchange at a dark warehouse.

    Thirty minutes later, their monitors came to life as Chris’s camera turned on, and she dashed toward the stairs, the video shaky. “I faked a quick bathroom break,” she whispered. “Wysocki is unquestionably a loan shark who’s laundering money. There’s a ledger.”

    “What ledger?” Agent Warner asked, glancing at Allie. Her eyes were wide with excitement. “We need that ledger.”

    “I’m going to get it,” Chris said into the mirror as if she heard them. Her flip-flop reflection winked. She washed her hands and left the bathroom.

    The monitors returned to static.

    “No, no, no.” Allie pushed her chair back, the urge to pace returning in full force. “She can’t go after the ledger alone. That’s too risky.” Chris was never reckless, but she was fierce and fearless. “We need someone else inside. Now.”

    “Who?” Agent Warner looked between her and Taylor. “None of us dressed for this event, and we’d stick out like sore thumbs.”

    She was right. Even if Allie could pass as a socialite, she still lacked an invitation. She chewed on her lip. A conversation from two weeks ago made her think of a name.

    “Mitzi,” she said.

    Taylor nodded with approval. “That could work.”

    Confusion on Agent Warner’s face was almost comical. “Who’s Mitzi?”

    Allie took off her jacket. Her plain navy T-shirt and jeans would work. “Mitzi’s one of the catering staff. Agent Kostas met her during our initial surveillance phase.”

    She released her hair barrette to let her hair down and shook it, creating a messy look, then jumped out of the van and padded toward the back entrance where the catering crew had parked their van. The place was empty, except for a woman in her mid-forties, wearing a white catering uniform and a matching skullcap.

    “How’s it going?” Allie asked, leaning on the white van, hands in her pockets.

    “And you are?” The woman put down the crate filled with champagne bottles and folded her arms.

    “I’m looking for Mitzi.”

    The woman lifted the crate, dismissing Allie. “Don’t know anyone by that name.”

    Allie knew how to read people. The flicker of surprise was fleeting, but it was there. Okay then. Time to employ a new tactic. “I’m trying to find my friend Chris. I don’t have an invitation, but I must talk to her.” She inserted an extra pleading into her voice.

    Mitzi—of course it was her—almost dropped the bottles, sliding them on the back of the van. “You? Friends with Chris?”

    Allie narrowed her eyes. What was that supposed to mean? Was it so hard to believe Chris could have older, ordinary friends? Possibly. Chris was the epitome of awesomeness. “Her sister had a last-minute surgery, and I want to let Chris know. I couldn’t reach her on her phone. Is there a way you can get me inside?”

    “And how do you know Chris?”

    Oh, for God’s sake. Allie took a deep breath to ground herself. “I was maid of honor at her sister’s wedding. I must talk to her.”

    “Okay.” Mitzi reached inside the van and handed her a white catering coat. “You can use the company jacket.”

    Allie thanked Mitzi and followed her inside, picking up a tray with wine glasses on their way to the basement. She blended in with the catering crew, moving around with ease. Nobody paid her any attention.

    The burly guard outside the secret room leered at her. Where did Sergei find these guys? Not professionals, for sure, more like Mafia enforcers. All muscles and no brains. The uniform gave her easy access to the secret room. Open sesame!

    Allie held her breath as she stepped inside. The dim light provided a film noir-esque atmosphere, revealing two octagonal-shaped tables set with enough distance between them to allow for privacy. What did she expect? A seedy dungeon? Well, yes. She did.

    Allie moved around the closest table and offered wine to the players. She reached Chris at the second table and leaned over her. “Wine?”

    “No, thank you,” Chris replied and lifted her head. Her eyes widened enough to reveal her surprise, but her body remained languid and unmoved. Chris was getting so much better at keeping her reactions under control.

    “Room is sterile,” Allie whispered, her eyes trained on Sergei and Dasha, huddled in the corner and talking animatedly. “We need to talk.”

    Chris inclined her head ever so slightly, acknowledging her request.

    Allie finished her rounds until all her wine was gone. She left the room without another glance and strolled upstairs to mingle with wandering guests and caterers. She snatched another tray filled with hors d’oeuvres from a passing server.

    Chris found her twenty minutes later, picked up a smoked trout croquette nestled on a festive paper napkin, and took a cautious bite. “Mmm, that’s delicious.” She checked behind her and asked. “You didn’t hear or see anything?”

    “Nothing except the part about a ledger. It got Warner very excited.” Allie held the tray high and pointed at various delicatessens. “Give me a quick summary.”

    Chris nodded and swallowed her food. “The games downstairs are payback. Everyone at my table threw their hand here or there, and those who won a big pot asked Dasha to exchange their chips for money. I suspect the cash she brought back didn’t match the winnings.”

    Allie mulled over that information. “So, Sergei lends someone money. They come to the high rollers’ table and lose on purpose as a payback to make it look legitimate.”

    “That’s my assessment, yes.” Chris finished the croquette and reached for another one.

    “Any shills?” Allie wouldn’t put it past Sergei to have a planted accomplice at his games.

    “Hard to say.” Chris scratched her head, thinking. “There was no pattern in winning games. Come to think of it, everyone at my table won the big pot at least once.” She stuffed another morsel into her mouth and grunted. “Except me.”

    “So, it’s safe to assume that most of the high rollers are borrowers who use these games to repay their loans.”

    They moved around a room and stopped by a window facing an empty backyard. Allie chewed on her lower lip and said, “Here’s a thought. Wysocki uses proceeds from his illegal activities to fund legitimate businesses. His games and fundraising serve as the layering stage for financial transactions, and cleaned paybacks help to purchase real estate as part of his legitimate enterprise, and finance political campaigns.”

    Chris nodded in agreement and grabbed a stuffed parmesan mushroom, savoring the taste, eyes rolling in sheer ecstasy. “Sorry, Chief.” Chris swallowed the rest of it. “I was too nervous to eat earlier.”

    “But how does it tie to the Fleming assassination plot?”

    “That’s the question.”

    “Tell me about the ledger.” They moved around the room to avoid attention as Allie offered the food on her tray to a few mingling guests.

    “Sergei and Dasha spent some time whispering in the corner in Russian. At one point, Sergei handed her a black leather-bound book and told her to put it back in a safe.”

    Allie had to keep her jaw from dropping. “You speak Russian?”

    “A little. I took one semester in college because I liked a girl.”

    Of course. There was always a girl.

    If Wysocki kept the names of all his debtors in that ledger, the FBI would nail him.

    “I’m certain Wysocki is Dasha’s father,” she blurted.

    Chris’s eyes widened. “Oh my God, you’re right. Why didn’t I notice it before?”

    “It occurred to me during the last game,” Allie confessed. “I kept it to myself because there was no proof.”

    “What do we do now?” Chris finished the last appetizer and wiped her fingers on a napkin.

    “We need Dasha’s confession.” Allie dropped the empty tray on the table. “Get Dasha away from Wysocki and bring her to us.”

    She watched Chris leave and returned to the van.

    “Excellent job.” Warner twisted in her chair. “How did you know Wysocki is Volkova’s real father?”

    Allie sank into the chair and searched for Chris on the monitors. “I watched them together last time and noticed the similarities besides their facial features and the gap in their front teeth. The way they both tilt their heads while listening. Certain hand gestures.”

    Warner frowned. “That might complicate the situation. Can Agent Kostas convince Volkova to lead us to the ledger?”

    That was a risky gamble. If Dasha’s loyalty lay with Wysocki, they were screwed. Allie ran everything she observed about Dasha through her mental catalog. A reluctant hostess and hardly an adoring daughter, if she kept that a secret. Did they have a chance?

    “We shall see,” Allie replied. She clasped her fingers tight, wincing at the pain—time to find out if her gut feeling was right or wrong. She peered into the screen until she spotted Chris and Dasha by the window. Alone.

    Good.

    “Sorry, you’ve lost all your money, Chris. I know how much you wanted to win for your sister.”

    “About that…” Chris bit her lip. “May I ask you a personal question?”

    Dasha nodded.

    “Last week, you said you work for Wysocki because you owed him. Would you take a chance if there was a way for your debt to disappear and set you free?”

    Dasha didn’t hesitate. “In a heartbeat. I hate this place and this job.”

    “I need to tell you something. Promise to hear me out and not get mad.”

    “What’s the matter?” Dasha’s impatience reached her voice.

    Chris took a deep breath. “The FBI has been watching Sergei for a while, and someone is listening to our conversation now.”

    Dasha gasped. “What?”

    “Hey, hey.” Chris moved closer and whispered, “If you help, you’ll get immunity, if you need it. I promise.”

    Allie turned to Warner for confirmation. It was an easy gamble. If she desired the ledger, the immunity would be a piece of cake.

    Warner dipped her head in acknowledgment. “Yes, I can make that happen.”

    “Excellent.” Allie kept watching the screen.

    “Can you leave now without notice?” Chris continued.

    Dasha glanced at her watch. “The last game ended ten minutes ago. Sergei is doing the books in his office. I have thirty minutes. Tops.”

    “See the Helm and Sons Plumbing white van? Stroll there. I’ll be right behind you.”

    A few minutes later, the door slid open, and they crowded into the van.

    Allie led Dasha to an empty chair. Dasha’s eyes narrowed. “I saw you inside. Who are you people?”

    She resembled a caged animal, frightened and ready to bite, so Allie kept her voice soft and calming. “Ms. Volkova, this is FBI Agent Warner. She’s the person to grant you immunity.”

    Dasha crossed her arms. Her eyes darted between them. Her expression emitted distrust. “Could someone please tell me what’s going on?”

    Chris kneeled in front of her and took Dasha’s hands.

    “That day in the hospital when we met, I wasn’t visiting my sister because I don’t have one. I was there to meet you.”

    Dasha tried to pull her hands away. “You lied to me. Why?”

    Chris let go of Dasha’s hand but didn’t move an inch. “I’m a Secret Service agent working undercover to find out who’s behind the threats against Senator Fleming, and I—”

    “What? Why?” Dasha stayed rigid, as though she was still fuming from Chris’s revelation.

    Allie took over. “My name is Allie Gordon. My team has been guarding Lilian Fleming for the last two and a half weeks. We got intel that someone on the inside of Fleming’s staff might be involved—”

    “And you suspected me?” Dasha interrupted, her frustration genuine.

    Allie grimaced. Being honest could backfire, but she was determined to do so. “You were one of the prime suspects.”

    Dasha frowned, giving them a blank look. “Why me?”

    “Your background revealed unexplained money transactions,” Allie replied.

    “I knew it would happen.” Dasha rubbed her face and sighed. “What do you want to know?”

    “Did Sergei Wysocki ever ask you anything about the senator, her views on the current political issues, or her public appearances?” She asked.

    Dasha kept staring at Chris as if Allie wasn’t there. “What does Sergei have to do with any of this?”

    “Dasha, we wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.” Chris chimed in. “We suspect there are political motives behind the threats.”

    Dasha sighed. “No. Sergei never asked me about Senator Fleming. Sorry if I’m no help.”

    “Wysocki is your father,” Chris said—a statement, not a question.

    Dasha’s pale cheeks blushed, and she swallowed hard. “Yes. I didn’t realize it when I first met him. He helped my family through a desperate situation and offered me a way to repay him. I discovered why he was so generous one night, about two and a half weeks ago.”

    Allie tensed up. The night of their first surveillance. She exchanged glances with Chris, who nodded and asked, “What happened?”

    “When the games were over and everyone had left, I was in his upstairs study, leaving the payment invoices for the catering company and the dealers, when the door opened, and Sergei walked in with a man I didn’t recognize. I hid behind the bookcase and overheard their conversation.” Dasha’s voice was angsty and soft. “The man—Sergei kept calling him bratok, bro, or mate, in Russian—asked about me and if I was available to offer any special favors.”

    “That bastard.” Chris’s nostrils flared as she pounded her fist on the van’s floor.

    Dasha shuddered. “Sergei grabbed him by his tie and scowled. He said, ‘Dasha is off limits. She’s my daughter, and you should keep your dirty hands away from her.’ The man laughed and replied that Sergei’s hands were much dirtier than his, and using me in his money laundering scheme was disgusting and genius.”

    Allie glanced at Barbara Warner, whose eyes gleamed as she typed a few notes on her iPad. They had received their first confirmation of the illegal business Sergei was running. Warner’s excitement was well justified.

    Chris squeezed Dasha’s hand. “I bet you were in shock.”

    Dasha nodded, tears streaming down her face. “Apparently, my mother owed him money when my parents moved here with two little kids, before I was born. Guess what was her first payment?” Allie clenched her jaw as she watched Dasha’s emotional pain. “I confronted my mother that night, and she had a stroke. It was all my fault.” Dasha covered her face, sobbing softly.

    Allie processed the information, waiting for Dasha to calm down. Something still baffled her. “Why are you indebted to him?”

    Dasha wiped away her tears and looked at them as if gauging the level of trust, then she let out a long breath. “Three years ago, I finished my bachelor’s degree in political science and communications, and before I joined the senator’s staff, I did a congressional internship. Minimum pay, student loans, mortgage on my parents’ home…We were struggling.”

    Dasha stared into the distance for a moment. Whatever she was reminiscing about, they needed to give her time.

    “And then my father—the man who raised me—was diagnosed with lung cancer. Stage II.” Dasha’s voice was subdued and devoid of any emotion. Then she took another deep breath. “My parents immigrated from Russia and worked odd jobs that didn’t offer health benefits. I found a private clinic that would perform the surgery, but they required a $30,000 down payment. We didn’t have that kind of money. We were desperate.”

    “What did you do?” Chris asked.

    Dasha’s eyes welled up with more tears. “I’d heard about Sergei. He’s well-known in the Russian community—successful, powerful, and oh so generous.” Dasha turned to face them. “Mom told me to stay away from him. Of course, I heard the rumors he was a loan shark, but I was frantic. So, I called Sergei.”

    “Had you met him before that?” Allie glanced at Agent Warner to make sure she was taking notes.

    “No. In hindsight, I wish I’d never asked him for help.” Dasha hiccupped and sighed. “But he came through and paid for the whole thing—surgery to remove the tumor and post-surgical treatments, chemo, radiation—everything. Right then, Senator Fleming offered a press assistant position. It paid more money than the internship. I was making monthly payments to Sergei with no interest, so everything was going smoothly until the cancer recurred. It spread to the lymph nodes, and Dad needed more treatments, more therapy. I tried to get a bank loan, but with all my debt and not enough income, I couldn’t qualify, so I went back to Sergei. My debt to him doubled, and I wailed in his office, grateful for his help and hopeless that it would take me ages to repay him.”

    Dasha sniffed, and Allie handed her a Kleenex. Dasha nodded and swallowed hard, as if reining in her emotions.

    Then she continued, “He made me an offer, and I signed the deal with a devil. I’d host his poker games and help organize fundraisers. He’d pay me a salary—direct deposits to my account from one of his shell companies—that I would withdraw the next day to make a cashier’s check for my monthly installments. That’s when I first suspected he was doing something illegal.”

    “You could’ve stopped working for him and found another way to pay off your debt,” Chris said, squeezing Dasha’s hand.

    “He made me sign a one-year contract. When I realized he was using me, I went to confront him. He showed me the small print on the contract, which I had never bothered to read. I could quit at any time, but then I would have to repay the remaining balance within thirty days.” Dasha glanced around, eyes full of tears, watching them and their reaction. “I got scared. If I crossed him, he would turn me in as his accomplice, and I’d lose everything.”

    “So, you kept working for him,” Allie stated. It was easy not to judge. People did desperate things in desperate situations.

    “Yes.” Dasha hung her head. Then she clasped her hands together and pleaded, “Please. I have a few months left, and then it will be over. What do you want me to do?”

    “Tell us about the ledger,” Warner said. She’d stayed silent, letting them get what they needed until it was her turn. “Where does he keep it?”

    Allie squeezed Dasha’s shoulder, encouraging her to speak. Dasha swallowed and nodded. “In the safe upstairs. I have the code.”

    Warner gestured toward the door, and Dasha paled. “Now?”

    Agent Warner gave her a wide grin. “No time like the present.”

    Chris looked at Allie with panicked eyes. “I’m going with her.” Her tone didn’t leave any room for arguing.

    Allie’s throat tightened. Too risky with Wysocki in the house, but she nodded. “Keep the camera on. At any point you think you’re in danger—both of you—use the safe word.”

    Chris saluted. “Bananas.”

    Allie let out a heavy sigh as soon as Chris and Dasha left the van. She glanced at Taylor, who squeezed her hand, and they both turned to watch the monitors.

    Warner grabbed her cell. “I’m calling the troops.”

    Allie kept track of Chris’s movements. Upstairs in Sergei’s study, Dasha headed to the gorgeous Monet on the wall and pushed it aside, revealing a steel safe behind it.

    “Is that painting fake, you think?” Warner asked.

    “I’m not an expert.” Allie glanced at the art long enough to recognize it but not to judge its authenticity. “With Sergei’s money and influence—”

    The distant voices intervened with the silence of the room.

    “Shit. Someone is coming.” Chris whispered.

    Dasha entered the code and opened the door, revealing a leather-bound book on top of a few folders and a stack of hundred-dollar bills. Chris grabbed the ledger. The camera moved quickly, then spun around, and something struck the wall with a dull thud. Within a second, the screens turned dark.

    Allie strained her ears to catch any sounds because the visuals were dead. Heavy breathing. Lips smacking. A moan. A moan? What the—

    It took Allie a minute to connect the dots. Kissing while undercover to avoid being caught? “Clever girl,” she murmured.

    “She thinks quick on her feet,” Taylor added.

    Warner grinned. “The oldest trick in the book.”

    “Works every time.” Allie grinned back.

    “What are you doing here?” A man’s loud voice grated in Allie’s ear, and she grasped the desk. Sergei? His voice had sinister undertones.

    Someone exhaled.

    Dasha’s voice came through. “Sergei, hi.”

    In the dim foyer, shadows covered Sergei’s face, and Allie couldn’t make out his expression.

    “This is Chris, my girlfriend.” Dasha’s voice held a challenge, as if saying I dare you to say something homophobic.

    Sergei nodded and walked away without another word.

    Chris whispered. “Bananas. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

    “Where’s the cavalry?” Allie asked.

    “On the way,” Warner replied. “White Collar Crime unit and the local police. ETA three minutes.”

    She took a deep breath. Almost over. A series of movements later, the camera switched to the front yard. Shrieks and sounds of running disturbed the peaceful night.

    “The troops are here.” Warner checked her gun, put on her blazer, and stepped out of the van.

    “What now?” Taylor turned off the monitor.

    Allie glanced at him. “We follow.”

    A few remaining guests gathered on the side while Sergei stood in the middle, surrounded by the police. His calm face contrasted with the fury in his gray eyes. Warner showed him something resembling a search warrant.

    Wysocki’s lazy smile seemed strained. “All my games are legal. Go ahead. Search, but you’re wasting your time, Agent.” He glared at Dasha, and his eyes narrowed. “What did you tell them? You conniving little bitch. After everything I’ve done for you and your family?”

    Dasha stood her ground and didn’t flinch. “I did it to protect my family. You were never a part of it.”

    Sergei lurched forward. The cops, two burly guys, struggled to hold him back. “Whatever she told you, take it with a grain of salt. She’s a liar and a manipulator.” Sergei pushed his shoulders back and scowled. “I have the best lawyers in DC. I’m going to walk.”

    “Not when we hand the FBI this.” Chris showed him the ledger.

    Wysocki’s pale skin turned ashen. He bared his teeth and growled at her.

    Warner beamed a megawatt smile and turned to her team. “Turn this place upside down. Search for anything related to his loan shark and money laundering activities. Cash, record books, IOUs, or betting slips.” She took the ledger and turned to Allie. “Great job. This is our jurisdiction now. I’ll get the immunity for Volkova.”

    Allie shook her hand. “Keep me in the loop if you find anything in the ledger or his house that helps my team with the Fleming situation.”

    Warner nodded and led Wysocki away.

    Allie lifted her head. The dark clouds blocked the natural light. The breeze ruffled her curls.

    “What do you think?” she asked Taylor. “Any ties to the threats, or your typical money laundering loan shark coincidentally involved with Fleming’s staff member?”

    “Coincidences are rare.” Taylor rubbed his face.

    “Hmm.” She didn’t believe in coincidences either. “Let’s hope Warner finds something that connects Wysocki to the threats. Otherwise, it’s another dead end.”

    “At least we helped to catch a scumbag.”

    “That we did.” Allie glanced behind at Chris and Dasha and shouted. “Who needs a ride home?”

    After dropping everyone off, she called Nicole to invite her to Double Rainbow. Nicole’s enthusiastic and husky reply sent pleasant shivers through her body. A few days had done nothing to dampen Allie’s growing attraction. Nicole made her feel so many emotions she’d kept buried deep inside.

    Back in her apartment, Allie puffed out her cheeks and whispered, “I hope she understands why I had to lie.” A nagging worry resurfaced. What if Nicole never forgave her for the deceit?

    She shook her head and exhaled slowly. She had a lot to lose, but Nicole deserved the truth.

    

  
    Chapter Twenty-Two

    

    When Nicole entered Double Rainbow, her eyes immediately locked onto the lonely figure at the bar dressed in a plain white T-shirt and dark blue jeans, facing away from the door. The familiarity of her pose flooded her with flashbacks of a mysterious woman at this bar weeks ago—the same woman who’d kept haunting her dreams.

    Nicole replayed the visions in her mind as the pleasant flutter in her stomach churned. How could it be? Had Allie been the alluring stranger at the bar? Was she stalking her? Was this some game she’d inadvertently played? Nicole stumbled and grabbed the nearest table. She didn’t believe in coincidences, but how was it possible?

    She took a deep breath, marched straight to the bar, and demanded, “It was you, wasn’t it?” The faint scent of jasmine and rose tickled her nostrils, and she inhaled, stopping short at the memories. Overwhelming, intoxicating. It was her.

    “Oh, Nicole, hi. It was me, where?” Allie’s genuine surprise wouldn’t deter her.

    “I saw you here after I met you at the airport. You’ve been haunting my dreams.”

    “Yes,” Allie admitted. “I was here.”

    “But why…I mean…I don’t understand.” Nicole frowned. “Were you following me?”

    “I can explain.”

    Nicole folded her arms, waiting. Yes, an explanation would be helpful.

    Allie took a deep breath and mumbled, “I hope I’m doing the right thing.” She took Nicole’s hand. “My name is Allie Gordon, but I’m not a photographer. Not as a profession, anyway.”

    Nicole stepped back and bumped up against a barstool. She sat down and rubbed her forehead. “Gordon?” The name from their conversation a few days ago. “Dry and complex?”

    “I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you before.” Allie spun the barstool around to face her directly.

    Her subdued expression made Nicole’s heart race even faster. Nerve-racking was too weak a description for the lava boiling inside. Her stomach twitched, and she swallowed, prepared for the worst. “Why the pretense? Are you a con artist?” After Tori’s revelation last week, her diminished ability to trust anyone had vanished completely. She couldn’t endure another blow.

    Allie chuckled. “No, I’m not a con artist. I’m a Secret Service agent, working undercover on the senator’s case.”

    Secret Service agent? Not a con artist trying to scam her? The relief from the news didn’t come, but the name sparked another, more distant memory, and she whispered, staring at Allie, “Chief Gordon?”

    “Yes. How do you know?”

    “Agent Taylor mentioned your name once. It didn’t register then. I thought it was some big old guy, their superior, who sits in his gigantic office and gives orders, like Charlie and his angels.”

    Corners of Allie’s lips twitched. “No, I’m not a big old guy, as you can see.” She tried to caress her cheek, but Nicole flinched and backed away. “And I’m not an angel.”

    “Yes, I can see that.” Perhaps a fallen angel? She shook her head to dispel the image.

    Allie hurried on, “We had minimal information to identify where the threats to Senator Fleming were coming from, but a few…um…developments suggested that someone on the senator’s staff was involved.”

    Nicole stiffened but said nothing. What was there to say? So she waited.

    “Based on the FBI intel, Dasha Volkova and you were the prime suspects. Dasha had some unexplained financial issues. And you were Fleming’s closest confidant, involved in all her planning and traveling. My assignment was to get closer to you.”

    The unpleasant flutter in her chest ached, and Nicole’s body went cold. She expected that, and it still hurt. “I’m a suspect in the assassination threats against Senator Fleming. Are you kidding me?”

    “You were a suspect, but when I met you and spent some time with you, I knew in my heart you were not involved.” Allie flinched. The patrons crammed around the bar, placing their drink orders. The music beat pulsed all around them, and Allie scooted closer. “I broke all my rules because I was attracted to you from the moment we met. I tried to tell you the truth many times, but couldn’t, not while I was undercover.”

    Nicole raised her hand, unable to keep the conflicting emotions hidden. She was an open book. Everyone told her so. She was sure her face showed how crushed she felt.

    Allie watched her intently with pleading eyes, as if hoping for a miracle.

    Nicole had to look away to block the imploring look and to gather her thoughts. She took a step back. Her chin trembled. She needed to know some things before ending this sham of a date for good. “Were you undercover when we met at the airport? Or when you agreed to come and spend a week in San Francisco with me? When we kissed with a promise of tomorrow? Was that all a part of the case?”

    “Not the first time, but later, yes, meeting you was intentional—”

    “So, everything was a lie,” Nicole finished steadily. It was hard to breathe, but she would not let this affect her. She would not cry.

    “No, not everything.” Allie grabbed her hand.

    She turned back and withdrew her hand from Allie’s firm, gentle fingers. Such a contradiction. One of the many things she lo—

    No. She wasn’t going there. “Don’t you dare tell me you were attracted to me while doing your job. I’m not one of your assignments, Agent Gordon.”

    “Nicole, you are not an assignment. I care about you a lot.” Allie’s voice shook.

    “Stop.” She was on a roll. “Stop pretending you care about me. I don’t believe a word you say. I’m tired of all the games and lies. At least be honest and tell me the truth.”

    “I am telling the truth. I care about you. This game, as you call it, is bigger than you and me. It is part of my job. I took an oath to serve and protect. It has nothing to do with the way I feel about you.” Allie grasped her hand and stroked it with her thumb. “Please, look at me.”

    Nicole raised her head and stared into Allie’s eyes. They say the eyes are the windows to our souls. Nicole kept looking, searching for the truth in those dark blue eyes with golden flecks shining under the fluorescent lights of the bar. Allie’s gaze never wavered. Nicole wanted to believe her more than anything. Years ago, someone she loved had shattered her heart. Now it was happening again. Love was nothing but a heartless bitch.

    Allie took a step closer. She lifted her hand to touch Nicole’s bottom lip. The caress was gentle and tender. She trembled. Allie kissed her then. It was passionate and hot, as though she was trying to convey all her feelings and emotions through this simple act of intimacy. Nicole surrendered because all her pent-up energy and frustration were unwilling to be buried inside.

    The kiss lasted minutes, though it felt like hours, and she craved more. Allie leaned in and captured Nicole’s mouth in another kiss that curled her toes and sent heat through her whole body. Nicole moaned. Everything faded except for the heat of Allie’s body pressed against her, Allie’s tongue tracing her lips, her heart racing. The intoxicating scent of jasmine made her weak in the knees. Nicole whimpered when that kiss also ended. Too soon.

    “I do care about you,” Allie whispered.

    “What?” Nicole blinked. Her heart and mind were out of balance as her memory ran through every one of Irene’s lies. All the promises she’d made, and all she’d broken. Allie was different. But was she? Lies, nothing but lies. The reality hit her hard. Her feelings for Allie were more intense than she’d ever felt for anyone, including Irene, but it didn’t matter. Allie had broken her trust. Nicole couldn’t handle that right now.

    “I can’t. I need to go.” She stroked Allie’s arm as her eyes filled with unshed tears. Then she left, not looking back.

    “Nicole, wait. Wait. Damn it.”

    She covered her ears as she ran and ducked into an alley near the bar. People milled around, and laughter and conversations flowed in the air. It was easy to blend in. The light rain felt warm on her skin, but sent shivers along her arms. August in Washington was predictably unpredictable.

    She peeked around the corner.

    Allie ran out and stopped, glancing in all directions, searching for her. Allie Gordon. She whispered the name, tasting it on her lips, rolling it on her tongue. It would take time for her brain to adjust to the reality. Was Allie real? Had she lied about everything? Was any of it true?

    Nicole moved further into the shadows. How could she be so stupid? She wanted to scream into the sky at the universe and ask why. She lifted her face and let the mist hit it, mindless of the discomfort of getting drenched. Nothing compared to a broken heart and disappointment. When she glanced toward the bar again, Allie was gone.

    Nicole sighed. She touched her swollen lips, and the taste of Allie lingered there, sending tingles all over. Their attraction was never in question, but if their relationship started with a lie—no matter the reason—could she trust anything Allie had said or done based on that one big lie? What other things had she lied about? Was her mother dead, or was it part of the cover story? Did Allie like poetry, or had she researched Nicole’s likes and dislikes? How could she trust her?

    Oh. Charade. Their movie night in San Francisco. No wonder Allie asked all those questions. Was she trying to gauge her reaction? Nicole shrugged them off then, but how could she have predicted it would happen to her? Again. Now she faced a tough choice.

    Should she go back to occasional one-night stands? No promises, no commitments, no emotional attachments. And maybe that’s all she deserved or was capable of right now.

    

  
    Chapter Twenty-Three

    

    On Saturday, Tori stood on the balcony of her executive top-floor suite, enjoying the gentle morning breeze caressing her face and watching the passersby below, going on about their uncomplicated lives. Boredom overwhelmed her. She hadn’t heard from the Phantom for several days. Everything irritated her. Last night, she’d lain in bed and faced her demons.

    Every family had a black sheep, whether a rebel son, a lesbian daughter, or a drunk uncle. At one point, she assumed she was the one, the unambitious and unmotivated lesbian daughter. After gallivanting all over Europe, she enrolled in Berkeley to study business. She gained admission—thanks to a bribe from her wealthy family—with mediocre grades and a questionable degree. All she did was party and court unsuspecting and naive women, teaching them a thing or two about cunnilingus, even if most would never use it after returning to their clueless boyfriends.

    However, when her debauchery and carefree years at Berkeley delayed her graduation, Maman requested her presence at home to help with the family business. Then she learned that her impeccable family had another black sheep, a gambling and embezzling uncle. And now she was paying for it.

    Why her? Her father was dead, her mother was who knows where, and the idiot uncle hid in Switzerland, so her family and the foundation’s reputation depended on her. That’s why.

    The sounds coming from the adjacent suite startled her. The whirls of the vacuum and maids’ chatter flowed through the open balcony door. Tori gazed down at the street below and shuddered, as if the shadows of the past had covered the sun. The world around her drew distant. Monday loomed on the horizon, and her future was uncertain.

    She staggered inside and ordered another Bloody Mary. She’d been drinking too much, but it helped to cope with stress. That and sex, of course. She stretched on the sofa and closed her eyes. Her mind circled back to a day two years ago when her carefree world turned into a nightmare.

    The first time the Phantom had called, the creep had spoken to her mother. She had overheard the conversation, and all hell had broken loose. She’d learned that her uncle, Pierre, had gambled away his inheritance, owed tons of money to a loan shark, and had embezzled from his family’s foundation to pay for it. Her mother had been covering it up. When she’d confronted Maman, she had offered nothing but pitiful excuses. The scandal would ruin the family and the foundation, blah, blah, blah. Maman claimed she would take care of everything. Her mother destroyed the documents, or so Tori had thought, until another call from the Phantom brought back the fear of exposure.

    When the Phantom called the second time, Maman had thrown her under the bus to deal with the blackmailer alone and disappeared. And here she was, cleaning up the mess.

    Restless, Tori finished her drink, grabbed her phone, and checked the time. It was still too early for a night out, but she needed a break from this misery and the cloak-and-dagger crap for now. She should enjoy herself this weekend before all hell broke loose. After googling nearby bars, she settled on Aunt Charlie’s Lounge on Turk Street, a few minutes from her hotel. She had spent the entire week cooped up in her hotel room and needed to unwind. What better way to do that than with alcohol and women?

    With a few hours to spare, she returned to the balcony. Staring at the people below, she tried to imagine if their lives were as fucked up as hers when the hotel phone intruded on her musings. Tori plodded inside and answered.

    “Ms. Russell, there’s a package waiting for you at the concierge desk. Would you like it to be delivered to your suite?”

    “Yes.” Tori sighed.

    Whatever the Phantom had planned, it had begun.

    

  
    Chapter Twenty-Four

    

    “Yes, I’m in the lobby at your place, Senator. I brought my laptop.” Nicole pocketed her cell phone and shifted her computer bag to the other shoulder. It was late for the senator to summon her, but she was used to the irregular hours and last-minute calls. Who needs sleep, right?

    The lobby appeared empty, except for an older clerk snoring behind the counter. “I’m here to see Senator Fleming,” she announced, flashing her credentials. He nodded toward the elevator on the far side of the hall.

    Nicole pushed Fleming’s floor number when she heard, “Hold, please.”

    She stuck her foot between the doors as they were about to close. A disheveled-looking teenager—barely old enough to drive, with freckles and pimples—strolled down the lobby, bobbing his head to the music in his headphones while cradling a large pizza.

    He stepped inside. The aroma of tomato sauce, mozzarella, and veggies filled the air as Nicole inhaled. Her stomach growled. The last thing she had eaten was avocado toast for breakfast. “What floor?”

    The young man kept moving to the music with his eyes half closed, and she tapped him on his shoulder. His glossy eyes flew wide open, and he blinked, as if seeing her for the first time. Was he high?

    “What floor?” she pointed at the buttons.

    “Tenth,” he muttered.

    The senator’s floor. Who ordered pizza at this ungodly hour? Another night owl burning the midnight oil?

    The ride to the top was excruciating. Pure torture. She licked her lips and swallowed hard, then rummaged through her computer bag. Nothing—not even a granola bar.

    The young man kept bopping his head, oblivious to her hungry stare. She willed the elevator to move faster before she began salivating.

    The elevator stopped, doors separating with a soft swoosh.

    The pizza guy stepped out, and Nicole followed, trailing behind. At the end of the dimly lit corridor, Agent Davis slumped against the wall with her eyes half closed. An unfamiliar agent leaned against the opposite wall. Tall, angular, sexy. Was she new? Nicole hadn’t seen her at any of the events. The agent suppressed a yawn and glanced at her watch. Nicole checked hers. It was past midnight.

    She slowed down, but the pizza guy kept walking, unaware of anything except the rhythm pounding through his headphones.

    Both agents tensed and glanced in their direction. “Stop right there,” the androgynous agent shouted when the guy was a few feet away from her. “Show me your hands.”

    He froze and almost dropped his pizza.

    “Put the pizza on the floor. Slowly,” the agent ordered. The guy complied, and his hands trembled. “Put your hands up so I can see them.”

    “Me too?” Nicole asked. What was the protocol?

    Agent Davis peered at her. “Ms. Lancaster? What are you doing here?”

    Why was it so hard to believe she was at her boss’s beck and call twenty-four-seven? She swallowed her irritation. “Late night meeting.”

    The other agent nodded, training her gun on the shivering young man. “I’m Agent Kostas. Please stay back.”

    She didn’t have to ask her twice.

    The door opened, and Fleming peeked out, rubbing her eyes. “What is all this ruckus about?”

    “Senator, please stay inside until I assess the situation.” Agent Kostas kept her eyes and the gun on the young man. The senator shut the door.

    Nicole leaned on the wall, away from the line of fire. The light streamed through the door gap below, and she could see Fleming’s shadow behind.

    “Did you order a pizza, Senator?” Agent Kostas asked.

    “No, but Susan mentioned earlier she would send some food over since I was planning to stay up all night,” came the muffled reply.

    Right. When Fleming had summoned her, she’d mentioned something about the midnight snack delivery. She’d neglected to mention she’d ordered heavenly pizza.

    Agent Kostas raised her left arm and spoke into her sleeve, “Agent Kostas to the command post. Do you copy?” She grimaced and cursed under her breath.

    Something was wrong? Nicole couldn’t tell.

    “Can I put my hands down? I’ve done nothing wrong, ma’am.” The guy’s voice broke as his bottom lip quivered.

    “How did you get here? Did you talk to anyone in the lobby?”

    “There was no one there but an old dude behind the desk and this chick.” He pointed at Nicole with his thumb. “I told him I had a pizza delivery for apartment 1035, and he showed me the elevator.”

    Agent Kostas glanced at Davis, who also had her gun drawn and pointed at them. “Call this in.”

    With Davis on a phone, Agent Kostas looked at the young man. “What is your name?”

    “Jeremy.”

    “Jeremy what?” She waved with her gun.

    “Tucker.”

    “Here’s the deal, Jeremy. An agent is coming to ask you some questions.”

    “Oh man, am I in trouble? I deliver pizza,” Jeremy whined. His face turned almost ashen. Was he about to pass out or puke his guts out?

    Agent Kostas lowered her gun. Jeremy relaxed a little. “This is a standard procedure. We need to detain you until we can confirm who ordered the pizza. Answer a few questions when my colleague arrives, and you should be free to go.”

    “Agent,” Fleming’s voice came through the door. “Is it safe to come out? The pizza smells divine. I’m starving.”

    Nicole puffed her cheeks. Same. The pizza’s aroma tickled her nostrils. And she was famished.

    Agent Kostas chuckled and glanced at Jeremy, who still had his hands in the air. “What kind of pizza did they order?”

    “Bosco, with extra mushrooms.”

    “Ooh, it’s my favorite,” came Fleming’s reply. “Susan knows what I like.”

    “Okay, stay right there, do not move,” Agent Kostas said to Jeremy. She picked up the pizza box where he had set it down and opened it. Nicole swallowed. If she didn’t have a slice soon, she would faint. Agent Kostas handed the pizza to her colleague. “I’ll check for weapons and take him downstairs. Ms. Lancaster, please go inside and stay with the senator.”

    Nicole nodded. Agent Kostas was confident and cocky, but in a good way.

    She patted the pizza guy down. “Let’s go.”

    Nicole watched her swagger and smiled. She imagined a younger Allie. Thoughts of Allie invaded, and she pursed her lips. Not now. She slipped inside, leaving Agent Davis with the pizza in her hands.

    Senator Fleming sat barefoot on a comfortable-looking sofa, wearing a soft white robe. “Nicole. What in the world is going on? So much ado about pizza.”

    “Their dedication to protection duties is impressive. They had guns out and everything.” Nicole joined her on the sofa. She shoved her hands into her jacket to hide the tremors. The commotion outside had shaken her. How easy it seemed to get so close. If Jeremy was an assassin, only a flimsy door would separate him from Fleming.

    Nicole’s mind drifted to Allie and their fragile connection. After learning of Allie’s deception, she was dying to tell the universe she didn’t need romantic entanglements and would be happy without all the crazy, stupid love drama. She sighed. The gigantic lie she kept telling herself was no longer working. They didn’t define their relationship. Would three incredible days in San Francisco qualify for anything?

    No matter. There was no going back to her old life and old habits. Her train of thought shifted to Tori and her outburst. She didn’t remember her in college. Not at all. Who holds a grudge for seven years? And was that why Tori sought her out? To get revenge?

    The door to the suite swung open, and Agent Kostas entered, phone pressed to her ear. Her soft voice carried to where Nicole sat. “Two agents on the ground floor, borrowed from the local field office…they are gone.” She nodded to whoever was on the other end of the line. “Roger that, sir.”

    Agent Davis followed with a pained expression, carrying the mouthwatering pizza.

    Nicole rushed over. “What’s wrong?”

    “Nothing to be concerned about. We’re handling this,” Agent Davis said. “But the pizza smells so good. I’ve been drooling for the last ten minutes.”

    Agent Kostas checked her watch. “That’s how long the incident took. Agent Gordon would be so proud.”

    Nicole’s heart jumped like a frightened bird. Damn it. Was this going to be her reaction every time someone mentioned Agent Gordon? Her Allie?

    Davis put the pizza on the table and opened the box. Nicole swallowed. Agent Kostas licked her lips and sighed.

    “Would you like some?” Fleming asked, watching them. “You all look a little pale.”

    “Yes, please. I’m starving.” Nicole scooted closer to the pizza.

    “I’m fine, ma’am,” Kostas said, eyeing the pizza with slightly parted lips.

    Agent Davis sighed. “I’d love a slice. I haven’t eaten since lunch, but we can’t eat while on duty.”

    Lilian motioned with her hand. “I won’t tell if you won’t. Grab a slice or two, everyone. Pizzeria Paradiso has the best pizza in town.”

    Agent Kostas rattled the door. Nicole watched her when a muffled gasp made her turn around. Senator Fleming was staring at the pizza box with her right hand pressed to her mouth and a slice of pizza in her trembling left hand. She followed the senator’s gaze. Underneath the thin, crispy crust, part of a black-and-white photograph was visible where the slice had been. An image of Senator Fleming entering her apartment building with a red target drawn over her face.

    Agent Davis froze next to her, her hand hovering over the box, her eyes glued to the photo. “This was taken yesterday,” she whispered.

    The senator dropped the pizza back on her plate and reached for the photo. “Senator, no. Don’t touch it.” Agent Kostas rushed toward the coffee table. Fleming’s brow furrowed as her hand paused midair. “We need to check it for evidence. Davis, call and get someone from our forensics lab here.”

    Oh, for the love of God. Nicole wanted to weep. Another threat, and the most delicious pizza became evidence that she couldn’t sample. Her stomach growled. The sweet, herby basil scent, mixed with the aroma of gruyere and Roma tomatoes.

    Agent Kostas dialed her cell. “Patel. Any news on who placed the order?” She glanced at them. “Agent Patel couldn’t get hold of Susan Baranski to confirm if she ordered the pizza for the senator.”

    Within minutes, Agents Taylor and Patel arrived. Wearing gloves, Taylor carefully lifted the untouched pizza slices. The sight of the melted cheese made Nicole’s mouth water. She swallowed hard. Dinner would have to wait. She checked her watch. Forget dinner. It was almost breakfast time.

    “There’s a letter underneath protected by plastic,” Taylor said, sliding the photograph and the letter inside the evidence bag. “I’ll send it to the lab to analyze for the fingerprints and the ink sample. I doubt we’ll find anything if it is the same perp.”

    “Could I please read the letter?” Lilian wasn’t asking.

    Nicole watched as Taylor carefully placed the letter on the coffee table. The senator leaned over and read it aloud. “ ‘If you don’t withdraw your nomination and support for abortion rights, we will take you down like the rabid dog you are. There’s no HOPE for you if you persist. And this is your last warning.’ ”

    Her voice shook, and Agent Taylor stepped closer. He put a hand on the senator’s shoulder. “Postpone your trip, Senator. The threats are escalating.”

    “I won’t hide. This project is near and dear to my heart. I will not let some idle threats dictate my life.” Fleming took a deep breath, and Nicole found her trembling hand and squeezed it. The senator nodded and added with a steady voice. “Besides, I’m confident your people can do your job.”

    “We would have to increase your security,” Agent Taylor said. “The note said there’s no hope for you, with hope in capital letters. The perp knows about the Hope Center.”

    Nicole covered her mouth to stifle a gasp. It was impossible to keep the event, scheduled for the following Monday, under wraps, but the implication was clear.

    “You do what you have to do, Agent Taylor.” Fleming clasped her hands.

    She was determined and strong-minded, and Nicole admired that in her boss. However, the senator’s stubborn streak often clashed with Nicole’s common sense.

    Agent Taylor nodded and left the suite, dialing his phone. Nicole was sure he was contacting someone higher up. Agent Gordon, perhaps? Her heart raced, and she cursed under her breath. She had to get her reactions under control.

    “I get threatening letters and calls all the time. It comes with the office,” Fleming said. “Some of my views are not very popular on the Hill and among certain circles, like Evangelicals and right-wing conspiracy theorists. You do not get to be a person in power—a woman in power—without upsetting people along the way.”

    The senator shuddered, but her face showed determination, not caving to the pressure.

    Agent Patel’s phone beeped. He glanced at the text and frowned. “Um, Agent Kostas, Susan Baranski confirmed she ordered the pizza.”

    “See?” Fleming exhaled. “No very sinister plot afoot here.”

    Nicole glanced at the uneaten, now cold, pizza that someone had stuffed with a creepy letter and a photo. How could that happen?

    Agent Kostas ran her hand through her short hair and said, echoing her thoughts, “Someone had access to the pizza after Susan placed the order and before Jeremy picked it up.” She puffed out her cheeks and nodded at Agent Patel. “Okay, verify his story one more time. Call the pizzeria and question everyone there. And check videos from security cameras at the restaurant and along the route.”

    Agent Taylor returned. “Since you are inclined to continue your trip, Senator, would you mind if we slightly change your schedule and leave this morning instead?”

    “By all means, Agent Taylor.” Fleming smiled. “I suppose I can fit in some sightseeing.”

    After everyone left, the senator stretched out on the sofa and sighed. “What a nuisance. The silver lining? We’re going home. I’m excited. What about you, Nicole?” Fleming turned her head toward her. “Any chance of seeing either of your gorgeous friends there?”

    Nicole winced and tried to swallow the lump in her throat. “I doubt it. They are both…” What? Gone from her life? Unavailable? Nicole hated lying, but there was no way she’d discuss her personal drama in public. “Busy with their jobs.” Partial truth. That should work.

    Nicole hadn’t heard from Allie or seen her since their disastrous date at Double Rainbow. The way they’d parted, the sheer desperation on Allie’s face, the utter disappointment Nicole felt…she sighed and closed her eyes, reciting a grocery list for her place back home. Nothing like mundane numbness to keep her mind off forbidden desires and conflicting emotions.

    The whisper of change loomed over her—elusive, unattainable, unidentifiable—but definitely a change.

    

  
    Chapter Twenty-Five

    

    The revelation hadn’t gone the way Allie planned. Nicole, clearly affected by her lying and cheating ex, wouldn’t forgive or regain trust easily. Trying to pursue her could only push them further apart, so Allie decided to give her time and space. Now that the truth was out, she could stop pretending.

    She’d flown to San Francisco the previous day to prep for Fleming’s upcoming visit. Might as well. Nicole probably hated her now. Immersing herself in her work always helped Allie stay focused and in control, so she immersed herself in her duties—protecting and serving others.

    The thoughts of Nicole kept creeping in, filling her mind with loneliness and regret. Hurting her had been the last thing on Allie’s mind. Regardless of her intentions, though, she had lied about her identity. Was her confession premature? Too late to worry about that. She had ruined their budding relationship, but she stood by her decision. Her feelings for Nicole would go nowhere. Doomed from the start.

    And yes, there were feelings, so many feelings. She pushed them deep down into her heart.

    Jack Taylor called about the pizza incident around three a.m. on Wednesday. Allie listened to his fiery voice on the phone. “The Washington field office supervisor interpreted the Secret Service manual for non-presidential candidates in a way that suited him. Do you know what he told me? ‘Senator Fleming is not a high-level security candidate, and the protection detail from my team was unnecessary for an all-night shift.’ So, they broke protocol and left. Can you freaking believe it?”

    “The perp’s escalating.” She voiced her concern.

    “How so?”

    “He began with letters sent to Fleming’s office. Then the flowers were delivered at the party she attended, surrounded by the Secret Service. Now, a pizza with a threatening note was sent to her DC residence.”

    “He’s trying to tell us something,” Taylor confirmed her suspicion that he, too, was getting the message.

    “Yes. That he can get to the senator anywhere—her office, a crowded party, even her home—at any time, right under everyone’s nose.” She exhaled and rubbed her temples. “He’s taunting us.”

    She approved his decision to change travel plans, and on Wednesday afternoon, the rest of her team arrived, accompanying Senator Fleming and her staff. Dasha Volkova stayed back in DC, assisting Warner with their investigation into Wysocki’s criminal enterprise. Only Susan, Nicole, and Rose Buckley—a new addition to the Fleming team—traveled with the senator.

    And now, Allie faced a dilemma. Should she rejoin her team now that Nicole knew her identity? They were nowhere close to identifying the person threatening Fleming’s life. She now believed it was a personal vendetta disguised as a political manipulation. But who held a grudge against the senator to go to such extremes? Something was brewing, and Allie had a nagging feeling the storm would hit soon. She could observe from afar for a bigger picture.

    The entire team moved to the Hilton Hotel, where Fleming was staying. Jey Patel set up his equipment in the suite they designated as the command center, where Allie met with the off-duty agents.

    Chris muttered, “The lab called. They found no prints on the letter or the photo from the pizza.”

    “What about the security videos and the employee’s interviews?”

    “Nothing useful,” Chris confirmed.

    “Another dead end? That sucks.” Davis’s grimace didn’t hide her disappointment.

    Allie maintained better control of her emotions, but she had to admit it. So far, the perp had proven to be an elusive and formidable opponent, and that sucked. Still, the pattern of his threats began to suggest a theory. The flowers at the party had a note. The pizza came with a note and a photo. What was his next move? She jotted down a note to check all food deliveries to the senator’s suite.

    Moving on, Allie nodded to Taylor. “Give me the intel on Victoria Russell.” Nicole had brought her to the party. Was there an intent behind it or a mere coincidence? Who was Russell to Nicole? And jealousy had nothing to do with her question. Allie was simply doing her job, being diligent. That’s all. Not jealous at all.

    Taylor checked his notes. “Russell’s editor confirmed he had received a few articles from her, all well-written and thought-provoking, but they had never met in person.”

    “That’s strange. Russell could be a complete fraud.”

    “That’s the beauty of freelancing, Chief,” Davis said. “She faxed in her credentials and a few references from several respected papers and magazines in the US and Canada. The editor accepted them at face value.”

    “Okay, how does it help us, apart from the fact that she was at the senator’s party as Ms. Lancaster’s date?” Allie felt her agitation rising at the thought of someone else near Nicole. Damn. She was jealous.

    Allie checked on Patel. “Anything new on the Arnaud family and the illegal money transaction?”

    Patel adjusted his glasses. “Not yet. Surprisingly, I couldn’t find any recent photographs of Celeste Arnaud. After she returned to Canada from California five years ago, she avoided social media.”

    “This is interesting,” Allie mused. “So, nobody knows what she looks like except for the old Berkeley photo.”

    Davis was the one to reply this time. “Chief, I have a theory.”

    Allie rubbed her eyes. Sleep deprivation worsened her already sour mood. “Let’s hear it, agent.”

    “It bothered me that Victoria Russell appeared out of nowhere as a close acquaintance of the suspect in the senator’s case. So, I used my research skills and found something interesting.”

    “Are you going to tell us Victoria Russell doesn’t exist?” Taylor raised his eyebrows.

    Davis’s smile was triumphant. “Oh, she exists. She lives in Canada, works as a proofreader for an independent publishing company, and writes freelance articles for several newspapers. She works from home and doesn’t post on social media. The publishing house has a website, but I don’t think it has been updated in years. I contacted the editor, and guess what?” Agent Davis paused, watching everyone.

    “Are you expecting a drum roll?” Allie folded her arms. Davis’s cockiness was back, but so was her confidence.

    “She showed up at the company’s Christmas party a few years back. I asked for her description.” Davis paused. For dramatic effect? “The woman who calls herself Victoria Russell is, in fact, not the real Victoria. She is an impostor. The real Victoria is a seventy-year-old African American woman.”

    Intrigued, Allie motioned for her to continue.

    Davis grinned like she had won a lottery. Perhaps, in her mind, she had. “And if she’s an impostor, who is she, and what is her endgame? I think Victoria Russell could be Celeste Arnaud.”

    To say that jaws dropped on the floor was an understatement. Allie kept hers clenched. If that were true, the Arnaud Foundation would move to the front of their investigation. But what did it mean for Nicole’s involvement? Was she a fool to trust Nicole’s innocence?

    A sudden thought crossed her mind. Celeste went to Berkeley and returned home five years ago, around the time of Irene’s suicide. Now she’s back, using a fake name, lurking around Nicole. Is it just a coincidence or a carefully planned move? Did she know Irene and Nicole back then? Could she be the mistress Nicole claimed she knew nothing about? Her heart hammered in her chest. What were the odds?

    Allie kept her voice steady. “And what do you base this assumption on?”

    Davis extended her fingers for emphasis. “One: the similarities in their features, compared to Arnaud’s old photo. Two: Victoria Russell flew in from Canada. That’s a fact. Three: their ages match. Even if I’m wrong, at the very least, the Arnaud Foundation is in this up to their ears.”

    “Have we located anyone from their headquarters?” Allie bit her lower lip to suppress frustration.

    “Based on the latest intel, Celeste manages the foundation’s office in Montreal. Margot is still abroad. The last time her assistant heard from her was when Margot and her flavor of the month were on their way to a remote Pacific Island for some treasure hunt.” Davis shrugged, her face the picture of indifference, but her voice held a hint of bitterness and disdain. “The rich can do whatever the hell they want.”

    Rachel Davis’s contempt was palpable. And not for the first time. Allie had to address this. “Everyone, take five. Agent Davis, come with me.”

    Davis followed her outside, her shoulders slumped. Inside her suite, Allie leaned on the wall. “A little less emotion, Agent Davis. You can’t let your personal life or feelings interfere with your job. Lives are at stake.”

    Davis sank into the soft cushions. Her eyes filled with tears. “I am sorry for my outburst.”

    “There’s no judgment, but I cannot allow dysfunction on my team. Where is this hatred coming from?”

    Davis clasped her hands together. “When I was eight, my father died in a car accident. Drunk driver. Hit-and-run. I was still too young to understand, but it broke my mother.” Agent Davis grabbed a tissue and blew her nose.

    That explained her earlier fury at the findings about Claude Arnaud. Allie poured a glass of water and handed it to the distraught agent.

    Davis took a sip and continued, “My mother was born in Poland and became a maid, cleaning rich people’s houses in Los Angeles. About seven years ago, my mother worked for this snooty family in Beverly Hills. They had a holiday pool party at their house and asked Mom to stop by the next morning to clean up. I was on my break from college, so I helped her. She found some drug paraphernalia in the upstairs bathroom. Mom wanted to flush the remains down the toilet. I couldn’t let her do it, so I called it in. It was a fucking nightmare.” Agent Davis grimaced. “Pardon my French.”

    “What happened?” Allie perched on the sofa’s edge and set a tissue box between them.

    “One of their guests had celebrated too much. It had nothing to do with the family, but it was such an inconvenience—their words—that the police treated them like common criminals, tarnishing their reputation. They blamed my mother and fired her on the spot. They spread rumors and told all their snobby friends not to hire her. We had a rough year until I graduated from the academy and could support us both.”

    They sat in silence.

    Then Davis dabbed her eyes with the tissue, sniffed, and sat up straight. “Thank you, Chief. I’ll work on my emotions.”

    When they returned to the command center, Taylor raised his eyebrows at her, and she shrugged. Davis’s story was a familiar one. Everyone had family drama, didn’t they?

    Taylor asked, as if nothing had happened. “So, what did you base your theory on, Agent Davis? What is Celeste’s motive for pretending to be someone else?”

    Davis took a deep breath. “I based it on my assignment from two years ago, when I worked on a case involving the Arnaud Foundation, where documents disappeared. Senator Fleming was a member of the investigation committee. Is it possible Celeste used Nicole to get closer to the senator to eliminate her as a possible witness to their corruption?”

    “It sounds plausible, but an assassination? I doubt it. Any other ideas?” She needed proof, not assumptions.

    “What if Margot doesn’t know about it?” Davis’s question was valid. “She put Celeste in charge while she travels. There might be some other connections we are missing.”

    “Possible blackmail, then?” Allie suggested. “It has to be scandalous to make a reputable philanthropist commit a crime.”

    Her cell rang, and Allie checked the caller ID. Agent Warner. “Gordon here.”

    “I read through Wysocki’s ledger several times and found a name that might interest you.”

    “I’m listening.”

    “Pierre Duchamp.”

    “Who is he?”

    “He’s Margot Arnaud’s brother. She was on your potential suspect list, right?”

    “That’s right. How does Duchamp fit in?”

    “Gambled away millions of dollars. Two years ago, Duchamp paid off his debt.”

    “All at once?” Allie considered the possibilities. The mysterious money transaction Agent Patel was tracing. She ended the call and turned to Patel, who kept typing on his computer. “Agent Warner found something that might help to narrow the search. Margot’s brother, Pierre Duchamp, is a gambler. He owed Wysocki a substantial amount of money for years, then suddenly paid it all off.”

    “When?” Patel turned back to his laptop.

    “Two years ago.”

    “Brilliant. With more search criteria…” Patel paused as if aware of their stares. “Right. I’ll start cracking. Whoever was behind this knew how to hide the money.”

    “Let’s continue tomorrow at 0900.” Allie rubbed her temples as a mild headache began spreading. She needed fresh air to clear her head. “Agent Taylor, I’m going out. You can always reach me on my cell.”

    Taylor nodded in agreement, and she left the room, needing a break. This case was affecting her more than any of her previous assignments. They were still in the dark regarding the person behind the threats, and Allie couldn’t keep Nicole out of her mind, feeling distracted and frustrated. As she stepped outside the command center, the object of her distraction closed the door to the senator’s suite and headed for the elevators.

    “Nicole,” she murmured, following her and admiring her lovely behind.

    Nicole spun around and lost her balance. Allie sprinted toward her, offering her arms for support. “We should stop meeting like this,” she kept her tone teasing, reminiscent of their run-in with each other in the Dallas airport.

    “Agent Gordon, you’re here.” Nicole declined her help and pushed the elevator button.

    “The senator arrived today, and I had to brief my team. I don’t have to ask what you’re doing here.”

    The corners of Nicole’s lips curled into an almost-there smile, but it died instantly, as though Nicole remembered she was mad at Allie for lying to her. The change in Nicole’s demeanor hurt, and she took a step closer to her. “Nicole, can we go somewhere and talk, please? I need to explain some things to you.”

    “What is there to explain?” Nicole pursed her lips and pressed the elevator button several times as if willing it to move faster. “You were doing your job, but you made me think it was real.”

    “It was real. For me, anyway,” she whispered, moving closer so their bodies touched. “Can we please talk somewhere in private?”

    A door shut somewhere behind, and Allie whipped her head toward the noise. Agent Davis stood outside the command center, staring at them. Nicole must’ve seen her, too. She was about to speak when the elevator door opened with a clink, and Nicole stepped inside after a moment of hesitation.

    Allie gazed at her for a few seconds, pleading, before the door closed and she heard a faint maybe that carried from inside as the elevator began moving down. Allie exhaled and headed for the stairs, unable to keep the smile off her face. Maybe was a wonderful word. She could live with that.

    

  
    Chapter Twenty-Six

    

    On Friday morning, Nicole settled on the sofa in Fleming’s suite and attempted to review the senator’s speech for the Hope Center opening but couldn’t focus on the content. She kept thinking about Wednesday night. She’d seen Allie for the first time since learning the truth about her. As the elevator door closed, Allie’s beautiful dark eyes, filled with anguish, lingered in Nicole’s mind as she whispered, “Maybe.”

    She’d surprised herself. She knew she shouldn’t get further involved with Allie, but her emotions won over logic. After having a heart of stone for so long, Nicole felt a beat of life in her chest. She was still angry, but there was something in Allie’s eyes that weakened her outrage. The logical part of her brain understood Allie’s predicament. Getting personal with people Allie protected or investigated could compromise her judgment.

    It was the emotional part of Nicole that struggled. She could overlook and forgive the initial deception because Allie was undercover, doing her job. Still, Allie kept her in the dark about her true identity after their soul-searching, toe-curling, life-altering time in San Francisco. How can you connect with someone on such a deep emotional and physical level and still think of them as a cold-blooded criminal? No matter the reason, how could Nicole ever trust Allie again?

    The truth was, Nicole both craved Allie’s presence and wanted to stay as far away from her as possible. Did they call it a riddle or an impasse? Her mind was in shambles, and her heart in pieces.

    The floor creaked, and Nicole opened her eyes. Shit. Concentrate, do your job.

    “It’s so beautiful outside,” Fleming commented, staring out the window of her spacious suite.

    It was. She put the folder with the speech down and joined her boss. They gazed at the morning scenery in silence for a few moments. The panoramic view was spectacular. The San Francisco Bay peeked through the tall, dense city skyline, and they could see Fisherman’s Wharf in the distance.

    The senator sighed. “I need a break from Zoom meetings and phone calls. Why can’t I go out for a few hours of shopping and sightseeing? Union Square has lovely shopping within walking distance. I agreed to rearrange my schedule and flew in earlier so I could take a few days off to enjoy myself.”

    “Great idea. It could be a good photo op. Senator Fleming. Down to earth. Shopping just like the rest of us.” Nicole rested her arm on Lilian’s shoulder. “I’ll ask Agent Taylor.”

    “Thank you, Nicole.”

    Fleming’s smile was almost motherly. Nicole swallowed her emotions. Now wasn’t the time to feel sorry for herself or miss her family. They certainly didn’t miss her.

    She left the senator standing by the window, closing the door behind her with a soft click. As she described Fleming’s request to Agent Taylor, he sighed when she got to the part about the shopping excursion. “The senator is okay with as many agents as you deem necessary for her protection, but she’s getting antsy.” Nicole leaned closer and whispered, “I’m worried she might climb out the window to escape her confinement, and no one could stop her.”

    “Give me a moment.” Agent Taylor’s mouth quirked, and he spoke into a microphone in his sleeve. “Send an advance team to Union Square.”

    Nicole couldn’t hear the entire conversation. She inched closer in time for the agent’s last words, “Roger that, Chief.” Her pulse quickened at the mention of Allie’s rank. Damn it, damn it all to hell. Nicole shook her head. She was doomed.

    “Will Agent Gordon be joining us?” Desperate much? She was still furious about the deception and agonizing over it. Still, at night, her mind replayed the passionate and desperate kisses they’d shared, easing her fears and fueling her desire. Even now, thinking of those kisses made heat rise to her face and neck.

    Agent Taylor tilted his head, watching her. Nicole swore under her breath. Control yourself. What was wrong with her?

    “Um…” He clamped his lips as if considering how much to reveal. “Not today.”

    Nicole’s breath hitched, disappointment at his reply catching her by surprise.

    Agent Taylor’s face registered sympathy. He coughed. “I’ll be outside. Notify me when the senator is ready, and I’ll have the car waiting with the rest of the team.”

    An hour later, Nicole and Fleming rode the elevator down with Taylor. More agents joined them in the lobby. The circle of so many protective bodies was tight, suffocating Nicole. She took several deep breaths, almost disoriented.

    The hotel lobby was buzzing with activity. Bellmen welcomed new arrivals, carrying their luggage to their rooms. The mile-long line to the concierge service counter hummed with blaring chatter in the air. The soothing sounds of Debussy’s Clair de Lune pierced through the cacophony of noises. Nicole stretched her neck over the agents to find the source of the serenity.

    An older silver-haired gentleman in a tweed jacket sat behind an elegant white grand piano on an elevated podium outside the Lobby Bar. Nicole glanced inside as they passed it, and her heart almost leaped out of her chest. Allie sat by the window, swirling a stir stick in her cocktail glass, an icy drink with lemon slices floating with the bubbles. Dark curls covered her face as she watched the street.

    Nicole kept staring, willing her to turn around. Why can’t she see me? She knows I’m here. It was a moot point. The senator’s entourage was nearing the revolving door to the outside world.

    Agent Taylor raised his arm, halting them abruptly. He murmured into the mic, “Yes, I see them, Chief. The word must’ve gotten out about Falcon’s presence in San Francisco and where she’s staying…No, they appear harmless…Anti-abortion and religious fanatics, a few supporters…Roger that.”

    Agent Taylor faced the senator. “There are several protesters outside. It might be unsafe for you to be in public. Do you still want to go shopping, Senator?”

    “Of course. A few fanatics don’t scare me off.” Fleming’s lips curved into a smile. “Besides, I have your team to protect me. President Argyle assured me your team was the best. Was he exaggerating?”

    “We are the best, ma’am.” Agent Taylor put his shades on and nodded.

    Their group stepped outside the hotel. At least ten protesters with slogans gathered on a sidewalk, shouting. Nicole was grateful for the additional protection. Fleming beamed and waved at the protesters, whose screams intensified.

    Nicole’s phone chimed, and she scrolled through the messages, facing the senator. “The news about the shelter’s opening has spread on social media.”

    “Someone leaked your location. We have the Suburban ready.” Agent Tayler added, pointing to the left of the hotel.

    “I wish to walk,” the senator turned away from the crowd. “I don’t want to make a fuss. Union Square is just a few blocks this way.”

    “No, ma’am,” Agent Taylor said firmly. “We’ll get the car.”

    The senator turned her head to the side. Agent Taylor waited. Nicole watched with a smirk. A battle of wills. Who would win?

    “Okay, Agent Taylor.” The senator shrugged. “You win. This time.”

    Taylor exhaled inaudibly. The agents escorted them to the SUV, idling at the curb. As they moved farther from the hotel, Nicole slumped in the back seat, her eyes glued to the rear window. She caught another glimpse of Allie as she stepped outside and walked past the protesters, lifting her hand to shield her eyes from the bright afternoon sun. Nicole waved reflexively, fully aware that the Suburban’s tinted windows prevented anyone from seeing inside. She kept her palm on the window, watching the figure diminish until Allie vanished as they drove away.

    This outing with the senator was precisely what the doctor ordered—mindless and stress-free activity. She only thought about Agent Gordon one time…two times tops. Okay, three.

    Moving back home would create more distance between them. A storm of clichéd adages rushed through her mind. Would it make her heart grow fonder? Could she exist in two places at once? She’d have to admit her feelings to explain her current state of mind. The revelation hit her hard. Argh, she groaned. The universe never listened to her pleas.

    “Do you mind if we walk back to the hotel, Agent Taylor?” The senator asked after their lunch, raising her eyebrow with a questioning gaze. “I miss California weather in muggy Washington. I go from the car to a meeting, from a meeting to a rally, from a rally to a fundraiser. My life is so busy, I hardly have the time to stop and smell the roses. Pardon the cliché.”

    “Are you determined to stroll, even if I advise to the contrary?” Agent Taylor asked.

    “I am.” The senator swayed her arm in front of him. “I feel safe with all the extra agents around.”

    Taylor conceded, and their group strolled back to the hotel, with the van following behind at a short distance. Nicole’s mind promptly shifted back to Allie. She was a study in contradictions. She marveled at how effortlessly Allie could switch from her impenetrable Secret Service agent persona to the vulnerable and insecure Allie, as she had been in San Francisco a few weeks ago. Who was the genuine one? Would she give her another chance to find out?

    A distant shouting jolted Nicole back to reality. More people gathered along the concrete walk outside their hotel. The earlier peaceful scene now turned chaotic. The protesters seemed to split into several groups, intermingled with the supporters. Nicole stared at a jostling crowd, unsure of her next move.

    Agent Taylor tensed, judging by the strained vein in his neck. He lifted his arm and spoke into his mic. “Command Center. We might have a situation. Falcon is on foot, moving toward the hotel. A larger group of protesters is outside the hotel. Meet us at the front entrance for additional protection.”

    He stepped in front of the senator with the rest of the agents positioned on each side, heading for the hotel’s front door. The senator seemed oblivious to the commotion, taking a stroll along O’Farrell Street.

    Someone in the crowd shouted. “Senator Fleming, we love you!”

    The senator smiled, waving at the supporters. “I love you right back.”

    “You are going to hell to atone for the blood of innocent children!” shrieked a woman with a plastic bucket at her feet and holding a sign that read ABORTION IS MURDER!

    What happened next took less than a few seconds, but it was like watching a slow-motion movie reel. The Bucket Lady yelled expletives about the murder of innocent babies, dropped the sign to the ground, and hurled the red liquid contents of her bucket toward the senator.

    Paint? Blood? Nicole instinctively covered her face to avoid the splash. Out of the corner of her eyes, she spotted another woman in a long black trench coat with her hands buried in the oversized pockets, watching the senator with a sneer on her lips. Why was she wearing a long coat in August? In California?

    The idle thought lingered when one of the Secret Service agents yelled, “Gun!”

    Immediately, the agents surrounded them both, shielding Fleming from the crowd and propelling them inside the hotel. Nicole twisted her head toward the trench coat woman as the burly agents hustled her to the ground while she hollered, “Burn in hell.”

    Once inside, Lilian stared at her blouse, covered in red stains. The color drained from her face, and she stretched her blood-soaked blouse away from her skin. “What in the world?”

    Nicole had gotten some of it on her arm, and the sticky smudge coagulated and turned crusty. The nauseating paint fumes mixed with the coppery odor were unmistakable. She grimaced, and the bile rose in her throat.

    “This way, Senator.” Agent Davis, untouched by the horrendous mixture, pointed toward the elevator. Nicole glanced behind. The crowd outside, contained by the uniformed officers, looked as intimidating as before. Nicole felt genuine fear for the first time since the threats had begun.

    It was one thing to receive letters that seemed like empty threats, no matter how creepy they were, but to be assaulted by a bucket of blood and a possible gunman? She was now officially terrified.

    
     

    Allie rushed down the stairs as Taylor advised her about the situation outside. An irrational fear for Nicole’s life flooded her mind, depleting her lungs of all air. Only after Davis messaged to confirm she had delivered the senator and Nicole—safe and unharmed—into their suite did Allie take a deep breath and head outside to meet Taylor.

    The mob had dispersed, and only a few curious onlookers mulled around, taking videos, their obnoxious chatter harsh to her ears. The protesters had left a few signs discarded on the ground. One said, HANDS OFF MY BODY! Next to it, EMBRYOS ARE A GIFT FROM JESUS!

    What the hell had happened out here?

    Taylor stood on the sidewalk in deep conversation with the team. An older, disheveled woman sat on the grassy lawn with hands tied behind her back and a scowl on her angular, weathered face.

    “Talk to me.” She stopped by Taylor and glanced at the woman.

    Taylor wiped his forehead—he seemed shaken—and turned to face the woman on the grass, pointing at the heavy trench coat lying at her feet. “A few overzealous protesters acted berserk. This one—we are checking on her identity now—had a plastic bottle filled with gasoline inside her coat pocket.”

    Allie stared at the woman. A makeshift Molotov cocktail was no joke. Was there any connection between the dangerous protesters and the elusive perp?

    The shouts from the lingering bystanders, the honks from the passing vehicles, and the unique clang of the streetcar shot her concentration to hell. An ambulance flew by with the siren blasting, and she winced—San Francisco’s symphony at its best.

    A uniformed officer approached, accompanied by a tall, skinny woman in handcuffs, wearing a yellow, flowery dress stained with red stains.

    “Who’s that?” Allie asked.

    The officer shoved the woman closer. “This genius works at a small, community poultry farm in Oakland. She took some chicken blood and mixed it with red paint.” His sarcastic tone matched the grimace on his face. “Her aim was off the mark. We wrestled her to the ground before she could swing with full force.”

    Allie regarded the woman. Did she have any connection to the person behind the threats? Subdued and cowed, she wouldn’t meet Allie’s eyes.

    “Take her to the precinct.” Allie inclined her head and stepped aside. The officer followed. “Interrogate her to find out how she learned about Fleming’s visit and if she acted alone.”

    The officer nodded and straightened his shoulders. “Yes, ma’am. We’ll keep you informed.”

    He escorted the chicken lady, and Allie turned to Taylor, nodding at the woman lying on the grass. “What’s her story?”

    Taylor pulled her aside. “A forty-five-year-old activist. She waited three hours outside the hotel to get a glimpse of Senator Fleming. According to her statement, she didn’t intend any harm. She wanted to test our security system.”

    Allie snorted. “Right. And I’m Cinderella. Arrest her and have the field office interrogate her.” Allie eyed the woman. She’d met a lot of eccentrics in her line of work, but this was beyond peculiar.

    “You got it, boss.”

    “Tell the senator to stay put. We don’t need her gallivanting around—bored or not.”

    Up in the command center, Allie waited for her team to reconvene. She gazed out of the window. The mild fog obscured the view of the San Francisco she loved. She was crawling out of her skin, needing to confirm Nicole was okay. Knowing Nicole wasn’t physically hurt and seeing it for herself was like comparing the moon to the sun. Both emitted the light, but what a difference.

    Agent Davis was the first to arrive. “Chief,” her cheerful voice brought Allie out of her reverie. “The senator and Nicole are safe, back in their suite. Unharmed.”

    She cracked her neck and exhaled.

    “This is going to be a short meeting,” she said when the rest of the team arrived. “First, I want to praise the team’s action today. You handled everything with excellent efficiency.”

    Davis’s face lit with pride. “We followed our training to a T and got Fleming out of the splash zone in record time.” Her pallid face regained some color. “Today was awesome.”

    Allie snorted. “Don’t get too excited. Contrary to popular belief and inaccurate TV shows, what happened today is not the norm.”

    Davis grimaced and then shrugged. “This is our job. We take bad with the good, or, in this case, boring with thrilling.” She winked. “It differed from standing still for several hours. Was there blood mixed with the bucket of paint? The copper scent was too pungent.”

    Taylor nodded and checked his phone. “Affirmative. I got the Intelligence Division report. No criminal history on either woman. These were standalone incidents with no apparent connection to the perp.”

    Allie rubbed her temples. They had no leads. “The main event is in a few days. We’ll run through logistics and a perimeter sweep on Sunday.”

    Davis raised her hand. “Chief, are you back? Now that Ms. Lancaster is aware of your identity?”

    “Not yet.” Allie left it at that.

    Davis frowned but said nothing.

    Allie got up and placed her hands on the table. “Stay alert. Be vigilant. We cannot afford any mistakes now.”

    

  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven

    

    Nicole knocked on the senator’s door early Saturday morning. A sleepy-looking waitress from the downstairs restaurant came off the elevator with a breakfast cart. Agent Davis posted outside, checked the tray, and verified the waitress’s identity.

    By now, Nicole was used to the Secret Service procedures, so she merely nodded and stepped inside.

    The waitress followed, wheeling the cart in front of her.

    Lilian Fleming sat on the spacious sofa in her suite, reading the morning newspaper. She was completely relaxed and comfortable in gray sweats and a simple T-shirt with the emblem of her alma mater embroidered in the center, but she styled her flawless pixie as if she were ready to meet the public. Not a hair was out of place.

    Nicole tipped the waitress, who muttered, “Thank you,” and left the suite.

    Fleming lowered the newspaper and smiled. “Ah, my morning tea, finally. Thank you, Nicole. Did Rose Buckley make it on time?”

    Nicole had fired Kaitlynn, and Rose came highly recommended by her previous boss. “She’s in her suite polishing your speech for tomorrow.”

    “Her credentials are impeccable. She’s a gem.”

    She glanced at the senator. “Rose might be an excellent replacement for me, too.”

    Fleming’s hand stilled. Then she nodded without comment as she spread soft honey butter on a warm, flaky croissant. Her transition was a sore subject.

    “Are you sure you want to run my home office?” Fleming finally asked. “Of course, I won’t stop you, but you are the best chief of staff I’ve had in years.”

    Nicole’s cheeks burned, and she busied herself pouring a cup of coffee. Was she sure? She had asked herself that same question for days since she first mentioned her disenchantment with DC politics and her desire to move at a slow pace and stay in one place.

    “Everything is ready for Monday. The Secret Service team will take care of their part.” Nicole changed the subject and settled on the opposite side of the sofa, placing a briefcase at her feet. She’d worked for Senator Fleming long enough to feel comfortable around her. They were more than a boss and subordinate. With her family absent, the senator was as close to a mother figure as she could imagine.

    The senator mused. “I like the team Howard appointed to watch over me. I barely notice them and feel safe knowing they are around and alert all the time.”

    “Yes, me too, especially after what happened yesterday. All that blood and paint.”

    Fleming waved her elegant hand in dismissal. “Nothing dry cleaning or shopping for new clothes can’t fix.”

    “Weren’t you scared?” Nicole asked. The protesters freaked her out.

    “Nonsense. Another aberration. In my line of work, you deal with narrow-minded, religious zealots and political morons all the time. The blood was a bit creepy, but no harm was done. The agents were very efficient.”

    Nicole nodded, sipping her coffee. An image of a dark-haired agent played in the deep recesses of her mind. She hummed, inhaling the fragrant aroma of rich, dark mocha coffee with just the right amount of hazelnut to eliminate the bitterness.

    “What’s on the agenda?” Fleming took a sip of her tea, then put the cup back on the table. “Damn, I burned my tongue.”

    Nicole opened her planner, flipping through the schedule for the next two days. “Resting today and tomorrow. The press conference is scheduled for Monday at two p.m., immediately following your speech at the shelter opening. Three major newspapers, five local TV stations, and several online media and politics-oriented websites have applied for and received press credentials. We expect a considerable crowd, judging by the number of free tickets requested online.”

    “Perfect. I’m pleased with the outcome.” Fleming nodded. “As you know, battered women and children are prominent issues in my campaign. I want to give them due attention. I wish we had more media presence during the opening.”

    “I understand.” Nicole glanced at the memo Agent Taylor had sent her. “Based on recent events, the Secret Service considers your speech on Monday in a high-risk category. They requested tighter security and limited media access. Agent Taylor will brief you more on that on Monday morning.”

    “Thank you.”

    Nicole welcomed the silence that settled between them, lost in her thoughts, twirling a pen in her fingers.

    “Things didn’t work out with the friend you introduced to me at my party? Allie, was it?”

    So, Allie had kept her identity a secret. It was not Nicole’s place to reveal her real name. “Yes, Allie. I’m not sure if we have a future. I care a lot about her, but it’s complicated.”

    “I noticed how she looked at you at the party. Like you were the only woman in the room. There was something in her eyes. A tenderness, longing, and hunger for you. I can’t remember the last time anyone looked at me like that.”

    Nicole was stunned. She wanted to cry. She wanted to laugh. She wanted to melt into Allie’s arms. And she wanted to run away and hide.

    The senator must have noticed the emotional struggle on her face. “Allie means something to you. If it feels right, go for it.”

    Nicole tipped her head to the side, her heart racing.

    Fleming smiled. “I understand your hesitance to get close to anyone after what happened with your fiancée, but you will never know if you don’t give it a chance. Do you have feelings for Allie?”

    “I’m not sure. Maybe?” Nicole took a sip of coffee and sighed. “I think I could fall in love with her.”

    “Follow your heart. That’s the best advice I can give you.” Fleming winked. “I’m older and wiser, so you should listen to me.”

    Nicole laughed. “Sixty is not old.”

    “Pfft, so says a thirty-something, with plenty of growing up to do.”

    “I hope when I’m all grown up, I’ll be like you, Senator.”

    Fleming waved her hand, chuckling in response. She touched her cup of tea, satisfied with the temperature, smacking her lips in approval. “The fragrance and the bergamot flavor are to die for. A bit too strong for my taste, but it hits the spot.”

    She placed the empty cup on the table and returned to the newspaper. Nicole kept reviewing the schedule for Monday’s speech when a choking noise disrupted her concentration. Her head snapped.

    Fleming clutched her heart and looked at Nicole with wide eyes. “Call 9-1-1.” The senator’s extended hand trembled. Her face was red, and she gasped, her breath squeaking in her throat. Sweat poured down her face and neck. “I can’t…breathe…” She attempted to stand up and stumbled, clearly disoriented.

    Nicole kneeled on the floor, grabbed Fleming’s trembling hand, and yelled for help. Where were the agents? Could anyone hear her? She tried to remember where she’d left her phone. Briefcase. Nicole spotted it abandoned by the sofa and dove for it. She dialed 9-1-1 while running outside and motioned for Agent Davis and the other agents in the hall to come in. Davis spoke into her mic and followed Nicole inside the suite.

    Nicole gave their location to the 9-1-1 operator. “I think she’s having a heart attack.”

    One of the Secret Service agents took a mini medical kit from the duffel bag he carried and checked Fleming’s carotid on her neck. “She has a pulse, but her heartbeat is erratic.” He lifted her neck back to keep her airway open, putting the sofa cushion under her head.

    The senator groaned but didn’t open her eyes.

    Nicole stepped back and watched them in awe at their efficiency and competence.

    Agent Davis put on gloves and viewed the remnants of their breakfast. “What did the senator eat and drink?”

    “Tea and half of the croissant. Senator Fleming likes to drink tea in the mornings.”

    “And you?”

    “I had coffee.” Her voice shook.

    Allie entered the suite and rushed to the senator. She exchanged a few words with Agent Davis, then leaned over Fleming, checking her pulse. Duty first.

    The sirens in the distance grew louder. The paramedics arrived and got to work. A female medic shone a light into the senator’s eyes, calling her by name. Lilian mumbled something, her eyes barely open. The EMT lifted her arm and put on a cuff to check her blood pressure. The senator looked delirious, her facial muscles twitching. Suddenly, she turned on her side and vomited.

    Allie moved out of the way to let the EMTs do their job and took a step toward Nicole. She didn’t touch her but stayed close, keeping direct eye contact. “Can you tell me what happened? Are you hurt?”

    “I’m fine.” She rubbed the bridge of her nose, trying to concentrate. “I’m not sure what happened. One minute, Lilian was talking and drinking her tea. The next, she’s on the floor, unable to breathe.”

    “She has an elevated heart rate, but her blood pressure is low. I’m starting an IV.” The female EMT looked at her colleagues. “Let’s go.”

    Nicole crossed her arms to cover her trembling hands as she watched the paramedics lift the senator onto the stretcher.

    Allie reached to caress Nicole’s cheek but withdrew her hand, a flush winding its way up her jaw. “You need to go to the hospital, too, Nicole. We don’t know what’s going on. I want the doctor to check you to ensure you are okay.”

    Allie’s concern was touching and genuine, but she had lied to her, and Nicole couldn’t give in, not yet. Allie had to prove herself. Nicole nodded, following the medics to the elevator. “What are you going to do?” She was relieved to be near Allie. No matter their situation or how frustrated she was, Allie’s presence made her feel safe.

    “I’m going to follow the ambulance and meet you at the hospital, okay?” Allie squeezed her hand and left.

    Nicole rubbed the skin where Allie’s fingers had touched her. The caress lingered, as they all had since their first meeting. One smile, a gentle caress, or a whispered word, and she’d turn into a gooey puddle. She was cursed!

    She climbed inside the ambulance.

    The paramedic moved over to leave room for her on the side bench. “Let me check your blood pressure, ma’am. How do you feel?”

    “Fine,” she stretched her right arm so he could do his job and watched the senator. Fleming’s breathing was shallow, her face covered with an oxygen mask.

    The driver turned the siren on and spoke into the mobile radio. “Hyde Hospital, this is Ambulance Thirty-Eight. We are en route with a sixty-year-old female with a possible cardiac arrest. Signs of dizziness, disorientation, BP is ninety over fifty-five. Pulse one hundred and thirty, ventricular tachycardia, a-fib, and vomiting.”

    Nicole held the senator’s hand. Cold and clammy. That was a good sign. Right? Fleming was conscious, but incoherent. She didn’t have any history of heart problems. What happened?

    “This is a VIP patient. Have a cardiologist on standby. ETA five minutes.”

    Nicole took her eyes off the senator when the ambulance came to a stop. “We’re here,” she whispered, caressing Fleming’s hand. “You’re going to be fine.”

    As the paramedics wheeled the senator toward the room, the ER staff was already waiting for them. A short man with a receding hairline and kind blue eyes behind the bifocals stepped forward to greet them. “I’m Dr. Berman, chief cardiologist. Who is our VIP?”

    “Senator Lilian Fleming,” the female EMT replied. “Possible cardiac arrest, but some symptoms are inconsistent.”

    “You should wait outside, dear.”

    Someone touched her shoulder. Oh, the doctor was speaking to her? Nicole nodded. The nurses began connecting the monitors, repositioning the IV, taking the senator’s vitals, and drawing blood. As the door closed, she heard Dr. Berman’s orders, “I need two vials of five cc each. Check for elevated cardiac enzymes. Get the chest x-ray machine ready.”

    The waiting room was near the elevators. Nicole dropped into a surprisingly comfortable chair near the door to watch the entrance, expecting Allie to walk through at any moment.

    Twenty distressing minutes later, there was still no sign of her. Nicole glanced at the agents standing guard outside the room, then she approached them. “Do you know where Agent Gordon is? She said she was coming here.”

    The agent seemed to recognize her as the senator’s entourage. “She got held up at the hotel, ma’am. She should be here shortly.”

    The other agent tilted his head slightly. He lifted his arm and murmured into the mike. “The senator is in emergency room three for cardiac evaluation. Follow the signs from the lobby, Agent Gordon.”

    Minutes later, Nicole sighed in relief at the sight of Allie. The worry about the senator abated for a moment. They moved toward each other as if pulled by invisible strings.

    “Are you alright?” Allie’s concern warmed her heart.

    Nicole nodded. “The paramedics checked my blood pressure in the ambulance. I’m fine. The senator is in there—”

    The door to the emergency room opened, and Dr. Berman stepped outside. Allie turned around. “Doctor, I’m Agent Gordon, Secret Service. Is it a heart attack?”

    “Not quite. The EKG appears normal, except for unexplained tachycardia. We are keeping her on the heart monitor and IV. I ordered blood and urine tests to rule out any unusual conditions. After we finish our examination, we will move her into CCU for more observation.”

    “Could it be food poisoning?” Nicole asked, her chest tight with the pressure.

    Allie looked at her in surprise.

    Dr. Berman tilted his head. “It’s possible. Did she complain about feeling unwell or having other health issues?”

    “No, not at all.”

    “When we get the lab results, we’ll know more.”

    When Dr. Berman left, Allie extended her hand. “Come, sit with me while we wait.”

    Nicole looked at their entwined fingers as her skin tingled. She shivered.

    “Are you cold?” Allie leaned in as she moved closer. Her focus was so intense that Nicole’s pulse picked up. “You’re shaking all over. Let me call someone.”

    “No, I’m fine.” She let go of Allie’s hand and sat down. “I’m worried about the senator.”

    “Did the senator have any coffee for breakfast?” Allie slid her chair closer for some privacy. If she thought Nicole’s behavior was odd, she didn’t show it. She hoped Allie would blame it on the anxiety because of the morning events and not on her stupid hormones flaring every time she saw the alluring agent.

    “No, I ordered the coffee.”

    “Sugar-free hazelnut mocha?”

    “You remembered.” She felt warm and fuzzy inside.

    “Everything.” Allie reached out and brushed a strand of hair from her forehead.

    Nicole’s eyes traveled from an adorable dimple on Allie’s cheek to her slender throat. She swallowed, and her lips parted of their own volition. Allie tilted her head to the side, her eyes softening. Such a simple move left Nicole breathless. The things Allie did to her. No wonder she couldn’t stop thinking about her.

    Allie squeezed her hand for reassurance. Heat radiated through Nicole’s chest. It felt nice. She could stay like that forever, next to Allie, feeling her strength and warmth. She closed her eyes, taking slow breaths, surrendering to a sense of tranquility.

    She wasn’t aware of how much time had passed when Allie jerked her out of her slumber. Oh no. Had her head been on Allie’s shoulder the whole time?

    “Sorry, did I drool?”

    Allie chuckled. “You did nothing of the sort.”

    “How long was I out?” Nicole stretched her back.

    Allie glanced at her watch. “Forty minutes.”

    Dr. Berman came outside and walked toward them. “The senator has an excessive amount of caffeine in her blood.”

    “How high?” Allie asked.

    “At least one gram. Not enough to kill, but enough to cause heart attack-like symptoms. A person accustomed to five or six cups of coffee would need a substantial amount to cause a toxic reaction.” Dr. Berman looked at Nicole.

    She nodded. “The senator is not a coffee drinker. She prefers tea.”

    The doctor nodded a few times. “That makes sense. The reaction time is usually a few minutes when the drug is taken in beverage form. Caffeine toxicity effects resemble heart attacks and panic attacks. Rapid heartbeat, tremors, and muscle twitching.”

    “Yes.” Nicole rubbed her forehead. “She also threw up and felt clammy to the touch.”

    “All are typical symptoms of caffeine poisoning.” Dr. Berman studied her. “You don’t exhibit any signs, so I suggest analyzing the teapot and the cup for the caffeine level.”

    “My agents have already sent everything to the lab,” Allie replied.

    Nicole looked at her with wide eyes. “You think it was deliberate?”

    Allie nodded. “The senator’s routine might be public knowledge.” She turned to the doctor. “How hard is it to get your hands on pure caffeine?”

    “Not as difficult as one might think,” Dr. Berman said. “Dietary supplement products with a high dose of concentrated caffeine are legal and available everywhere.”

    Allie sighed, rubbing the back of her neck. “So, it could be anyone.”

    Nicole felt her throat closing up.

    “What happens next, Doctor?” Allie was all business.

    “The senator is resting. We administered activated charcoal through a gastro-duodenal tube to wash out her stomach. We will keep her in the CCU overnight with intravenous fluids and oxygen support to monitor her condition. You can visit her now for a few minutes.”

    They followed the directions to Fleming’s private room on the fifth floor. Nicole braced against the tsunami of emotion threatening to wash her away.

    One of the agents nodded at Allie and stepped aside, his eyes hidden behind the dark aviator sunglasses.

    “These guys are tough,” Nicole whispered, glancing at the guards.

    Allie’s lips curled, and her right dimple reappeared. “They are the best.”

    No, you’re the best, Nicole wanted to say. Agent Gordon was the star in her eyes.

    
     

    Allie rapped on the door and peeked inside. Fleming—connected to tubes and wires—appeared to be sleeping, or at least resting with her eyes closed. A nurse followed them in and checked on the monitors. “The doctor said to limit your visit to ten minutes. We will check on her throughout the night, but she’s in excellent hands. Dr. Berman is the best.”

    “Senator.” Nicole pulled the chair closer to the bed. “How are you feeling?”

    Lilian opened her eyes. She took a few shallow breaths before answering. “I puked my guts out, I’m fighting a killer headache, and my throat feels like I swallowed a bucket of sand. Can’t complain.” She winced, blinking rapidly. “Who do I have to kill to get more pain medicine?”

    Nicole tilted her head and glanced at Allie, motioning for her to join them. “We won’t stay long.” Nicole kept her voice low, mindful of Fleming’s condition. “I’ll ask the nurse to come and check on you before we leave.”

    Fleming grimaced and nodded.

    Allie stepped closer to the bed. Her gut feeling was right. Threat letters didn’t work, so the perp moved on to caffeine poisoning. Right under the Secret Service watch. Bold. Very bold.

    Fleming turned her head, and her eyes widened. “Allie, what a surprise! What are you doing here?”

    Allie glanced at Nicole with her eyebrows raised.

    Nicole wrinkled her nose. “It wasn’t my place.”

    Allie nodded, keeping eye contact. She understood the message. Nicole was unfamiliar with the undercover work protocols, so she expected Allie to reveal herself when she was ready. So thoughtful. Her heart melted. “I appreciate it.”

    Nicole’s genuine smile lit up her face. Allie couldn’t help but smile back. They gazed at each other as she tried to read the emotions swirling in Nicole’s hazel eyes. Less anger and distrust, but they were still there. Would Nicole ever forgive her so they could work on being friends if they couldn’t be lovers?

    “Can someone please tell me what is going on?” Fleming’s gruff voice broke the spell. She glanced between them, though with obvious discomfort. “Are you looking for some sensational photos?”

    Allie chuckled. “No, I can assure you, I am not here for scandalous revelations.” She ran her hand through her hair. She needed a haircut soon. “Let me introduce myself properly. I’m Agent Gordon, the team leader of your Secret Service protective detail.”

    Fleming’s eyebrows rose, but a coughing fit interrupted her attempt to speak. The heart monitor beeped with chaotic intervals. The senator got her wheezing under control and turned her head to Nicole. “Did you know about this?”

    Nicole shrugged, but stayed quiet.

    Allie took control of the conversation. “Nicole was sworn to secrecy. The threats on your life escalated. We needed to weed through several possibilities to determine if someone in your immediate circle was involved. I was working undercover.”

    Fleming groaned. Her pale face turned a few shades of red. “I’m sure you had fun at the party. I apologize for my inappropriate behavior.”

    Allie waved her hand. “No need. The perks of the undercover job. It all worked out. I promised to see you in San Francisco, so here we are.”

    The senator exhaled. “Yes, here we are. What can I do for you, Agent Gordon? I’ve already answered a million questions.”

    Allie nodded. “I understand. I have one more.” She glanced at Nicole and chewed on her bottom lip. It wouldn’t be easy, but she was doing her job. “The threats started several months ago. They slowly escalated to more obscenity and death threats, but nothing concrete, nothing physical. Suddenly, three attempts in one week.”

    “What are you implying?” The senator’s face now turned ashen, and she stared at her with curiosity in her eyes.

    Allie put her hands up to calm her. Even if she was wrong about her assumption, she had to ask. “Are you trying to garner interest for your projects to get more support for future fundraising events? You are a nominee for vice president. You are ambitious enough to run for president in the next election. The supposed attacks would draw attention to the issues you fight for.”

    “That’s hilarious.” The senator’s hoarse laughter hurt Allie’s ears. She tried not to squirm, waiting for Fleming to finish cracking up. “Oh, you’re serious.” The senator frowned. “Why would I do such a ridiculous thing?” She coughed and gasped again.

    Nicole rushed to her side, handing her a glass of water left on the side table. “Here, drink this.” She shot Allie an admonishing look.

    Not a word passed between them.

    Nicole didn’t have to say anything. Her expression was enough to caution, to arouse, or to completely melt her inside. Nicole should come with a warning. This woman could break her heart after making her feel alive for the first time in years.

    “All the reasons I mentioned, Senator,” she said, watching Fleming to make sure she stayed calm. “To identify the suspect behind the assassination threats, I need to be one hundred percent sure you and your team were not part of it. It has happened before.”

    The senator nodded. She sipped the water. “Your theory has no merit, Agent Gordon. Full disclosure. I didn’t want the nomination. I am honored to serve as a senator from the great state of California. I’m not that ambitious.”

    Nicole raised her eyebrows as if Fleming’s revelation was news.

    Allie asked. “Why then?”

    “President Argyle insisted. I agreed to his request as a personal favor to an old colleague and friend. However, my feelings aside, I would not jeopardize the party nomination, and I would never orchestrate attempts on my life to boost ratings.”

    Allie tilted her head and watched her. Fleming kept direct eye contact. Her hands shook—not from fear or guilt, but from indignation and the lingering effects of caffeine poisoning. Ten years in the investigative division had taught Allie a thing or two about interrogations. Fleming was telling the truth.

    She nodded and stepped back. “Get well, Senator. I’ll post agents outside this room to keep you safe.” She glanced at Nicole and left the room abruptly.

    She had to bottle up her feelings for Nicole to avoid distractions. Losing focus in her line of work could end in disaster. Tension was brewing, and the Monday event was approaching fast, assuming the senator would have recovered by then. She needed to focus on doing her job—for now.

    

  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight

    

    Sunday afternoon, Allie’s phone dinged with a text from Taylor. Fleming had left the hospital against medical advice and was recovering in her suite. Damn it. The senator was stubborn. Allie respected her determination to continue with her speech despite the threats, but seriously?

    She sighed. It was Fleming’s show. She was here to keep her safe.

    She spent the rest of the day in her suite, checking and rechecking her notes about Fleming’s protection for tomorrow. A familiar routine to avoid thinking about Nicole and how much she craved being with her.

    Now, in bed, she tossed and turned but eventually drifted off. A discreet but insistent knock from the outside woke her up.

    She peeked through the peephole and did a double-take, her heart racing. She glanced at the nightstand clock by her bed. The bright red numbers glared at her. Almost midnight. She didn’t bother to put on more clothes, wearing soft navy-blue shorts and a white tank top, and cracked open the door.

    “Nicole? What are you doing here?” She tried to force the smile off her face, but her mouth wouldn’t behave. She probably looked like an idiot.

    “Hi, Allie.” Nicole stood motionless by the door, rubbing her right ring finger.

    Allie did a double-take. There was no ring. The ring was a constant reminder of Nicole’s lover and heartbreak. What was she trying to say?

    She filed that thought away and motioned for Nicole to enter, shutting the door. Nicole’s eyes traveled up and down Allie’s body, like a touch. She swallowed under the intense scrutiny and stood still, watching Nicole closely and waiting. Nicole’s face turned crimson, as if she realized Allie had caught her staring. She took a deep breath, not saying a word.

    “Nicole, what’s the matter?” Allie stepped closer and lifted Nicole’s chin to meet her eyes. “Are you still upset with me?”

    “I don’t want to talk about it.” Nicole shook her head. “I don’t want to dwell on my pain and fear. No more lies and secrets between us. Not tonight.”

    Allie didn’t move, her self-control waning. “Why are you here?”

    “I had to see you because…” Nicole’s soft voice trailed off.

    “Because?” She couldn’t breathe, as if the air had been sucked out of the hallway.

    Nicole lifted her head, looking straight at Allie, insecurity swirling in her hazel eyes.

    Allie sucked in her breath.

    Nicole stepped closer and took her hands. “Because I never thought anyone could affect me as much as you do. I can’t stop thinking about you. It’s like you haunt me or something. Tonight, I want to be with you.”

    “Haunt you, do I?” Allie pushed Nicole against the door and kissed her hard as longing and lust took over, hoping she hadn’t mistaken Nicole’s intentions. Whatever brought Nicole to her door tonight didn’t matter. Her desires, hidden and subdued, could no longer stay inside. Tonight, she wouldn’t stop.

    Nicole turned them around and pinned her against the wall. “Yes. Haunt my dreams.” She ran her hands through Allie’s curls. “Possess my body.” She rolled her hips into Allie’s. The pressure made her head spin. “Bewitch my mind.”

    Allie gasped as Nicole pressed against her, her chest aching at the contact. The coarse fabric of Nicole’s jacket rubbed against Allie’s flimsy tank top, making her nipples strain. Intense need crawled over her skin. Her knees trembled, almost too weak to support her. She’d never felt like this before. The need for physical contact, the heat of her desire, the constant craving. Her heart hammered. Thank God for the wall’s support because she was ready to crumble.

    Nicole’s lips crashed into hers. Their kiss was heated, almost frantic. Allie fought for control, but she was losing it as they moved in perfect harmony to the rhythm created by their longing. All thoughts left. There was nothing but the heat of Nicole’s body pushing against hers. Nicole’s tongue slipped inside Allie’s mouth, demanding full attention. In that moment, they were two lovers caught in their hunger and desire, unaffected by her deception or Nicole’s distrust.

    Allie pulled away and moaned, unable to stop herself from voicing her desire. “I want to see you.” The hallway was dim, with enough light coming from the bathroom. She reached for the light switch and took Nicole’s hand. “Come with me. I want you, but I need something more comfortable than this wall. It’s going to be a long night.”

    “So confident, Agent Gordon?”

    “No, not really.” She laughed, leading Nicole to the bed.

    Nicole removed her jacket and dropped it on the floor, a pink hue coloring her cheeks as she fidgeted with her hands.

    Allie squeezed Nicole’s hand and pulled her closer. “Come here.”

    Nicole smiled and pushed her onto the top of the covers, taking a few steps back. “You wanted to see me, so watch.”

    Allie held her breath and sank into the bed, watching Nicole strip off her shirt. Slowly. Nicole was braless. Gorgeous. She began unzipping her jeans. Allie needed more. More of her. She couldn’t stop staring.

    Finally, Nicole let her jeans fall to the floor. She stood before Allie in briefs. So close to naked. Allie licked her lips. Nicole was breathtaking. Smooth tanned skin, enticing lips begging to be kissed, perfect curves, an elegant tattoo on her abdomen. Bird leaving her cage?

    Allie let her eyes roam over every inch of Nicole’s body, savoring each curve and tucking the memory away to save forever.

    Nicole’s hazel eyes looked back at Allie with desire and affection. She sashayed toward the bed. Stopped close but not touching. “I like the way you watch me. Like you’re going to burst into flames if I disappear. Do you have any idea how much I want you now?”

    “I hope as much as I want you.” Allie slid to the edge of the bed, wrapped her arms around Nicole, and pulled her closer. “Kiss me.”

    Nicole lowered her head, and their lips met. The kiss was gentle, unhurried this time, as if they had all the time in the world. Did they? Allie didn’t care. Tonight was all about them. This singular moment when nothing else mattered. Not the threats, their jobs, or the lingering suspicions and pretense. Just them. Allie and Nicole. About to explore each other for the first time.

    Allie reached for the bottom of her tank top, but Nicole stopped her. “Let me.”

    Her body tensed in anticipation of Nicole touching her. She trembled at the warmth and softness of Nicole’s fingers. Nicole took the garment off and threw it on the floor. She kissed Allie’s naked shoulder, caressing the skin where her lips touched, where her scar ached from pleasure this time.

    Nicole took a step back, gazing at her. “You’re so beautiful.”

    “Please, touch me.”

    Nicole kneeled, carefully removing Allie’s shorts, her fingertips grazing over Allie’s skin. Oh, the agony of this moment. So close and yet so far, but she would let Nicole take control for now if it meant that she wouldn’t stop touching her. She needed Nicole’s hands on her, all over her, inside her.

    Nicole placed a few soft kisses on her thighs, and Allie whimpered. She reached for Nicole, falling on the bed and pulling her on top. Nicole’s lips landed on Allie’s breasts, kissing, licking, and biting her skin. Allie moaned at the touch, enjoying all the sensations Nicole stirred in her.

    The standard cotton sheets cooled her heated skin. The bed squeaked under their weight. The top floor of her suite didn’t carry the street clamor, replaced by the soft sighs and moans they made. Nicole’s familiar scent—peaches and sunshine—filled Allie’s senses, making her weaker and wetter.

    She pressed Nicole’s head tighter to her hard nipples. Nicole made a satisfactory throaty sound and whispered, “I hope we can finish this time because I don’t want to stop.”

    They were on the same page, then.

    Nicole’s masterful tongue and fingers turned her body into mush. She needed a moment to regain her strength. Here, in Nicole’s arms, sweaty and breathless, was the happiest moment of her life. Nothing else mattered.

    Eons later, when her bones solidified, Allie rolled them over and stretched on top of Nicole. “Oh, my God. You destroyed me. I hope I’ve recovered enough to pay you back.”

    Nicole laughed. “Destroyed you, huh? That was my master plan.”

    “Well, now it’s my turn.” She leaned for a kiss, tasting herself on Nicole’s lips. “To make you feel exactly what you make me feel.” She licked a tender patch of skin on Nicole’s neck and sucked it. “And more—much more.”

    Nicole writhed beneath her with need and arched under her fingers, begging for more. “Allie, please.”

    Allie moved her hands down Nicole’s body, caressing her, lingering around the sensitive spots with more attention based on Nicole’s intake of breath or moan. “I love how you get so excited when I touch you.”

    “I can feel your heartbeat on the tips of your fingers,” Nicole whispered, her thighs surging into Allie’s hands, offering her body.

    “Look at me, baby. I want you to know I won’t hurt you.”

    Nicole silenced her with a passionate kiss, and their bodies rocked together, breathing hard, glowing from perspiration.

    Nicole trembled and cried out. Allie moved faster, bringing Nicole to a shattering release, leaving her weak and gasping for breath.

    “We fit together like two pieces of a puzzle,” she whispered, hugging Nicole tightly and molding into her.

    “Such a cliché.” Nicole laughed, wrapping her arms around Allie’s neck.

    “I know. I don’t care.”

    “Me neither.”

    She entwined their fingers and stroked Nicole’s smooth skin. “I’ve noticed you’re not wearing your ring. What’s changed?”

    Nicole’s soft sigh felt like a caress and a whisper of hope. “I met you and realized that I’ve been holding on to my past for too long. I don’t need the ring to keep the memories or reminders alive. I carry them deep in my soul, but I’ve let life pass me by. You’ve changed that all for me.”

    Allie sucked in a breath and pulled Nicole closer. No words were needed. Holding Nicole in her arms, murmuring some romantic nonsense in her ear, was the closest Allie had ever felt to happiness. Now all those annoying love songs made sense.

    
     

    Nicole snuggled closer to Allie to catch her breath, waiting for her heart to calm down. The bed, soft and balmy, and Allie’s scent—so familiar by now—comforted and aroused at the same time. Wrapped in Allie’s arms, savoring her closeness and warmth, Nicole’s doubts were irrelevant.

    She kissed Allie’s delicate skin and a sensitive area along her long, graceful neck. Allie closed her eyes and took a deep breath, unable to contain a soft moan. Nicole grinned and kissed her again. She wanted to taste her, devour her, love her. She burrowed deeper into Allie’s arms.

    Allie tightened her arms around her and sighed. “I’m sorry I hurt you by lying. I can apologize for the rest of my life, but I had no choice.”

    Nicole tensed. Would Allie’s job be a constant obstacle in their relationship? Or an excuse? “You were doing your job. I know it now, but it still hurts. I hate lying. After Irene’s deceit, I lost trust in people.” The urge to flee returned.

    Allie held her, caressing her skin. Feather-like touches created a ripple of goosebumps. She shivered. Allie placed a gentle kiss on her forehead. “Sometimes, my resolve to do the right thing makes me forget what’s right. My instincts told me you were innocent, but the senator’s life was—and is—at stake. We had to do everything—”

    “Allie, I know it wasn’t personal.”

    “It was personal to me. I love my job. I’m a field investigator. Undercover work is where I’m at my best, but…” Allie paused as if trying to find the right words.

    Nicole kissed her, encouraging Allie to continue.

    Allie sighed. “But all these things mean nothing…are nothing if they hurt innocent people.”

    “Well, I’m not so innocent.” She moved on top of Allie and stroked her face. “I’m guilty of wanting to make you come.”

    Allie raised her hand and kissed the knuckles. “May I ask you a question?”

    Her expression was somber. Nicole went numb, having difficulty breathing. She nodded, bracing herself.

    “Does this mean you forgive me?”

    Nicole released the breath she was holding as the tension left her body. Did she? She leaned in and kissed Allie’s lips. “Yes, I do. My mind still needs to catch up to my heart, but I’m working on that. I promise.”

    “Good.” Allie arched under Nicole’s touch and sighed. “It’s late. We both have to be alert tomorrow. We should rest.”

    Her body told a different story. Another moan escaped her, and Nicole nuzzled Allie’s hair, inhaling the faint scent of jasmine mixed with salty sweat and heat. She licked the moisture from Allie’s neck. “We have time, Allie.”

    “Time is a tricky thing. Sometimes, a minute feels like forever. And sometimes, a lifetime is not enough, and a lifetime is what I want with you.”

    Nicole gasped, too stunned to say anything.

    Allie cursed under her breath. “Damn, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say that. I mean…I meant it, but I know it’s too soon—”

    Nicole put her index finger against Allie’s lips. She had no time to reply when a knock on the door interrupted them. Allie’s body stiffened as though ready for action.

    “What is it?” Nicole whispered.

    “Shh, probably nothing, but I should check it out. Will you please stay here? It won’t take long.”

    Allie threw on the clothes she had dropped on the floor earlier, peeked through the peephole, and grimaced. “Excuse me a moment,” she whispered and stepped outside, closing the door with a soft click.

    Nicole picked up her jeans and a shirt and dressed, curiosity killing her. She tiptoed toward the door.

    “Agent Davis?” Allie’s voice was soft but distinct and annoyed. “Is there an emergency?”

    “I’m due to relieve Agent Kostas for the night shift, but I had to talk to you. Agent Patel discovered something. Fleming was a professor at Berkeley when both Lancaster and Arnaud attended there. Personal angle, after all?”

    Who was Arnaud? Nicole stood still.

    “I appreciate your diligence. We can discuss it tomorrow at our morning briefing.”

    There was silence, followed by muffled voices. Nicole moved closer to the door and flattened her ear against the cold wood.

    “Anything else, agent?” That was Allie, annoyed still.

    “If I may, Chief.” Agent Davis’s voice carried respect with a subtle note of defiance. “Except for Kaitlynn Foster, we cleared everyone, but I still have my reservations about Nicole Lancaster.”

    “What? Why?” Allie’s voice was flat, emotionless.

    Nicole bit her lip to stifle a gasp.

    “The unexplained connection between Lancaster and Arnaud. Nicole invited her to the party as her date. Then Ms. Russell disappears into thin air. If I’m correct about Russell being Celeste Arnaud, it raises a few questions.” Davis paused, then added. “How positive are you about Ms. Lancaster’s innocence?”

    “Are you questioning my judgment or my analysis of the situation?” Allie’s steel tone did nothing to calm Nicole.

    “Forgive me for being bold, but is it possible that your emotions compromised your judgment?”

    “What are you implying, Agent Davis?”

    “I saw you two by the elevators the other day. You both looked…um…friendly together.”

    “Nobody ever accused me of compromising my duty.”

    “I’ve heard about Rita.”

    Who the hell is Rita? What else did Allie neglect to tell her? Nicole pursed her lips together, afraid to move and make a sound. Agent Davis’s persistence was peculiar. Why did she care? Nicole waited for Allie’s answer. Her heart pounded in her chest, resonating in her ears. Loud. Thundering.

    “That’s not open to discussion.” Allie’s voice penetrated through the noise. “My undercover conduct shouldn’t concern you. Ms. Lancaster is no longer a suspect. Now we are protecting her, along with the senator, until we solve the case and find our perp. That’s our job, Agent Davis.”

    Allie all but admitted Nicole was a job. A fucking assignment. She rested her forehead on the door and took a deep breath. What else could Allie say to an agent on her team? She had to protect them and their connection. But why did she feel so hollow? Did they have to hide their feelings until the threats were over? But what if they never ended? Then what?

    Nicole stepped back from the door. She’d heard enough. In the last five years, one-night stands served as comfortable, albeit tedious retreats from feelings she tried to forget. It had stopped being mindless with Allie, who filled the hole in her heart.

    But now? What should she do now?

    
     

    Allie cringed. She’d referred to Nicole as a job. It couldn’t be further from the truth.

    “I apologize if I’m being disrespectful.” Agent Davis pushed on. “We have to watch each other’s backs. I don’t want another Rita incident to happen.”

    “Thank you for your concern, but I believe it’s your time to take the night shift.”

    “Yes, ma’am.” Davis shot her a sharp look and left.

    Allie cursed quietly and rushed inside. Nicole was fully dressed and tense, like a violin string ready to break. Her eyes glistened with unshed tears.

    “Is the coast clear, Agent Gordon?” Nicole’s voice trembled with hurt and anger. “I wouldn’t want to get you into trouble if someone catches me sneaking out of your room.”

    “What do you mean?” Allie’s heart sank. Damn Davis. Damn her to hell.

    “I thought it was rather obvious. I heard what Agent Davis asked you and your reply, Allie. I am another assignment to you, and nothing is happening between us.”

    “Nicole, you don’t expect me to declare how I feel about you to another agent under my command. I said it to protect you.”

    “And how do you feel about me?” Nicole folded her arms on her chest and leaned on the wall.

    She couldn’t read Nicole’s expression, and her heart sank deeper. She knew exactly how she felt, but to say it out loud was terrifying.

    “I…Nicole, I…” Allie couldn’t breathe, let alone speak.

    “You lied to me. You said I was no longer a suspect, so why does Agent Davis think I’m still guilty?”

    “I didn’t lie.” Allie clenched her fists, trying to keep her temper from flaring. She’d talk to Davis again, but it could wait. Nicole was her top priority now. “You’re not a suspect. Not anymore. Davis is young and eager. She has plenty of theories about this case. She’s entitled to her opinion, but please believe me when I say that I do not share those opinions.”

    Nicole’s eyes softened, but she wasn’t done yet. “Don’t worry. I expect nothing from you, but I don’t want to be another incident, and I certainly don’t want to know anything about Rita.”

    Allie was grateful for the lack of light. “Oh, you heard that?” She clasped her hands together. That was not how she envisioned the end of this night.

    “I heard everything.” Nicole’s voice dropped to a whisper, as if the fight and anger had left her. “It was fun, Agent Gordon, but I have a busy day tomorrow, and so do you.”

    “Nicole, please. Can we talk?” She curled her hands into tight fists as the pain in her chest spread. She could not let Nicole walk away from her again. “There’s so much more I need to say to you.”

    “We’ve talked enough.” Nicole reached for the door handle.

    It was all or nothing. Allie drew a deep breath, and then the words rushed out. “I’m falling for you.” She cleared her throat and swallowed hard. “In love…I’m falling in love with you.”

    Nicole froze, and her hand tightened around the doorknob.

    Oh shit. She’d gone too far. Again. Allie hurried on. “I know it’s too soon, and you’re furious at me for the lies I’ve told you, but my feelings are real. I only lied to you about what I do, not who I am. Please, give me a chance.” She was begging like a pathetic idiot, but Nicole was worth it.

    Nicole’s shoulders loosened, and she spun around. She nodded and caressed Allie’s cheek with trembling fingers. “You’re right, we should talk. Tomorrow?” She leaned for a quick kiss, and then she was gone.

    When Nicole’s footsteps faded, Allie slumped against the locked door as the loneliness pulled at her heartstrings. She rubbed the scar to soothe the ache that had nothing to do with an old wound and took several deep breaths to calm down her pounding heart.

    Nicole hadn’t admitted any feelings for her, but hope surged within her. Allie filed it with the maybe from a few days ago.

    

  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine

    

    She’d slept well last night despite overindulging in liquor. The fucking nightmare was almost over, and she could finally put this whole Victoria Russell business behind her. She memorized the last instructions after reading them at least ten times. The package she received contained her press pass credentials and the AR-15 rifle she had to assemble and leave on the top floor of the building across from the shelter.

    How did the blackmailer know she was good with a rifle? Her father had been an avid hunter, and she’d often hunted with him. He taught her how to assemble a gun and take the shot. Thank God she didn’t have to shoot anyone today. Her instructions were to leave the ready-to-shoot rifle on the roof for someone else to pull the trigger. How hard could that be?

    The Phantom had set everything in motion with little input from her. He’d promised the plan was airtight, and no one would suspect anything if she followed the instructions to the letter. As soon as it was over, the Phantom would destroy the incriminating document, eliminate any last evidence that could link her family to the embezzlement scandal, and she could move on with her life. Fingers crossed, if she delivered, the Phantom would too.

    And the cherry on top? The villain had another patsy in mind for the actual kill. She didn’t care who the poor schmuck was as long as it wasn’t her. She smiled, hopeful for the first time since succumbing to this ridiculous blackmail.

    She ran through the instructions in her head. If the Hope Center speech—scheduled for one p.m.—started on time, the local Secret Service agents, with the aid of the SFPD team, would sweep all the buildings surrounding the shelter at ten a.m. and then again at twelve thirty. After the sweep, police officers posted all around the area inside the roped perimeter would attend to the crowd, and nobody would watch the surrounding buildings.

    At eleven a.m., she picked up another package left for her at the local post office box under her fake name. At precisely twelve fifteen, she parked her rental car two blocks south of the shelter and walked toward the crowd, blending in by wearing a police uniform with the credentials the Phantom supplied. The ghoul was nothing but thorough. She took her position on the other side of Eddy Street, across from the Adrian Hotel.

    The Phantom’s intel was accurate so far. As soon as the sweep agents passed by her at twelve thirty, she followed them a few steps behind and waited by the temporarily closed Cadillac Market. She slipped inside the hotel when they left.

    The plan was simple but effective. Plenty of uniformed officers patrolled the area, so no one paid her any attention because she was one of them. After planting the rifle, the Phantom wanted her to join the event as Victoria Russell, using her press credentials. She mulled over the idea for a few minutes, then conceded that the risk of being recognized by the senator’s Secret Service guards was minimal. That, and the platinum-blond wig she’d picked up last night without the Phantom’s knowledge. Additional protection wouldn’t hurt.

    “Whatever works. I will do my part and get the hell out of here,” she murmured, making sure no law enforcement idled around before moving to the rooftop and positioning herself behind the window. A scaffold, which was perfect for hiding, partially obscured her from everyone’s view.

    She kept her eye on everything that was going on around her, unzipped the duffel bag, and began assembling her rifle. She could do it with her eyes closed, as her father had taught her all those years ago.

    She missed her father a great deal. He was the one person she’d truly loved and admired. He was handsome, charming, and witty. Maman met him when they were both students in New York. They had a whirlwind affair, and she followed him to Montreal after graduation. Maman was strict and sarcastic. She had been neglected by her mother while growing up, but her father was her best friend. His death left her devastated and cynical, and she could never get close to her mother, even though she had tried.

    She sighed and caressed the rifle, consoled by a reminder of her father. A smear on the shiny metal had a faint whiff of something familiar. She searched her memory and closed her eyes. What was it? The answer eluded her. No matter. It wasn’t her print, so why should she care? She wore gloves. She snickered at the thought of the Phantom’s blunder. If it were his intention to set her up for the crime he planned, he’d be disappointed.

    She positioned the rifle toward the shelter and loaded it with one bullet per the Phantom’s requirement. Her watch alarm beeped. Time to go. She changed and shoved her uniform into the tote she dug out of the duffel. Wearing a casual pantsuit and a beige blouse, she could blend with the press groups near the stage. She slithered on her knees and elbows toward the door, took a last look at the scene she’d created, and grinned. If this wouldn’t buy her freedom, nothing else would.

    With a press pass hanging on her neck, she strolled toward the makeshift stage in front of the shelter. She joined the line on the side where the press parked their vans. The line moved fast enough to get her to the front of the rope in no time. She glanced at the burly hunks in mirrored sunglasses as they checked IDs and press passes. Secret Service? Hired security? Her documents were in order—if she could trust the Phantom—but she didn’t. She froze as her gaze fell on one of the security men. He held a photo in his left hand, sneaking glances at the press members.

    Alarm bells went off in her head. Her instincts warned her of impending danger. A woman with dark hair ahead of her showed her press pass, and the guard took the badge and scrutinized it, comparing it to the photo. Oh, no. Was it possible the fucking ghoul set her up? She stepped back as unobtrusively as possible. Better safe than sorry.

    The cameraman behind her swore. “Hey, lady. Watch where you’re going.”

    He was loud enough for the heads to turn, including the Cerberus with her—she was sure of that—photo. She touched the man’s arm and purred, “So sorry, handsome. I’m in the wrong line. Silly me.” Blondes, right? It always worked.

    He grinned. “No harm done, ma’am.”

    She caressed his chest, gave him a most seductive smile, and hurried away. Damn the Phantom and his plan. By the time the ghoul realized it, she’d be long gone. She was nobody’s pawn. She did what he demanded. The rest was on him.

    She waded through the crowd and crossed the street, pausing by a coffee shop. The aroma of smoky espresso and ground coffee made her stomach grumble. She’d skipped breakfast and regretted it now. Besides, she was curious about the Phantom’s plans. What was the endgame?

    The café’s owner had set up an area for patrons to enjoy their drinks outside. A woman—striking and familiar somehow—sat alone, watching the crowd like a hawk behind the rim of her coffee mug. Why was she so familiar? She searched for her memories. Recently, too, but when and where?

    Curious, she stepped under the canopy.

    

  
    Chapter Thirty

    

    The construction team had built the stage west of the center’s entrance, at the intersection of Hyde and Eddy streets, because Fleming insisted on holding the event outdoors to attract more people. The press vans parked outside the perimeter, and the news crews camped next to city officials and the shelter representatives. The supporters, along with a few protesters, stood behind the rope line.

    The police blocked the entrances and exits, allowing foot traffic to move as usual. With the rope about ten feet away from the stage and law enforcement officers positioned throughout the perimeter, an assault on the senator was highly unlikely.

    Allie watched from a distance at the Lafayette Coffee shop across the street from the shelter. She wore jeans and a black T-shirt, her hair pulled into a loose ponytail, shielding her eyes with aviator sunglasses. Her position opposite the slightly raised stage offered a better vantage point for her and the police officers in the crowd.

    Fleming climbed the stage, followed by her staff and Allie’s team. Davis and Jack Taylor stood in front, and Patel and Kostas brought up the rear, covering all angles.

    Allie’s heart skipped a beat as Nicole joined Fleming on the stage and searched the crowd. Was she looking for her? Nicole shot her a look, and their eyes met. Allie tensed. Then Nicole lifted one corner of her mouth in a smile. A lovely smile. A promising smile.

    Allie released her breath. The hope was still there. She dropped into the chair and took a sip of her cappuccino.

    Senator Fleming approached the podium, and the crowd erupted in applause. “My fellow Americans, the lack of federal funding for local communities propelled me to submit a request to the US House of Representatives Appropriations Committee. I fought tooth and nail and secured $600,000 in federal funding for several community projects.” Everyone cheered. “The money will help to enhance the Hope Center and provide families with a safe haven for up to a year, assist with their recovery and integration into the community, and secure a life free of violence for their children. This money can make a difference to women and domestic violence survivors in the San Francisco area. As your senator, my focus is on women’s empowerment and breaking the cycle of violence.” More applause followed.

    Allie swallowed a lump in her throat. Fleming kept surprising her, and she couldn’t help but admire the woman. Her gaze briefly fell on Nicole. She wished she knew what Nicole was thinking right now. Had Allie lingered in her mind after last night? Because Nicole had taken up a permanent position in hers, rent-free.

    Suddenly, Nicole frowned and reached for her cell. Allie followed her every move. What was going on? Nicole glanced at Fleming and slipped off stage with the phone pressed to her ear. She wore a charcoal blouse, blending immediately with the crowd.

    Allie searched for Nicole in the crowd when a platinum blonde pointed at an empty chair at her table. “Is this seat taken?”

    Allie shook her head. “It’s all yours.”

    The blonde smoothed her immaculate curls—a wig, perhaps—and grinned, exposing her pearly-white, flawless teeth. “What a remarkable afternoon. Are you here for the senator’s speech?”

    Allie ignored the woman as she stood and paced the pavement, her mind racing through multiple scenarios. Where was Nicole? Family troubles? Issues in Washington? Or something else entirely? She glanced at the senator and tuned out the speech as her eyes darted between the crowd and her team members.

    The fake blonde muttered something inaudible, but Allie didn’t pay her any attention, searching for Nicole in the sea of people. When she turned around, the woman had disappeared.

    On a podium, Agent Davis raised her right hand to her face, peering at something in the building across the street. She lifted her left arm, and Allie’s earpiece came to life. “Chief. Do we have countersnipers on all rooftops?”

    “Negative,” Allie replied. She set her coffee down and scrutinized the hotel next to her. “Why do you ask?”

    Davis had a better vantage point on the elevated platform.

    “A flicker of light on the roof of the Adrian Hotel, like a rifle scope reflection. Possible shooter? Your orders, Chief?”

    “Keep watching the place, but don’t make any move. The senator’s covered, and the shooter won’t have a clear view. I’m sending in the Counter Assault Team.” Allie switched to another frequency and gave instructions to the CAT captain.

    She moved toward the hotel’s entrance when her cell vibrated.

    “Gordon.”

    “Agent Gordon, we have a situation.” Jey Patel’s voice was filled with unease.

    “What is it, agent?” Allie stopped. What could be worse than a shooter?

    “We received an envelope with a portable recorder and a message that there’s a bomb near the stage, ready to detonate by remote control. If the senator publicly admits that she was wrong in her support for abortion rights and withdraws her nomination for the vice presidency, then nothing will happen. If she refuses, the bomb will go off.”

    Was it a hoax? They’d searched every inch of this place before Fleming’s arrival and screened everyone inside the perimeter, including most of the bystanders. No one had approached the stage after the event began. Better safe than sorry, right?

    “Alert the Emergency Response Team.” Allie ended the call, stowed it in her pocket, and radioed the rest of her team. “We have a severe threat level. Evacuate the senator and her staff without raising panic. Follow the extraction protocol. Over.”

    Allie switched her radio frequency and relayed the new information to the CAT team that had arrived at the Adrian Hotel entrance. “Possible shooter, rooftop,” Allie instructed. She raced up the stairs behind the armed group. Her heart pounded with excitement. It could be over soon. They would get the creep terrorizing Fleming.

    “Drop your weapon! This is the police! Drop your weapon!” The CAT members all yelled at once, their weapons drawn and aimed at a probable assailant.

    Allie ran after the squad, and they all froze in their tracks. The place was empty.

    She glanced around. Someone had been here, all right. A fully assembled rifle facing the stage. Faint shoe prints in the construction dust. But no shooter. “Damn it,” she mumbled. “Okay. Secure the scene and have Forensic Services process it. We’re looking for prints, fibers, shoe impressions, any trace evidence.”

    She crossed the room, careful to step around the prints, and approached the window where the rifle sat. One of the CAT guys offered her a pair of gloves. Allie put them on and touched the steel. Cold and impersonal. A visible smudge caught her attention. She picked up the rifle and squinted at the stain. A partial fingerprint? The whiff of peach scent reached her, and she gasped. The fragrance had been fresh on her mind since last night. Was Nicole here? Was she wrong all along? Impossible.

    Something caught her attention as she examined the rifle, but she lost the thought as the CAT team leader approached. “Agent Gordon. Forensics is five minutes away. We secured the premises. Any other orders?”

    Allie put the rifle back in the same spot, but before she could reply, the shrieks outside disrupted her attention. Her head swiveled to the noise as the crowd below scampered around. People ran in all directions. The police escorted the city officials to safety while the reporters from the TV stations kept broadcasting. It was madness.

    Allie tuned into the private comms. “Agent Taylor. I need an update.”

    The silence in her ear was unnerving. She watched the chaos on the street. The one person she wanted to see wasn’t there.

    Then Taylor’s voice came to her earpiece. “A bystander overheard our conversation and yelled, ‘There’s a bomb!’ Panic ensued. The bomb squad is here. We are searching the area.”

    “Take everyone to the safe house until we sort this out.” It was all wrong, but Allie couldn’t concentrate, worried about Nicole and the senator. “I’ll be down when I finish at the hotel.”

    Her mind raced along with her heart. Nicole’s timing at leaving the podium was suspicious. Was it all part of a plan? She shook her head. Agent Davis’s concerns were getting to her, but now was not the time to dwell on it. Not yet.

    The forensics team arrived and got to work.

    “Looks like a print on the weapon.” Allie pointed out and stepped aside, letting them do their job. “I’m Agent Gordon. Secret Service. Keep me updated.”

    “Yes, ma’am.”

    Her earpiece came to life. “Agent Gordon. There’s no bomb. Senator Fleming is on her way to a safe house. Agent Kostas took Baranski and Lancaster to a café outside the perimeter. I’ll send Davis and the second vehicle to take them to join the senator.”

    They’d found Nicole. “Good work.” Allie jogged down the stairs.

    
     

    Nicole ordered a cup of hazelnut mocha and dropped into the chair by the window. Susan paced next to her table, biting her nails. Some of her mutterings reached Nicole, but she tuned them out. She hadn’t slept last night, her mind filled with images of Allie, loving her, touching her, and making her happy. She understood Allie’s dilemma and the desire to separate her professional and personal life. That’s why they needed to talk and set some boundaries or rules after this nightmare was over.

    Speaking of a nightmare, it had started with a strange phone call from her property management company, warning her about a gas leak in her building and telling her to evacuate. Her heightened awareness made her question everything. She ended the call and dialed her neighbor, an elderly widow who had nothing better to do than sit all day by her window, watching everything and everyone in her vision.

    Mrs. Petrillo answered on a second call. “Nicole. Where are you?”

    “I’m back in town with the senator. Is everything okay at my place?”

    “Yes, dear, why do you ask?”

    “No reason. Thank you, Mrs. Petrillo.”

    The call bothered her. Was it some stupid prank? But then chaos happened, and she didn’t have time to process when Agent Kostas escorted them to a Philz Coffee two blocks down Golden Gate Avenue, right after the agents whisked Fleming away.

    As soon as they reached the place, Susan grumbled, “Why did you take us here?”

    “I’m sorry. I can’t give you any details, except that the senator is safe,” Agent Kostas replied patiently. “When I hear anything, I’ll let you know. Please, stay here until I come back.”

    Nicole tried to calm herself. Where was Allie? She hadn’t seen her except for their brief eye contact earlier. Allie’s gaze was full of hope, even from a distance. Damn, she missed her.

    “Something big is going down, and I’m missing all the fun.” Susan stopped pacing. Once a journalist, always a journalist. Susan couldn’t stand sitting on the sidelines. She needed to be in the middle of the action. “Are you coming, Nicole?”

    “No, I’d rather wait for the agents to come and give us an update.”

    “Boooring. Suit yourself.” Susan shrugged and pulled out her iPhone. “It’s sensational. I’m going to film it. See ya.”

    Nicole watched her go and sipped her delicious coffee, prepared to wait. Now that she knew Fleming was not in danger, she could relax and think. Time was all she had. Maybe Allie would come and get her, and they could talk. Allie had confessed she had feelings for her, but did they have a future?

    She watched the street in front of the café, and her heart raced, causing pain in her chest. Nothing seemed real. Her mind wouldn’t rest, racing along with her heart. She finished her coffee and began pacing, unsure what to do.

    “Ms. Lancaster.” A familiar voice behind her made Nicole jump. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

    “Agent Davis.” Nicole spun around. She didn’t care for Davis, but for now, she was her only link to Allie. “Can you tell me what’s going on?”

    Davis shrugged. “Everything is under control. Agent Gordon instructed me to take you to our safe house.”

    An excited flutter in her belly made Nicole swallow. “Will Agent Gordon meet us there?” She willed herself to relax and stay calm. Allie was doing her job, and she was damn good at it.

    “Yes. After she assesses the situation and briefs the public about today’s events.” Agent Davis stepped closer. “All I know is a sniper—and possibly an accomplice—escaped, so it’s still dangerous to be out here. The chief is busy keeping the senator safe. That’s the priority.”

    “A sniper?” A chill ran through her, and Nicole shivered.

    “Turned out I was right. Celeste Arnaud is involved somehow.”

    “Who?” Nicole tried to pay attention to the conversation, but all the emotional stress of the past few weeks caught up with her, giving her a headache. Arnaud? The name was familiar.

    “Oh, I forgot,” Agent Davis slapped her forehead. “You know her as Victoria Russell. Someone had hired her to keep tabs on the senator by getting closer to you. All part of an elaborate assassination plot.”

    “What?” Nicole covered her mouth to suppress a gasp. Tori met her under a false name to gain closer access to the senator? So, getting revenge because Nicole had rejected her in college was yet another lie? It was all too much.

    Agent Davis’s face softened. “I understand how you feel, but we should go. I have a vehicle waiting outside.”

    “Where’s everyone?”

    “Senator Fleming is at the safe house already. Another agent took Susan there. We found her wandering around the stage area, trying to get the scoop and taking videos.”

    Nicole chuckled. “She used to write for the entertainment news. She loves gossip.”

    Agent Davis smiled. “My responsibility is to ensure your safety. If anything happens to you, Agent Gordon will skin me alive.”

    Nicole nodded and followed Davis to a black van. She would deal with the revelation about Tori later. She closed her eyes and willed herself to relax, ignoring the monstrous headache and her confusing feelings.

    Finally, the van stopped, and Agent Davis opened the sliding door. The safe house was a cozy little cottage with a neglected backyard overgrown with weeds and grass.

    Agent Davis winked at her and smiled. “Go in. The door is open. I’ll be right behind. I need to bring in a few supplies.”

    Nicole walked inside and looked around the living room. The cottage appeared deserted, as if nobody had been there in years.

    “Where is everyone? I thought you said—” She turned around and froze at the sight of Davis standing by the closed door with a gun aimed at her. Nicole swallowed hard and raised one hand. It shook. “Agent Davis, what are you doing with the gun?”

    “I have two words for you. Irene Cartier.”

    

  
    Chapter Thirty-One

    

    Allie met Jack Taylor at the bottom of the hotel and walked across the street to the shelter. “Give me an update.”

    “The senator is safe. Right before your call, I found Susan Baranski wandering the streets and filming with her phone.” He set an iPhone on the table. “I confiscated it and sent her to the safe house with one of the SFPD vehicles.”

    “And she let you take it?”

    Taylor’s face stayed inscrutable. “The words ‘national security’ would scare the bejesus out of anyone.” He waited a moment, then asked. “What did you find at the hotel?”

    “Nothing.” Allie fiddled with Susan’s phone. The screen came to life, frozen on a video of a panicky crowd. She pushed the play button but turned the sound down. “We found a rifle with a partial print, but no trace of a shooter. Still waiting on the forensics report.” She hesitated to mention the peach scent. Until she had concrete proof, the fragrance meant nothing in their case. Plenty of people used peach lotions and sprays.

    She glanced at the video Susan had shot, and her eyes fell on a familiar figure, the blonde who chatted with her at the café earlier, watching everyone scamper around with a faintly disguised sneer. She reveled in the chaos. Why?

    Allie paused the video, zoomed in, and rotated the phone toward Taylor. “Do you recognize her?”

    He scrutinized the image. “She looks vaguely familiar. With dark hair, she could be Russell, aka Celeste Arnaud.”

    “She was here, then.” Allie clenched her teeth. “Send out an APB on Victoria Russell and Celeste Arnaud.”

    Taylor’s phone buzzed. “Taylor.” He listened and glanced at her. “We have a situation. Agent Davis and Nicole Lancaster are missing.”

    “What do you mean?” Allie’s heart skipped a beat.

    “Kostas took Susan and Nicole to a café after the bomb scare. When we found Susan wandering the streets, Kostas sent a uniformed officer to bring Nicole in and take her to the safe house, but Ms. Lancaster wasn’t there.”

    “What about Agent Davis?” Allie willed herself to remain calm.

    “Kostas contacted her several times on three different frequencies but got no response. No one has seen her since she escorted the senator to the evacuation van. Ms. Lancaster is not answering her cell, either.”

    Allie sucked in a breath. Did Davis disappear along with Nicole? Or did she run away with the panicking crowd? Another rookie she’d failed to protect. “Okay. We need to interrogate everyone at that café to find out if they saw anything. And check security videos. Is the press still here?”

    “Yes.”

    “Brief them about an assassination attempt without revealing names or details. Keep it short, then join me.”

    She rushed to the scene where Nicole was last seen. Her heart pounded fiercely. The questioning of the baristas and a few customers revealed nothing, and their cameras hadn’t worked for months. She circled the café, searching for any clues. What did she expect? Blood stains on a sidewalk? Nicole’s purse abandoned in the dumpster?

    She clasped her hands together to stop herself from punching the walls when an SFPD officer assigned to crowd control approached her.

    “Agent Gordon, I heard you were searching for your missing agent. Was she a short woman with brown hair wearing a dark navy suit?”

    “Yes.” She couldn’t hide her excitement.

    “Moments after the chaos began, she talked to the senator’s chief of staff. Here, outside the café. Then they hopped into a black sedan.” He glanced at his watch. “About an hour ago, or so.”

    Allie clenched her teeth. “Did you hear their conversation?”

    “No. I was several feet away.”

    “Anything seem unusual? Was either of them under duress?”

    “No. In fact, they chatted like good friends.”

    “Thank you, Officer.”

    She dialed Howard’s number and updated him on the situation.

    Howard grunted. “Agent Warner should be there shortly to assist. How sure are you about Russell’s identity?”

    “It’s unsubstantiated, but Agent Patel is monitoring our APB.”

    “What does your gut tell you, Allie?”

    Every time he adopted a fatherly tone with Allie, her heart melted. “My gut confirms our suspicion. Victoria Russell is Celeste Arnaud. We’re looking for connections to the senator and Lancaster.”

    “If the Arnaud Foundation was trying to cover the embezzlement and fraud, Fleming’s involvement in the committee investigating them could be a motive for the assassination threats. Assign someone from the team to assist Warner.”

    “Agent Kostas, sir.”

    “Good choice. Keep me updated, Chief.” Howard’s voice sharpened. “And for God’s sake, find Agent Davis.”

    “Yes, sir.”

    Back at their command post, she hovered by Jey Patel’s desk. He lifted his head, pausing his typing.

    “Jey, send another APB on Davis and Lancaster and get me all the data we have on them. I’m interested in Davis’s personnel files.”

    Patel nodded, his fingers flying over the keyboard.

    Taylor raised his hand. “Chief, is it possible Nicole went home? Because she’s not answering her phone doesn’t mean she’s disappeared.”

    Allie halted and stared at him blankly for a moment. Of course! Why didn’t she think of that? She nodded. “I know where she lives. Taylor, come with me.”

    They drove to Nicole’s place in silence. Irrational worries gnawed at her, and Allie struggled to keep her emotions in check, too raw and vulnerable to share with anyone yet. Taylor kept glancing at her but said nothing, and she was grateful for that, afraid to open her mouth and blurt out her feelings for Nicole. She couldn’t afford to appear anything less than the efficient and unperturbed team leader.

    At Nicole’s place, she knocked a few times. Silence greeted them. She knocked again. “Nicole, open the door. It’s Allie.”

    Nobody answered, and she clenched her jaw. “We have to get in. I don’t have a good feeling about this.”

    She was prepared to break the door, but Taylor took out a set of lockpicks, using them like a pro. “No need to damage anything.”

    “Something you neglected to tell me?” She wasn’t surprised, but it didn’t stop her from teasing, breaking the tension building inside.

    Taylor winked. “My juvenile record is sealed.”

    They entered the house, and an eerie silence met them. Allie announced herself again and headed straight into the living room. Her heartbeat quickened as a memory from their time together took over. The room appeared the same, and Allie moved around, searching for anything out of place.

    “Holy shit. Chief, I don’t think you’re going to like this.”

    She followed him to the kitchen and froze, staring at the dinner table. What she saw there made no sense at all. “What the hell?” she whispered. She glared at the items on the table, refusing to believe her eyes.

    “Should we call the forensics unit or the FBI?”

    “Not yet.” She forced herself to snap out of it and donned a pair of rubber gloves. “Let’s handle this until we have more information.”

    Taylor nodded and put on his gloves. He ran downstairs and returned with an on-scene kit, equipped with evidence bags.

    Allie picked up the photograph that sat on top of a thick folder and inspected it. It was an image of Senator Fleming entering her apartment building, identical to the photo her agents had found in the pizza box, but without the target mark. Miscellaneous papers and maps of the San Francisco and Washington areas were piled on top of Nicole’s laptop. Allie shoved them aside and lifted the cover. The computer hummed to life. There on the screen was a work-in-progress letter to the senator. Allie touched the pad to scroll down: Today is the day of reckoning! Vengeance is mine! You didn’t listen, bitch, so today you’ll die.

    Allie frowned. The letter seemed new. “Did Fleming or her staff mention receiving another letter yesterday or today?”

    “If they did, I’m not aware of it.” Taylor opened the folder and scanned through the documents. “Um, Chief. The folder is a comprehensive dossier on Celeste Arnaud, including information on her alias as Victoria Russell, and another document that links her to the Arnaud Foundation embezzlement case.”

    She reached out, taking the folder and browsing through the documents. Had Nicole known all along who Russell was, and had they planned everything together? “Damn.”

    Taylor shook his head. “It appears Lancaster was behind it all along.” He lifted a high-security phone scrambler from the table and turned it over, checking its surface for any distinguishing marks or patent fingerprints.

    “Yes, it appears so, but let’s not jump to conclusions until we have all the facts. It could be a setup—”

    “By whom?” Taylor put the scrambler down and snapped several photos of the evidence on the table.

    “I don’t know yet. Lancaster and Davis are missing. We need to find any connections between them and any others involved.” She collected the evidence from the table and sealed the bags for the chain of custody. A sheet of paper slipped from her fingers and landed on the floor. She bent over to grab it. It was a list of handwritten names, as if someone searched for a perfect fit.

    Nicole Lancaster

    Lance Collinstare

    Alister Conalcen

    Colin Asternacle

    Son of a bitch. All were anagrams of Nicole’s name. And the so-called mystery writer who duped the intern had used the last one. She added the list to the evidence pile.

    Taylor left to search other rooms and returned carrying a half-filled box of .22 caliber bullets. “I found these hidden behind some poetry books, but no gun.”

    Damn it! Allie wanted to scream. She whispered instead, “I can’t believe this is happening.” Why, Nicole, why?

    “I’m sorry, Chief,” Taylor said. “I know you and Ms. Lancaster…” he paused, searching for the right words.

    “We got close, yes,” she finished for him.

    Taylor nodded, his eyes holding no judgment in them. Understanding. “Based on everything you know about Nicole Lancaster, is she capable of planning this?”

    No, a thousand times no.

    A memory surfaced. “Where did you find the bullets?”

    “On the shelf, behind some books.”

    “Show me.” Allie strode to the living room and paused by the bookshelf.

    Taylor pointed to the spot behind the poetry section. “Here. Why is that important?”

    Allie trailed her fingers over the book covers, and hope surged. Someone had moved the books around. She spotted the red Jane Austen tome two shelves down from its original place. The Nicole she knew would never mess with the order of her books. Impossible for a logical mind. Whoever planted the bullets rearranged the books to accommodate the hiding place, unaware of Nicole’s particular order.

    “Do you still think she’s innocent?” Taylor’s calm demeanor broke for the first time. He always trusted her instincts. And she’d never been wrong. Yet.

    And how convenient was all the evidence laid out on the dinner table for them to find? The case was personal, all right, but not against the senator.

    “Yes,” Allie said with conviction, surprising herself. “And I trust her. Let’s get forensics here so they can process the rest of the place, then go back to the hotel. We need to find Nicole. It’s been over two hours. Lives might be at stake.”

    “Understood.” The edge was gone from his tone.

    Back at the Hilton, she approached Patel. “Find everything you can on Irene Cartier.”

    “Irene Cartier? The one who committed suicide?” Patel asked.

    “Yes. Irene was Nicole’s lover.” Allie paused. Was she grasping at straws? Someone went to great lengths to implicate Nicole, and she had to go over every aspect of Nicole’s life to untangle this web.

    Her phone pinged, and she checked her messages. “The SFPD caught Celeste Arnaud at the airport. The FBI’s interrogating her now.” Allie paced in front of Jey Patel’s desk with a frown. “Something is still bothering me about this case.”

    “Like what?” He didn’t look up and kept typing.

    “On the rooftop, somebody staged the scene to appear as if an assassin was there to shoot, but the rifle was cold to the touch, and the scope was not adjusted. If the shooter changed their mind and ran, why leave the rifle there for us to find it?” Allie blew out her cheeks and then released the air. She didn’t have enough dots to connect them to make a clear picture.

    Warner walked into the room with Chris in tow and let out an exasperated sigh. “Thank God Arnaud’s lawyer was reasonable and advised her to tell the truth. She’s a piece of work.”

    Curious, Allie asked. “What did you learn? What is your assessment of Celeste Arnaud and her involvement?”

    Warner didn’t hesitate. “Celeste is a pawn in a blackmailer’s hands, playing their game.” She turned to Chris and nodded. “Agent Kostas, if you please.”

    Chris nodded. “About a year ago, Margot Arnaud got a phone call from a stranger—the Phantom, as Celeste dubbed them—who had proof of the foundation’s involvement in embezzlement and fraud. In order to prevent the blackmailer from releasing the damaging document and exposing their foundation, Celeste agreed to work with them. Her first order was to seduce Nicole Lancaster and get closer to the senator. The Phantom provided the fake identity documents and sent her instructions.”

    “What about the rifle?”

    “She denied the allegations,” Agent Warner supplied. “Her orders were to join the crowd with her fake press pass. She sensed the trap and left.”

    “Do you believe her?” Allie was sure Arnaud was still lying.

    Warner shrugged. “Why admit everything else but lie about the gun? And she was not caught red-handed.”

    “Because we can’t prove our case on evidence we can’t substantiate. She only gave us what we already knew and could easily verify.” Allie paused. Would it be unprofessional to be curious about Nicole and Celeste’s connection? Probably, but she was desperate. Her mouth went dry, and she moistened her lips. “Did Arnaud implicate Ms. Lancaster?”

    Chris glanced at her. “Celeste used Nicole Lancaster to get closer to the senator, as instructed. She said, and I’m quoting, ‘the sex was amazing, and I wouldn’t have minded continuing our dalliances after I completed the Phantom’s mission, but Nikki broke up with me because she fell in love with someone else. Like I even care. I got my revenge.’ ”

    Allie’s heart raced, and she struggled to control her emotions. Nicole was in love with her. She’d never said those words to Allie, but who else could it be? She took a deep breath, hoping her face wouldn’t reveal too much.

    Chris poured a cup of coffee. “Is it possible there’s another connection between Celeste and Nicole? Arnaud said she got her revenge. What if they knew each other before?”

    Allie blinked. She’d gotten too caught up in the excitement of Arnaud’s revelations to process the implications. She carefully put her mug on the table and rose to her feet. The room shrank, and the walls were closing in. She didn’t know what to think. She faced Agent Warner. “They both attended Berkeley.”

    “Aha.” Warner took a sip of her coffee. “I think it’s time we discuss what you’ve found at Ms. Lancaster’s condo.” She took her phone out and scrolled through the images Allie sent her earlier. “Hmm. The evidence is compelling. And you don’t think Lancaster was the mastermind? Why?”

    Why? Because she knew Nicole better than anyone else. Because she was in love with her. Because she didn’t want to believe everything between them was one gigantic lie. “It looked like a setup, as if someone dumped all the evidence for someone to find it. Threatening letter to the senator on her laptop, maps, schedules, and the senator’s photo. Convenient, don’t you think?”

    “It’s possible.” Warner nodded. “But there are several questions we need to answer if Arnaud was telling the truth.”

    Allie didn’t have to think hard to finish Warner’s thought. “Since Lancaster is missing, she could be Celeste’s accomplice, set up to take a fall, or an innocent bystander caught in the middle of someone else’s game. And how does Agent Davis fit in that scenario?”

    “What if she witnessed something between Arnaud and Lancaster? Your agent might be dead,” Agent Warner replied gravely.

    Allie didn’t have time to process this statement as Patel handed her a meager file. “I have Agent Davis’s service records.”

    Allie scanned it through. Nothing unusual. Parents and education. Davis joined the Secret Service three years ago as a forensic analyst in an investigative unit. Allie’s team was Davis’s first protection assignment.

    Warning bells chimed, but she couldn’t isolate the trigger. She passed the documents to Warner.

    “Looks like a dead end to me,” Agent Warner commented when she finished reading.

    “What did you find out about Irene Cartier?” Allie asked Patel, eager for something—anything—that could help her find Nicole. They’d met while studying at Berkeley. Celeste was there around the same time. Did their paths cross then? Could Celeste be the other woman who took Irene away from Nicole?

    Allie tapped a finger against her lips and shook her head, answering her own question. Tori, aka Celeste, looked like a woman who would flaunt her conquests in your face. If she was Irene’s mistress, she’d brag about it as yet another way to insult Nicole. Celeste’s revenge seemed more about what Nicole did to her.

    “Why are you looking into Irene Cartier?” Warner asked with interest.

    “Their relationship ended in a public breakup and a suicide,” she replied, and focused on Patel. The report he sent her three weeks ago didn’t include any details about the suicide itself. “And this case feels too personal to ignore Nicole’s past.”

    He looked at his notes. “Irene Cartier came from a rich family in France. After her death, all records of Irene’s suicide were sealed by the judge’s order out of respect for the family. Permission to hack, um”—he stumbled over the word and corrected himself at the raise of Allie’s eyebrow—“access additional databases for more details?”

    Allie wanted to say hack away, but the FBI’s presence kept her silent.

    “Lancaster’s dead ex seems like a waste of time,” Agent Warner said firmly. “We now have solid proof of the Arnaud Foundation’s involvement, so we should focus on its connection to Wysocki and the embezzlement scandal, which could indicate political corruption. If someone set Lancaster up to take the fall, as you claim, then prove it. I’m heading back to FBI headquarters to finish Celeste Arnaud’s interrogation. The senator is safe. Your job was to keep her protected and apprehend the assassin, which your team already accomplished.”

    “Agent Warner, I have a missing agent and a civilian whose role in the current events is unclear. This case is far from closed.”

    “I understand your feelings.” Warner stood up and scrutinized her. Allie ground her teeth. Warner rested a hand on her shoulder. “I will do everything I can to help in your search for Agent Davis and Ms. Lancaster. However, Celeste Arnaud and her foundation are the FBI’s key priority.”

    Warner left, followed by Chris, who had volunteered to liaise with the FBI to see their case through. Allie closed the door and turned to Patel. “Find me everything you can on Irene Cartier.”

    “But Agent Warner said—”

    “I know what she said. She had her reasons, and I have mine. We need to investigate Irene’s death.” Allie stopped at the whiteboard and wrote the names of everyone involved in their investigation. She added a question mark next to Agent Davis. She was a dark horse at the moment. “Someone set Nicole up. The evidence against her is overwhelming, but it’s too elaborate. It feels staged and personal to me. This case has nothing to do with the senator and everything to do with Nicole.”

    Patel’s eyes lit up, and he cracked his fingers. “I can hack into Cartier’s finances and the medical examiner’s records.”

    “Do it.” She wasn’t sure why, but Irene was the key.

    

  
    Chapter Thirty-Two

    

    Nicole gasped. “How do you know about Irene and me?” Allie knew. Did she tell everyone?

    Agent Davis snorted. “I know a lot about you, Nicole. I’ve been following your life for five years now. I know your penchant for one-night stands and brunettes. I know you accepted a job as Fleming’s chief of staff in a hurry. And I know Irene is the reason for everything.”

    Nicole remained silent. She needed to understand what was happening.

    Davis moved closer and sneered. “What? You have nothing to say?”

    “I have plenty to say, but I’m waiting for you to explain. What am I doing here, and how do you know Irene?” Nicole tried not to sound as frightened as she felt.

    Davis kept the gun pointed at her and motioned for her to sit down. Then she took zip ties from the duffel bag she carried inside and tied Nicole’s hands to the chair, binding her feet together with tape. It was futile to resist, so Nicole didn’t.

    “You want to know what you are doing here? Well, it is simple.” Davis sneered and perched on another chair. “Revenge.”

    “Revenge? Why? I don’t even know you.”

    “You’re right. You don’t know me,” Davis replied with a relaxed smile, as if they were two close friends having a pleasant conversation. “Not yet.”

    Calm before the storm, more likely.

    “Then why? Revenge seems like a waste of time.” Perhaps staying unruffled and collected would keep the storm at bay for as long as possible.

    “Don’t underestimate the power of revenge.” Davis crossed her arms and leaned back in her chair. “Often, it is more powerful and deeper than anything. Even love.”

    “Love is greater than anything.” Nicole wished she could cross her arms and mimic the agent’s pose. “Even if you believe in what you’re saying, do you think revenge is a good reason to go to jail?”

    “Who said anything about jail?” Davis’s laughter echoed through the empty room, bouncing off the bare walls. “My plan is perfect. It’s all about me becoming a hero and turning you into a villain. And a dead villain at that, but not yet.”

    Nicole’s pulse quickened, and she shifted in her chair to hide the tremors in her arms. “There are flaws in your plan, Agent Davis. Your team will question your disappearance and do everything possible to find you. And me.” Her voice shook, and she swallowed.

    “I know Gordon will use all the resources available to search for us, but what will she find?” Davis winked at Nicole and sniggered.

    Nicole flinched at the sound. A dreadful panic settled over her. What wouldn’t she give for Allie to rush into the room to rescue her?

    Davis rummaged through the grocery bag she brought inside. She took out a few Pepsi cans and offered one to her.

    Nicole nodded. Her throat was dry, not from thirst but from uncertainty and—she wasn’t ashamed to admit it—fear. Her psychology training kicked in. But how do you evaluate someone’s mental and emotional state when you don’t know them? Rachel Davis was an enigma. All Nicole could do was watch Davis’s behavior and hope she’d slip somehow or come to her senses and let her go. She grunted. There was little chance of that happening.

    Davis popped the soda open and lifted it to Nicole’s lips. Nicole hesitated. Was she wise to accept anything from the rogue agent?

    Davis rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. If I wanted to poison you, I’d have finished my job last Saturday.” She raised the can high to let the bubbly liquid flow freely. Some of it dripped down Nicole’s chin and throat, making her shiver.

    She gulped half of the can and licked her lips. “Thank you.”

    Davis finished her own soda, threw the can over her shoulder, and plopped down on the chair next to Nicole. “Do you want to know how I orchestrated everything?”

    “No, but you’ll tell me, anyway, right?” Nicole lifted her chin. She mainly wanted to know why, but Davis was in control. She’d have to wait.

    “Bingo.” Davis gave her mocking applause. “It sucks to live inside my head all the time with no one to confide in. Irene was my soulmate, and then she was gone, leaving me all alone.”

    Davis paused as a shadow of pain flickered on her face, and a flutter of guilt hit Nicole hard. Was it sympathy she felt toward her captor, or pity? Whatever it was, the feeling was gone when Davis smirked. “Let me tell you the complete story. It’s not like you’re going to share it with anyone. Nobody knows about this place, and by the time Gordon figures it out, you’ll be long dead.”

    Tears threatened to spill, and Nicole clenched her teeth, refusing to show Davis her fear and appear weak. Then it registered. She tilted her head and regarded Davis. “What do you mean, Irene was your soulmate?”

    “I was the other woman.”

    The revelation sent chills through Nicole’s body and made her dizzy. She took a deep breath to keep her heartbeat steady. “Irene left me for you? I never knew.”

    “Well, now you know.” Davis rose to her feet, pacing in front of her.

    “Tell me about it.” When Irene had confessed her affair, Nicole didn’t want to hear anything about the other woman. She felt hurt and betrayed then.

    “I met Irene at her parents’ house in Pacific Heights, where my mother worked for the family, cleaning their house. I fell in love with Irene the first night I saw her and found every excuse to pick up Mom so that I could see her. She was unlike anyone I’ve ever met. One night, we went out for drinks. We both ordered Zinfandel, and she invited me to the wine club she attended once a month.”

    Nicole nodded. “I remember those wine-tasting weekends. I attended a few times, but Irene thought I didn’t enjoy it, so she asked me to stop going.”

    “She said you didn’t care about her interests and always looked miserable when she took you to meet her friends. All you cared about were the troubled kids you mentored and your precious books.”

    “I cared.” Nicole slumped in her chair as much as her restraints let her. She had enjoyed those parties without drinking herself to oblivion. And the books—especially poetry—were too intimate to share with anyone. But she’d wanted to share her love for reading with Allie in San Francisco, so was Davis right that she hadn’t loved Irene enough?

    “Whatever. Like I said, you didn’t deserve Irene and her love.” Davis waved around. “Do you know where we are right now?”

    “No. Should I?”

    “Yes, considering this cottage belonged to Irene’s family. We used to meet here three times a week and sometimes on weekends.”

    “Oh.” Nicole frowned, trying to recall her life back then. Then it hit her. “You were the needy client?”

    Davis snorted. “Her job provided an excellent cover.”

    Another reason they had drifted apart. Irene had a successful practice treating celebrities with imaginary problems. Nicole had spent most of her days comforting kids whose parents didn’t want them and didn’t love them.

    “Can I ask you something?” At Davis’s nod, she asked one question that nagged at her the most. “Why did Irene come back to me? I thought she was happy with you.”

    “We were happy,” Davis snapped, but the anger lessened when she explained. “We fought one night. Irene said I was too demanding and smothering because I asked her to introduce me to her family as her girlfriend when she wasn’t ready.” Bitterness in Davis’s voice cut through the softness. “Nicole was easy, she said, like a doormat, never asking much, and so trusting.”

    “She said that?” Her life with Irene wasn’t perfect, but to learn Irene thought so little of her… Was she a doormat? She was trusting. That was true. Gullible, more likely.

    “Don’t sound so outraged, Nicole. What did you expect? You weren’t her type.”

    And Davis was? Or just another one of Irene’s playthings? Nicole closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Was everything a lie in her relationship? Why did it matter now? And how did her kidnapping by a maniac turn into a we have a girlfriend in common chat?

    Davis dropped into the chair and continued. “Before I secured my spot on Gordon’s team, my assignment was to run backgrounds on several well-known charitable organizations, searching for connections with organized crime, political extremists, or misappropriation of funds for bribery and blackmail behind presidential campaigns. The Arnaud Foundation came onto my radar when I discovered a peculiar document. It was a one-page transaction for a money transfer. Someone stapled it together with an unrelated tax form.” Davis pursed her lips and then shook her head. “Negligence or stupidity? Who cares? I read it out of curiosity and found something significant.”

    Nicole puffed her cheeks. “Which was?”

    “Celeste Arnaud’s uncle, Pierre Duchamp, embezzled millions of dollars from a breast cancer fundraiser. The foundation matriarch, Margot Arnaud, covered it up by erasing all records. Except for that one piece of paper.”

    “I get the embezzlement. I get the cover-up.” Nicole tried to analyze the information Davis had given her. “Victoria—well, Celeste—didn’t seem like someone to get involved in an assassination.”

    “I chose Celeste for several reasons. She looked like the type you’d go for—a brunette, sexy, arrogant. Her mother put her in charge, so she was perfect to carry out my plan and keep Arnaud’s name free of another scandal.”

    Nicole said nothing, mulling over everything Davis said. Her training made her aware of certain traits in Davis’s behavior. Calm one moment. Enraged the next. It triggered her inner alarm. Making Davis talk and reveal more was the key to buying herself more time.

    “And I had a scapegoat to carry out my plan,” Davis added, her eyes gleaming with pride.

    “How?” Her mind raced. If Celeste had been successful in assassinating the senator and then had been caught, she would be guilty, no matter what excuse she had. Fraud was nothing compared to a murder. How was this genius plan going to work?

    “Celeste had no clue she was never supposed to succeed.” Davis rolled her eyes, as if guessing her internal thoughts. “There was no assassination threat. It was all a ruse. If Celeste hadn’t agreed to my blackmail, I’d have found another patsy. She was a diversion. The attempts on the senator were all fake. The bomb threat was another misdirection.”

    “A diversion from your actual goal to capture me?”

    “Bingo again. I’ve planted enough red herrings for everyone to run around like chickens with their heads cut off.” Davis snickered. “Do you know Gordon planned to meet you at Double Rainbow? She was there, but Arnaud beat her to it. I almost lost it when I watched you leave with my fake assassin. You should’ve seen Gordon’s face.” Davis convulsed with laughter that turned into wheezing.

    Nicole shifted. Zip ties cut into her wrists, and she flinched. “What red herrings?”

    “The pizza. It was a simple plan. When my colleague took the delivery guy downstairs, I slipped the letter and the photo underneath the dough—which took me five seconds—and brought the box inside. Nobody suspected anything.”

    “Did you plan the blood-throwing protesters?” Nicole’s head was spinning.

    “That was a total coincidence.” Davis grinned. “I leaked the information online where and when Fleming was staying. The fanatics acted on their own, and it worked beautifully. I wish I could take credit for that.” Her eyes lit up. “But you will.”

    “And the caffeine poisoning?” Nicole asked, ignoring the taunt.

    “I did my research. I’m very thorough, you know,” Agent Davis gloated. “I put a high enough dose to cause panic but not to kill.”

    “And you switched the card at the party after Agent Patel inspected the bouquet when I set the vase down.”

    “You are not the simpleton I thought you were.” Agent Davis clapped. “It’s easy to manipulate people when you know what they want. I watched you leave and merely suggested to Charlotte to grab your attention when you came back inside. Unaware, she played her role perfectly.”

    “All to throw Kaitlynn Foster under the bus?”

    “She served her purpose, and I no longer needed her.”

    “A loose end?”

    “And a pawn in my revenge plan, like Celeste was. I disclosed her location before she had the chance to escape. She must’ve figured out I set a trap and vanished. No matter. She doesn’t know who I am. It won’t take long before the FBI catches her. I’ll be a hero for stopping an assassination, and Allie fucking Gordon becomes an idiot who didn’t trust me and my instincts. And now I have you to complete my revenge by nailing your proverbial—and soon literal—coffin shut. So, you see, Nicole. I’m the winner all the way around.” Davis bared her teeth and raised the gun.

    Nicole stiffened, biting her lip so hard she could taste blood, but Davis lowered her arm and chuckled. “Gotcha.” She laughed, clearly amused with herself.

    Nicole shivered, fighting the urge to gag. She gripped the chair arms so hard her knuckles turned white. Every movement made her headache worse.

    “So, how did you pull it off?” Keep her talking. Stall for time. Allie should be here any moment. Right? “I know you’re dying to tell me about your clever plan.”

    “Dying. How fitting.” Davis hooted. “I set my plan in motion two years ago. When we were together, unbeknownst to Irene, I took money from her trust fund. My father’s life insurance supplied the rest. The internet is a wonderful resource for anything you need. As long as you pay, no one asks questions. Once I chose Celeste as my scapegoat, everything else fell into place. The team couldn’t figure out who she was until I delivered her on a silver platter.” Davis smirked. “If only they’d bothered to google. And I’m sure by now they have Arnaud in custody.”

    “So, you wanted to prove how clever you were? Smarter than everyone else when you planned it all along?”

    “Brilliant, right? All under Agent Gordon’s nose.” Davis’s arrogant laugh pierced through Nicole, and she shivered. “Now is the ultimate phase. A villain has to die, making me a hero.”

    “Why? Why go to all this trouble?” Nicole kept her anger and fear deep inside. “Why involve innocent people and make elaborate plans that could fail? Why not just kill me?”

    “Oh my God, Nicole, are you that naive? A quick death would not be satisfying.” Davis stepped closer with her nostrils flaring. “I want a spectacle. I want your humiliation. I want you to suffer as I suffered. Irene was the love of my life. You took her from me, and you’ll pay for that.” She straightened up, sneering. “My plan worked flawlessly.”

    “I told Irene to go back to her lover. To you. I didn’t cause—”

    “Shut up. Shut the fuck up!” Davis paced, waving her gun and muttering. “You…kill her.”

    Nicole strained in her chair, trying to listen. What? “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

    “You made me kill her.” Davis halted and looked at her with hatred. “I killed the love of my life.”

    Nicole’s chest tightened with pain. Nausea and dizziness overpowered her resolve to stay calm. For the last five years, she had lived with guilt, blaming herself for Irene’s suicide. It had hindered her ability to trust herself and form close relationships with anyone. But this?

    What the actual fuck?

    “You did what?” Nicole took a shaky breath.

    “She came back, sobbing. Told me about your rejection. I was there for her breakdown. When she calmed down, I suggested writing it down, pouring her grievances onto paper.” Davis tilted her head and chuckled. “I’m sure you’ve heard of expressive writing as a therapeutic tool?”

    Nicole nodded, still processing Davis’s confession. Pain shot straight to her temples as she groaned. The stiffness of her pose and the zip ties made her body numb, but the emotional pain was much worse.

    “Irene stayed at my place sometimes to have more privacy.” Davis ignored her discomfort. “One day, she was late for her meeting, and she left her journal in the drawer where she kept some of her things. I read it. How could I not? I was dying to know what she wrote about you. It made me so fucking furious. Irene was leaving me. Again.”

    She stared at the agent. The sheer hatred in her voice was unnerving. Davis’s eyes were glossy. From tears or a psychotic trance, Nicole couldn’t tell.

    “Writing in the journal made her realize how perfect you were for her. Never questioning, never doubting, a perfect doormat. I was too possessive, too manipulative, too clingy.” Davis’s laugh was borderline hysterical. “She was going to kick me to the curb. I’d be rejected again. She couldn’t have you, but she didn’t want me anymore, either.”

    Nicole blinked as her eyes welled up. Irene had accused her of the exact same things. She stayed silent. Nothing she could say would change today’s outcome.

    Davis cracked her neck from side to side. The noise echoed in the hollows of the cottage.

    “Irene forgot one little detail.” Davis jabbed a finger in Nicole’s face, emphasizing every word. “Nobody. Leaves. Me.” She paced around for a few seconds and yelled, unhinged. “Nobody!”

    Nicole recoiled at the outburst.

    Davis laughed, suddenly calm and collected. “It was simple. Earlier in her journal, Irene was still angsty about your breakup and rejection. I used that entry as her final Mea Culpa note. Irene’s handwriting, not quite blaming you, coming to peace with what she’d done.”

    “What if the police had found the journal and put two and two together?”

    “Do you think I’m stupid?” Davis sneered. “I burned it, of course. No one knew about the journal but me. Not a soul knew about us, either. We were discreet. We met at my place, or here, and had a few rendezvous around the city where no one could recognize us. No one, except for her maid, my mother.”

    Nicole gasped. “Your mother? I thought you said—”

    “Irene hired her to defy her parents. Mom never revealed our affair. She remained devoted to me. She passed away soon after.” Davis waved her free hand dismissively. “From natural causes, I assure you.”

    “No witnesses and no evidence,” Nicole whispered.

    “A perfect plan.”

    “How did you…How did Irene die?” Nicole partly blamed morbid curiosity for the need to uncover the truth, but mostly she wanted to keep the agent talking to buy more time.

    Davis nodded with a knowing grin. “I came to her place that day to spend the rest of the night together. I opened a bottle of Chateau Margaux, poured myself a glass, and slid the rest back from the edge of the counter to breathe. Irene emerged from the bedroom, her hair still damp from her shower, with a hint of honeysuckle in the air. I almost dumped the wine into the sink and put her on the counter instead, but it wouldn’t have mattered. You would have still been there, between us.”

    “It was her favorite wine,” Nicole said. A little too rich for her blood. Irene could afford to indulge in her passion. “I tried it once. My taste buds detected no difference between that and any ordinary red blend from a local California winery.”

    “Your palate is less refined than Irene’s and mine,” Davis scoffed. She stared into the distance before turning back to Nicole. “After pouring myself a glass, I dropped a crushed OxyContin tablet I got from some schmuck on the street into the wine bottle. I also added a few pills I took from her medicine cabinet. I needed her to be conscious, but incoherent enough not to struggle. It didn’t take thirty minutes until she felt dizzy and wanted to lie down. I helped her to the bedroom. After that, it was a piece of cake. I held her throat tenderly to avoid any prints and pushed the rest of the pills into her mouth. She was still alert enough to swallow them with more wine.”

    Nicole shuddered as a sob escaped her tight lips. She would not cry. She could handle this. Allie, where are you?

    Davis continued, trancelike, to recall that night. “I watched as her breathing slowed and her body turned limp. She struggled to keep her eyes open, gasping for air. She whispered your name, and that was the last straw. I left her there to die.” She extended her arms. “That’s how I did it. You are the reason the love of my life is dead, and you must pay for this. I loved Irene, but she said your name.”

    “I loved her too, Rachel.” Nicole kept her tone even. Would using the agent’s name appeal to her humanity?

    “No, you didn’t,” Davis growled. “You don’t know the meaning of love. I watched you, you know, going to bars, picking up different women. All I wanted was Irene. She was my first woman, my first lover. She was my everything. I couldn’t go to her funeral. Irene’s family took her back to Europe and buried her in some private family vault that I have no right to visit. I don’t even have a place to grieve.” She paced, waving the gun in front of Nicole’s face. “I searched for you to tell you how much I hated you. I tracked you down when Fleming became a senator, rising to prominence in the political world and the public eye. The rest was the execution of my brilliant plan.”

    Davis stopped abruptly with the gun aimed straight at Nicole. Nicole flinched and instinctively turned her head.

    Davis laughed and lowered her weapon. “Not yet. I’m waiting for one more piece of the puzzle to fall into place. Then I will kill you.”

    Nicole lifted her head and stared into the agent’s cold eyes. She searched for a sliver of goodness in them—compassion or regret. All she saw was rage and hatred.

    Nicole sighed. “I’m sorry—”

    “I don’t want your pity or sympathy.” Davis opened another cola and finished it in a few swallows. Then she crushed the can in her hand and threw it against the wall.

    “Psycho,” Nicole murmured as Davis paced.

    The agent stopped in her tracks and glared at her. “I’m not a psycho. I took three psych evaluations during my studies, and I passed them all with flying colors. I was in the top ten in my graduation class. Why do you think I got accepted into the Secret Service? Because I’m perfect.”

    “Psychotic narcissist,” Nicole repeated louder.

    Davis covered her eyes for a moment, then pointed the gun at Nicole. “Stop it. Just stop it.”

    Her hand was shaking, swinging in front of Nicole’s face. Staring into the gun barrel was unnerving when it could explode into her face any minute now, delivering its last farewell. Nicole braced herself. Nothing happened. Something was stopping Davis from killing her now.

    Okay, I’ll keep pushing.

    “Who are you talking to? Do you hear voices in your head?” Nicole asked sarcastically.

    The slap to her face stung. Nicole winced at the pain but held her tears. She had shown enough of her weakness in front of her captor.

    “I told you to shut up. You are not my therapist. I know what you are trying to do. But I’m the one with the gun. I won’t hesitate to use it.”

    Nicole sagged, her head spinning, unable to move her limbs even if she could. She summoned all her strength, lifting her chin. “What is my motive?”

    Davis scratched her head, and her pacing faltered.

    Nicole snorted. “Oh, you didn’t think this through. If I’m the villain, you must bring me in. How do you explain shooting me instead? You must give Agent Gordon a good reason for killing me in cold blood.”

    “Oh, Nicole. Do you think I did all this without planning every last detail? Of course, I have a good reason for shooting you.” Davis paused and winked. “You shot me first.”

    “What? Why?” she gasped, and her heart sped. Rachel Davis was a cold and calculating psycho. Nicole held her breath, swallowing down bile in her throat. She was running out of time.

    “You kidnapped me because I caught you conspiring with Celeste Arnaud. You recognized me as Irene’s lover, so you planned to kill me to get revenge and silence your witness.” Davis grinned. “You brought me here to finish your mission. I distracted you, tried to escape, but you shot me in my left shoulder.”

    Davis took another gun out of her bag. “If Gordon is smart, she’ll search your home and find a half-empty box with bullets that belong to this gun. You purchased it under an assumed name, of course. I’m sure the salesperson remembers the blond woman who bought them.”

    Nicole sat completely still, paralyzed.

    “By the way, after killing me, you planned to escape to Canada. You purchased a plane ticket to Montreal with a reservation waiting for you at Hotel Monville. All that’s left to do—”

    Davis’s phone rang. She checked the caller ID and answered, listening for a moment. Then she replied, “Thank you so much, Mrs. Petrillo. You were most helpful.”

    Nicole’s eyes widened. That old biddy! “What did you do?”

    “I copied the keys to your condo weeks ago. Getting into your place last night and planting evidence was a piece of cake.” She chuckled. “Your neighbor almost caught me on my way out.”

    “You didn’t hurt her?” Nicole swallowed. Mrs. Petrillo had no idea how dangerous Davis was.

    “No need. I told her I was your sister, looking for you, and to call me if anyone showed up at your place.” Davis snorted. “The blond wig was so helpful. Gordon was there not long ago, so by now she has found plenty of evidence to convince her of your guilt. If not, my wound will confirm it.”

    With these words, she turned the gun on herself, aiming at her left shoulder. “I guess I’m lucky you turned out to be a lousy shot.”

    Then she pulled the trigger.

    Nicole had an overwhelming desire to cover her ears from the deafening shot, but all she could do was bite her lips as she closed her eyes.

    “Damn, it hurts.” Davis’s voice, filled with pain, echoed through the room. “It always looks so easy in the movies.”

    Nicole opened her eyes, tears sliding down her cheeks. Her pulse raced, the jaw muscles hurting from clenching.

    “No matter.” Davis withdrew an old-fashioned white handkerchief from her jacket pocket and tightened it around the wound with her right hand and teeth. She groaned and stared at Nicole with loathing. “The wound is just for show. Enough blood to look believable.”

    “So, this is it, then.” Nicole lifted her head, making direct eye contact. She was definitely dealing with a psycho. Great. Just great. She sighed heavily. Allie wasn’t coming. Nothing left but the horrible lies and the emptiness in her heart.

    “One last thing.” Davis stared at her. “Let’s talk about Agent Gordon.”

    

  
    Chapter Thirty-Three

    

    It had been five hours since Nicole and Davis had disappeared, and five hours of uncertainty seemed like a lifetime. Allie returned to her suite to give Jey space to work his computer magic and not breathe down his neck. She felt miserable and impatient.

    She made fresh coffee and stood by the window, sipping the hot, bitter liquid. Images of Nicole invaded her mind. It made Allie more nostalgic about the short time they’d spent together than any of her previous relationships combined. She wished—

    A knock on her door interrupted her musings. “Come in.”

    “I extracted a digitized copy of an autopsy report and the police files on Irene Cartier,” Patel said as soon as he entered. “They were inconclusive. The file had a few crime scene photos and the final report, confirming the official cause of death as a suicide.”

    Allie turned around and extended her hand. “Show me.”

    “Based on the report, a maid found Irene’s body in her bedroom, with empty bottles of pills next to her on the bed. There was a note on the nightstand. The original is missing, but the report included a transcribed copy.” Patel handed her the file and left, muttering something about doing further research on the toxicology findings.

    She scanned the report and looked at the photos. The police took the basic steps to rule out homicide: the fingerprints on the pill containers belonged to Irene; the labels had her name on them. There was an open bottle of wine on the nightstand, along with an empty glass covered with her prints. The lipstick on the rim matched Irene’s shade.

    The Crime Scene Unit found several other fingerprints throughout Irene’s luxury condo. Some belonged to her parents, and a maid who came to clean once a week. A Mrs. Ostrowski, who discovered the body. The suicide letter matched Irene’s handwriting from her planner notes.

    Allie turned the page and read the suicide note that the detective had copied at the end of the report. Nicole was the love of my life. I let her down. I wanted something else or someone else. I was wrong. Her rejection took me down the path of depression, regret, and suicidal thoughts—mea culpa. Although I begged her repeatedly, I ultimately made my choice, as Nicole made hers. I hope she regrets turning me down and not taking me back. It is what it is. We both have to live with our choices.

    “What a drama queen.” Allie scratched her neck, massaging the sore spot, and frowned. “This makes no sense. Why does she say ‘live with our choices’ if she intends to kill herself? It feels more like a therapy session confession than a suicide note.” She sighed. Something was nagging at her. “What am I missing?” she whispered and glanced through the medical report.

    The medical examiner was thorough, including the anatomical and microscopic findings, as well as the toxicology report. The single anomaly noted was a slight indentation on Irene’s neck and shoulders. The diagram showed their positions on the body, indicative of contusions. However, Irene didn’t die of strangulation, so no significance was attached to this discovery.

    Allie reread the list of positive compounds found in the blood test. The list of chemicals meant nothing to her. “Why can’t they include the drug names in their reports? Now I have to google every damn pill.”

    She compared the photos with the toxicology report, and her eyes widened. She gathered the paperwork and walked to the command center. “What is wrong with this picture?” Allie laid the documents in front of Patel.

    “Nothing. I mean, Irene took a lot of pills. Daily. Who does that?”

    “Everyone in America?” Allie showed what she had discovered. “Her therapist prescribed the pills to her. All the bottles have different dates, so maybe she was testing them for a few weeks or months, and if they didn’t work, he prescribed something different.”

    “These two don’t make sense,” Patel pointed at the chemicals unmarked in the report. “Oxycodone hydrochloride and fentanyl.” He checked the reference. “Oxycodone is also the name of OxyContin, an opioid. You don’t prescribe either for depression.” His eyes darted between the list and the photos. “There are no pill bottles for those two.”

    Allie nodded. “Exactly.”

    “What does it mean?”

    “The medical examiner suggested in his”—she looked at the signature—“her report that both opioids caused unconsciousness and slow breathing. Irene died from cardiac arrest caused by aspiration, hypoxemia from lack of oxygen in the blood, and serotonin syndrome brought on by a combination of drugs. The dosages were so high that Irene stopped breathing, or she vomited and aspirated. After all the interviews, including Nicole’s, the investigator concluded it was your garden-variety suicide. For them, it was a slam dunk case.”

    What else was nagging at her? She regarded the diagram of the discolorations on the police report. “Here’s something the detectives didn’t pursue. Put your hand around my throat.”

    He placed his right hand around her throat. “Like this?”

    “Are you right-handed?”

    “Yes.”

    “Try it with your left hand.”

    Jey obliged while Allie looked at the diagram in the report. “I’ll be damned. Do you know what this means? A right-handed person trying to keep the victim’s mouth open with their left hand so they can use their right hand to shovel the pills into her mouth.”

    “I’ll be damned,” Patel repeated in awe.

    Allie pointed at the photo with her finger and tapped it. “Someone got away with murder.”

    “But who would go to such lengths—” Patel stopped mid-sentence and adjusted his glasses.

    “Nicole had a motive,” Allie finished his thought. “Irene cheated and left her for another woman. And this whole case surrounding the senator has revenge—revenge against Nicole—written all over it. But Nicole also told me she never knew the name of the other woman, nor did she care to find out.” Allie paced the room in frustration. “So, who was the other woman?”

    And who was the ruthless villain who orchestrated such an elaborate plot to incriminate Nicole? There was no way in hell that Nicole was the mastermind behind it all.

    Patel shook his head. “I found nothing. If Irene was seeing someone, she was careful not to be seen in public or mention it to anyone in her family or acquaintances.”

    “Damn.” Allie drew a question mark on the board, connecting the mystery lover to Irene and Nicole. She rubbed her temples and focused on Agent Davis, who was ambitious, bright, and driven to succeed. According to Howard, Davis requested to join Allie’s team. Why?

    Allie tapped the marker against her lips, staring into space. “Let’s go back to Agent Davis’s personnel files. Was there something about Pacific Heights?”

    “Yes.” Patel turned the paper over. “After moving to San Francisco, Davis’s mother worked in the Pacific Heights district. Plenty of wealthy families there, that’s for sure.”

    Pacific Heights. Why did it trigger an elusive memory? Then it hit her. In their private talk, Davis mentioned her mother worked in Beverly Hills, not Pacific Heights. Why did she lie?

    Her mind kept circling an elusive idea. The truth was right there, right in front of them. If only she could add the final puzzle piece. “Pacific Heights. Why else does it sound so familiar?”

    “Irene’s family lived there,” Patel supplied.

    “Yes!” Her heart raced. “That’s it. It all fits. What are the odds that Agent Davis’s mother worked for the Cartier family? What was her name? Rachel’s mother?”

    Patel scanned over the file. “Um…Father’s name was Michael Castellano. Mother, Lydia Ostrowski.”

    Allie pivoted so fast that she almost stumbled. “The maid who worked for Irene and discovered her body. It’s the same last name. Mrs. Ostrowski.”

    “Oh my God, yes.” Patel’s eyes widened, and he rubbed his forehead. “I didn’t see that coming.”

    “Rachel Davis has to be the other woman. It all makes sense now.” Allie stared at him. Her mouth went dry, but she didn’t swallow, not with Patel watching her over his computer. Allie moved to stand behind him and peered at the screen. “Does it say why she changed her name? Was she married?”

    “Her file says she’s single. I found nothing about the name change in her personnel file.” He opened a program and typed a few words. “It should be in public or court records. Unless she requested to seal the information on her application.” Patel clicked a few more keys. “We’re in luck.” He turned to face her and beamed, pointing at the record that had popped up on the screen.

    Allie shifted closer. Raquel Castellano had legally changed her name to Rachel Davis on the day she turned eighteen in the Los Angeles district court. Perhaps she was distancing herself from her family or hiding something. Whatever the reason, it was a question for another day. Right now, they needed to concentrate on finding them.

    “Chief,” Patel asked. “You don’t think—”

    “What? That Nicole killed Irene because she cheated, and then she kidnapped Agent Davis so she could kill her, too?”

    “We need to look at all possibilities.” Patel rubbed the back of his neck, avoiding eye contact.

    “I know. You’re right.” She puffed her cheeks. She shouldn’t let her frustration affect her job or show her vulnerability. She took a calming breath and gave him a reassuring smile. “Okay, let’s assume Nicole murdered Irene and covered it up by staging a suicide. She was meticulous and left no trace of her presence there. Nobody concluded it was a murder or could connect her to it. Would she be so careless now as to leave behind all this incriminating evidence against herself?”

    “If she was in a hurry,” Patel suggested. “Or she wanted to be caught because her guilt was eating her alive?”

    Allie thought back to the time she spent with her in San Francisco. Nicole’s words came back to her. I carry my guilt in the deepest recesses of my heart and always will.

    Allie shook her head. No way. The way Nicole said it didn’t seem like the guilt or regret of a killer. “I’m not convinced. Someone set Nicole up, and I’m going to prove it.”

    Allie connected Cartier and Davis on the board, then drew an arrow from Davis to the Phantom. She moved a step back and studied the final drawing.

    “Agent Davis, Irene, and Nicole are all part of the triangle, with Celeste thrown in as one gigantic red herring. Regardless of who the guilty person is, they are likely to be together. Keep digging.”

    “I already looked everywhere.”

    “Then check it again.” She paced before the desk, where Patel searched through the files and data he had accessed.

    “Chief, I’ve found something.”

    “What is it?” Allie halted.

    “Irene Cartier owned a secluded cottage in the hills above Lake Chabot Regional Park. The withdrawal from Irene’s trust fund paid the annual property tax. I didn’t find it sooner because the family stopped the payments after her suicide and transferred the deed for the cottage to an anonymous buyer.”

    “If there’s a buyer, there should be a record of the transaction between them and a bank.”

    “Yes, there is.” Patel made a few more clicks on his keyboard. “Mon Amour LLC, a dummy corporation, purchased the property and assumed the payments. The LLC is registered to R. Castellano.”

    They stared at each other. Patel’s face turned pale, and he whispered, “Raquel Castellano.”

    Allie nodded and clenched her jaw. Nicole’s ring inscription. Mon amour. My love. Had the ring belonged to Davis, and did Irene recycle it by giving it to Nicole? Or was it a pet name Irene used for all of her lovers?

    She wanted to scream and punch the walls. Instead, she took a deep breath. “Where is this cottage located? Can you get the coordinates for the property?”

    “Yes. I can pull a survey map with marked grids and coordinates.” Patel typed like a maniac.

    “Print it.”

    Allie grabbed the papers and studied them. “If we take I-80 toward Oakland via the Bay Bridge, we should be there in forty minutes. I’ll drive.” She watched Patel turn the laptop off with his shaky fingers and added. “Let’s hope we aren’t too late.”

    Allie sped up, veering the Suburban in and out of traffic on the busy highway. They would be lucky to arrive at the cottage alive. The tires screeched as she swerved to her right, holding tight to the steering wheel.

    “Try calling Lancaster’s phone again.”

    Patel put his phone on speaker.

    “You’ve reached Nicole Lancaster’s voicemail. You know what to do.”

    Damn it.

    She turned on the hidden law enforcement lights on the windshield and blasted the siren a few times so she wouldn’t appear like a maniac, causing some law-abiding citizens to call the police. The road cleared enough for Allie to shift onto the grassy shoulder, and she sped past the slow traffic, passing the few cars taking the same exit. What if they were late? She would never forgive herself.

    Patel was frozen in his seat with wide eyes and a clenched mouth. The tension on his face was reflected in her thoughts. Dealing with a deranged maniac was never easy or clear-cut. If Nicole was innocent, that could only mean one thing. Agent Davis—the arrogant, ambitious rookie—was the mastermind behind it all.

    Allie slowed down at the gravel road leading to a private driveway a few feet away from the area marked on the map and turned off the engine. She jumped out, drawing her weapon as she crouched. There was still enough daylight left to see the road.

    She adjusted her earpiece. “Jey, I’ll check the perimeter, but you must stay here. Keep the radio on. If you see or hear anything suspicious—anything at all—call for backup and alert the Alameda County Sheriff. They are the closest to the location. Understood?”

    “Chief, we should call for backup right now. I’m not sure you should go there alone.”

    Allie considered it. It was a hunch. Nothing more, nothing less. “This is just another clue in our investigation. It might lead to nothing.”

    “Then I’m coming with you.”

    Allie pursed her lips and exhaled. “Okay, you’re my backup. Let’s go.”

    She jogged along the road’s edge to make as little noise as possible. Patel followed her as they ran toward the quaint but neglected cottage at the end of the driveway, barely visible through the redwood trees. A dark van—one from their fleet—was parked out front, blocking the entrance. The shutters were closed, but light showed through several cracks.

    Allie put a finger to her lips and nodded for Patel to go to the back of the house as she crouched under the front window.

    

  
    Chapter Thirty-Four

    

    “What about Gordon?” Nicole bit her lip. What had Davis planned to do to Allie?

    “I hate her. She humiliated me from the day I joined her team. Always questioning, never giving me a chance to prove myself.” Davis scowled. “Perfect and untouchable Allie Gordon, ever since she saved the president. She can get away with sleeping with a suspect during an investigation and still get promoted. And we both know she’s doing it again. Tsk, tsk.”

    The nausea hit, and Nicole closed her eyes, focusing on her breathing to calm down. How did Davis know about her and Allie? Nicole didn’t want anybody else to suffer because Davis had a grudge against her, least of all Allie.

    Her thoughts jumbled as she tried to make sense of the situation. “What are you planning to do to All—Agent Gordon?”

    “Do you care about her?” Davis tilted her head, and a slow grin spread across her face. “Gordon can be charming, and I’m the first to admit she’s gorgeous. It’s easy to fall for her.”

    Nicole kept her face dispassionate. Davis knew about her one-night stands, but she had also witnessed her exchange with Allie by the elevators. Did she suspect something was happening between them? Was that why she’d showed up at Allie’s hotel room last night? Davis would hurt both of them if she discovered how deep her feelings for Allie ran.

    “Why would I care about Gordon?” Nicole shrugged. “She lied to me. She pretended to like me to get information while investigating me as a suspect. I’m done with manipulative and lying bitches.” Nicole kept her voice as calm as she could manage, with a hint of anger. She didn’t have to exaggerate. She had to protect Allie no matter what.

    “Hmm.” Davis reached into the bag she had dumped on the floor earlier and retrieved Nicole’s cell phone. “Can’t say I’m surprised. Nothing and nobody are more important to her than her job. But let’s see if she cares about you.” She turned the phone on and snorted. “Interesting. Several missed calls and text messages. Unless she worries that her prime suspect got away.”

    She dropped the phone on the floor and leered. Her gaze turned fevered. A visible vein throbbed on her neck, and Nicole shivered.

    “What are you planning to do to her?” she repeated. She could deny her feelings for Allie, but Davis craved revenge, and she didn’t care who would get hurt.

    “It’s for me to know and for you never to find out.” Davis stepped closer and untied her right hand while keeping a safe distance. “Here we go. It’s showtime.”

    Nicole rotated her arm, and her wrist cracked. She welcomed the pain. It was better than the numbness that spread through her joints. She wiped the sweat from her face with her freed hand. “What now?”

    Davis reached into the duffel bag and retrieved a pair of snips. She placed them into Nicole’s free hand while training the gun on her. “Free yourself and get up.”

    Nicole took her time cutting through the tape and restraints on her left hand. She straightened and winced as the irritating sensation of pins and needles shot through her stiff body after sitting in one position for so long. At least she was alive, but for how long?

    Davis waved her gun, pointing to the corner of the room, away from the front door. “Move over there. Now.”

    Allie hadn’t come.

    
     

    Allie crouched under the cottage’s window, careful not to reveal herself. She peeked through the cracks in the shutters. Agent Davis waved a gun at Nicole, who took a few steps toward the far wall. Allie couldn’t hear their conversation, but Davis holding Nicole at gunpoint told her everything she needed to know. If Nicole was the villain and Davis overpowered her, she would have called for backup. That’s what an innocent person would do. It was time for her to make a move.

    “Jey, I’m going in. Call for backup and watch the back door,” she whispered into the mic, then leaped for the front door and kicked it in. She rushed inside with her service weapon aimed at the rogue agent. “Drop your weapon, Agent Davis. It’s over.”

    Damn. Nicole stood too close to Davis to get a clear shot.

    Davis jumped behind Nicole and used her as a shield, pressing her service Glock’s barrel into her neck. “I will kill her, Chief, so you drop your weapon.” She sneered and yelled, “I’m not joking. I will kill her.”

    Allie hesitated. Shorter than Nicole, Davis was a challenging target. She couldn’t risk making a move and causing Davis to pull the trigger. The handkerchief on her left arm came into view, and Allie frowned. Was Davis injured? How bad?

    As if sensing her indecision, Davis pushed the gun under Nicole’s chin. “Do it, or I swear I’ll put a bullet through her neck.”

    Nicole cried out, and her face turned ashen.

    Allie searched Nicole’s eyes for any signs of distress. She found nothing but defiance and hope.

    “Okay, okay.” Allie lowered her weapon, keeping Nicole in her sight. “Everything is going to be okay.”

    Davis guffawed. “Drop your gun on the ground and slide it toward me.”

    Allie complied. Her mind raced through the possibilities, but how could one negotiate with a maniac? “You don’t have to do this, Agent Davis.”

    Davis yanked Nicole’s hair with one hand and aimed her weapon at Allie. “Oh yes, I do. I won’t go to jail.” Then she winced, and her hand holding the gun shook. Was she operating on pure adrenaline—was the wound superficial?

    Allie stared at the menacing blackness of the gun in Davis’s hand and watched Nicole’s reaction. Nicole blinked several times as though trying to keep her tears from falling. Beads of sweat formed on her forehead. Allie peered into Nicole’s eyes, projecting all the love she felt, conveying all the unspoken words and promises. Something in Nicole’s eyes caught her attention—not fear, but determination.

    “You won’t get away with whatever you plan to do,” Allie replied, keeping her voice measured. If Davis’s injury was making her weak, she could use it to her advantage. “In a few minutes, rangers and the police will surround this place. You have nowhere to go.”

    Rachel’s hand holding the gun shook again, but she tightened her grip on Nicole’s hair. Nicole groaned in pain. Her eyes pleaded with Allie. What was she trying to say? Do something? Go away and save yourself?

    “Why don’t you put your gun down, and we can talk about it?” Allie clenched her hands into fists, fearing for Nicole’s life more than her own. “Let Ms. Lancaster go, and I promise to do everything I can to help you. And you’re wounded and need to get medical help.”

    “I’ll live. Get on your knees, Chief. Now. Or I will shoot your precious Nicole,” Davis ordered. She waved her gun up and down, sneering. “Nicole took away someone I loved, and she’s going to pay.”

    Had she noticed the look that passed between them?

    Allie slowly got on her knees, keeping her hands down. She wouldn’t surrender to this psychopath. “Agent Davis, I’m the only person who can help you right now. I know about Irene and what happened five years ago.”

    Davis’s face displayed a palpable shock as she stared at her with glossy eyes full of hatred.

    Allie continued, taking advantage of the situation. “I know why you’re doing this, Rachel. You loved Irene and got hurt, but you can have another chance at love.” Where were Patel and the sheriff’s troops?

    “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Gordon.” Davis sneered. “She’s dead. Irene is dead.”

    “And you killed her.” Allie kept her voice unruffled, as if it were a conversation between friends, discussing where to go for dinner. “It was a crime of passion, Rachel. Any jury would acquit you.”

    “I watched her die. She died in my arms,” Davis mumbled as if she were in a trance and didn’t hear a word Allie said. “She’s dead.”

    “Please, listen to me, Rachel.” Allie leaned back on her heels, resting her hands on the dirty, wooden floor. “Yes, she’s dead, but you’re alive. You have a whole life ahead of you, but there’s no redemption if you shoot Nicole in cold blood. Let me help you.”

    Nicole exhaled as though she had held her breath since Allie burst into the cottage. Davis’s eyes darted to Nicole’s face, and the moment slipped away. Her lips curled into a gleeful grin as she aimed her gun at Allie. “Sorry, Chief, but I don’t believe you.”

    Without hesitation, Nicole stomped her foot on Davis’s instep. Davis screamed in pain, losing her balance for a millisecond. That was all Allie needed. She reached for the gun in her ankle holster and fired at Davis just as the deranged agent pulled the trigger.

    Davis sank to the floor as her eyes widened in surprise and shock right before the bullet pierced her skull. Allie rolled onto her back. Her chest kept rising and falling in shallow breaths, and searing pain shot through her body. She twisted her head. The blood was oozing from her left shoulder, creating a striking contrast of crimson against the white of her shirt. Same goddamned arm. Same goddamned spot, and it hurt.

    Still hazy, she squinted, her vision going in and out of focus. A few feet away, dull eyes stared back at her, blood trickling down from a wound on a rigid forehead where the bullet had hit.

    She struggled to keep her eyes open. Nicole leaned over her, her voice full of pain and agony as she whispered, “Allie. Oh, no. Allie, stay with me.”

    Nicole was safe—that was all that mattered.

    Nicole put Allie’s head in her lap and bent down, placing feather-like kisses on her forehead. The warm, soft lips felt soothing over her cold, damp skin.

    “Don’t you dare die. Don’t you dare.”

    Allie tried to smile, but her lips wouldn’t cooperate. She couldn’t isolate Nicole’s face through the fog in the room. She murmured, as she shut her eyes, “It’s okay, baby. Everything is going to be okay.”

    Déjà vu. She’d been here before. Not here as a place, but here. Uncanny. Different floor, same sensations. She stiffened, prepared for an assault of suffocation and nausea. None came.

    Was she dying?

    The chills coursed through her, and she shivered. No, still alive.

    Darkness ebbed for a moment, and the tension eased. Air filled her lungs. She let it out in short, painful gasps.

    The pain in her shoulder screamed, agony and anguish coursing through her. Her skin, her bones, her blood—everything was on fire.

    The ringing in her ears became persistent. She groaned.

    Stop. This. Now.

    A calm settled over her the instant the ringing stopped.

    The soothing piano music came from nowhere and shielded her like a blanket. Moonlight? So melancholy. So peaceful.

    The familiar voice kept calling her name. Gentle and caring. Loving?

    She inhaled a sweet and velvety scent. Peaches? Mmm. Peach pie. Fruity and warm, with a hint of spices. My favorite. Mom used to make pies. But Mom’s dead. Am I dead, too?

    The space around her tightened, making it difficult to move. The whisper of a touch. Soft and warm, on her clammy and feverish skin. The pain faded along with the clamor.

    What a clusterfuck. Allie let out a deep breath and surrendered to the darkness.

    The trite adage was right.

    Your life does flash before your eyes when you are about to die.

    

  
    Chapter Thirty-Five

    

    The waiting seemed like an endless, horrible dream. Nicole’s mind kept wandering back to kneeling before an unconscious Allie, screaming, holding her tight, whispering to her. Agent Patel had rushed in, followed by several uniformed police officers. Patell yelled into his mic, “We have an agent down! Where’s that damn ambulance?”

    Sirens, clamor, and screams raised Nicole’s panic to a new level. Her phone kept ringing. She grasped Allie’s icy fingers, not letting her go. The sight of blood and the growing stains on Allie’s clothes terrified her, but her face had her paralyzed. Her beautiful face, once so full of life and love, was now so pale and cold. Allie gasped for breath, whispering Nicole’s name, comforting her. Nicole finally let the tears go. She’d been holding them since Davis’s confession. She didn’t want to dwell on that now. Allie was her priority.

    The wild but short ride to Eden Medical Center was a blur as she silently prayed while the paramedics worked on an unconscious Allie. After they arrived at the hospital, the paramedics took Allie into the OR, leaving Nicole behind the door, helpless and shattered.

    A short time later, someone touched her arm. “Ms. Lancaster, are you okay? Do you need anything?” Patel’s voice was soft and kind.

    Nicole choked on her answer. Anguish, fear, and worry blurred into one overpowering emotion. She took another deep breath and wiped the tears, trying to calm her nerves.

    “Something to drink?” She wrapped her arms around herself to stop the tremors. “How’s Allie?”

    He shook his head. “The Chief is still in surgery. The doctors won’t tell us anything until they finish and then reevaluate her condition.”

    Nicole sniffled and slumped in a chair. If Allie was still in surgery, she was alive, and that’s all that mattered. Everything else could wait.

    Agent Patel hesitated and rubbed his chin, studying her. “You should let the doctor examine you, Ms. Lancaster. You have bruises on your cheek and wrists, and you’re dehydrated and traumatized—”

    “Thank you for your concern, Agent Patel, but if you don’t mind, I’d like to wait here until there’s any news.” Nicole whispered the last word, not trusting herself to keep the tears at bay.

    “Would you let me take you to the doctor after we hear something?” Patel pleaded. “When Agent Gordon wakes up and learns I didn’t take care of you, she’ll kick my ass.”

    “She seems to be very fond of ass-kicking.” Nicole grinned. She was still exhausted beyond measure, but no longer so angsty and panicky.

    “She’s very protective of people she—” Patel bit his lip and paused. Nicole glanced at him, waiting for the rest of the thought. He shrugged. “She’s very protective.”

    Nicole chuckled despite the tears and exhaustion. She nodded. “Okay, I promise.”

    Patel gave her a reassuring smile. “Agent Gordon is the strongest person I know. I’m going to get you that soda.” He patted her shoulder. She could almost hear him muttering, “There, there.”

    Nicole watched him leave and rocked back and forth with her arms wrapped around herself. Where was the doctor? She kept glancing at the door, expecting someone to walk in and give them an update. How long had it been? An hour? Two? She’d lost sense of time.

    The quick tap of distant footsteps grew closer and louder. An unfamiliar, older woman dressed in a dark suit and a flowery scarf strode into the room. Nicole sighed. Another federal agent? Her head and heart pounded in unpleasant unison.

    The newcomer approached and gave her an apologetic smile. “Ms. Lancaster? I’m Agent Barbara Warner. FBI. I’ve been working on this case together with the Secret Service. I’m sure you would like to go home and rest, but I need to ask you a few questions.”

    “Okay.” Nicole nodded, not at all surprised. “But can we stay here for a little longer? Agent Patel is getting me something to drink, and I want to hear an update on Agent Gordon’s condition.”

    “Yes, of course.”

    The FBI agent’s sympathetic voice brought out more tears, and Nicole dabbed them with her sleeve. The investigation could wait. She wasn’t going anywhere.

    Agent Patel returned with two Pepsi cans and handed her one. Nicole pressed the can to her forehead. The icy metal cooled her skin, and she exhaled.

    A female surgeon in blue scrubs stained with smudges resembling sweat and blood shuffled in, removed her mask, and surveyed the room. “Family for Gordon?”

    Agent Warner flashed her badge.

    “I’m Dr. Zimmerman.” The doctor turned to the agents and spoke in a subdued voice. “The surgery was successful. Agent Gordon lost a lot of blood, but we extracted the bullet and controlled the venous bleeding. She’s going to be okay.”

    Nicole breathed out with relief and clasped her hands as a laughing sob escaped her lips. Dr. Zimmerman launched into a long explanation about the extent of Allie’s injury and what the surgical team had done to repair the damage. Nicole heard nothing past the words she’s going to be okay.

    When she heard a break in the conversation, Nicole chimed in. “Can I see her?”

    “We can only allow family members—

    “She’s the closest thing to family Agent Gordon has.” Patel intervened and gave Nicole an encouraging smile. “I’m sure she would want Ms. Lancaster there when she wakes.”

    Dr. Zimmerman nodded. “Considering the circumstances, go ahead, but not for very long.”

    As the door clicked behind her, Nicole took Allie’s motionless hand—warm and soft—and entwined it with her clammy and shaky fingers. “Oh, Allie.” She leaned closer, kissed Allie’s palm, and caressed her colorless cheek. “I was so scared, terrified, when Davis threatened to kill me. All I could think about was you, praying you’d find me. And you did. You came for me. You saved me.”

    The IV drip and the heart monitor’s rhythmic beeping made Allie seem vulnerable, but she was alive. And she was going to be fine. The tears brought an immense release of tension, and Nicole let them fall.

    Allie’s eyelids fluttered, but she didn’t open her eyes or move. They often say people in a coma can hear you. Was it true? She drew a deep breath and whispered, “I love you, Allie. I won’t deny it, but it scares me. Irene broke my heart, but my feelings for her were nothing compared to what I feel for you. I don’t think I’ll survive if you don’t feel the same.” She leaned closer and kissed Allie’s forehead. “I want it all with you.”

    Nicole lifted Allie’s hand and squeezed it gently. To her surprise, Allie squeezed back.

    
     

    Allie opened her eyes and blinked, adjusting to the darkness. Was someone in the room with her, or had she imagined it?

    “Nicole?”

    Her whisper disappeared into an eerie silence, disturbed by the steady beeping of the monitors. Her stomach tensed, and she clenched her teeth, taking several quick breaths through her nose to keep her nausea down. The tension ebbed, and Allie closed her eyes as the world turned pitch-black.

    I’m suffocating. Allie struggled to open her eyes, alarmed at what she might find. Invisible weight pinned her down. Visions from the cottage flooded her conscience. She moved her head and scanned the room, aware of the faint but persistent headache. Her eyes landed on disheveled blond hair spread all over the blanket on top of her.

    She blinked away the tears welling behind her eyelids. Nicole was fast asleep with her head on Allie’s stomach, clutching her hand in a tight grip. Allie shifted and groaned.

    Nicole lifted her head. Her smile lit her face with genuine warmth. “Welcome back, Agent Gordon.”

    She stared at Nicole with a slight frown. “Who are you?”

    Nicole gasped and covered her mouth.

    Allie grinned and whispered, her throat sore from the intubation. “Sorry, Nicole. I couldn’t help myself.”

    “You little shit. I would smack you right now if you weren’t injured.” Nicole exhaled, the relief in her voice unmistakable. “How are you feeling?”

    “Like I’ve been hit by a truck and stuck in this damn hospital for days. Can’t wait to get out.”

    “Allie.” Nicole chuckled. “It has been three hours—barely. You can’t leave yet.”

    Allie sighed. “I know. I feel restless and…” She clasped Nicole’s hand, searching for words. “And we need to talk.”

    “I know. We will talk, but not until you regain your strength.”

    “Will you stay with me?” Allie asked and bit her lip. What if Nicole said no?

    “Of course, but let me get someone first.” Nicole rushed out and returned with a nurse, who checked the monitor and Allie’s blood pressure, declared her fit as a fiddle, and left.

    Nicole’s phone beeped, and she glanced at the message. “The senator wants to know how I’m doing and how your surgery went, asking if we need anything. She wants me to take as much time as I need before starting my job at her San Francisco office.” Nicole gazed at her with uncertainty. “I was planning to start after Labor Day.”

    “And you get to stay home. That’s wonderful.” Her voice rose an octave, and she began coughing. Labor Day? So soon?

    “Shh.” Nicole pressed a finger to her lips. “Allie, stop talking. You need to rest. We’ll have plenty of time to talk.” Nicole brought the foam cup with water and a straw to her lips, let her sip, and then helped her settle back on the pillow.

    God, this was not how she wanted Nicole to see her, fragile and frail. The grimace on her face must’ve sent another alarm, because Nicole wrinkled her brow and jumped to her feet. “You’re hurting.”

    “I’m fine. Just need to take it easy.” Allie closed her eyes and tried to relax.

    Nicole held her hand and shared some stories from her childhood. Her inaudible whisper blended with the hissing and beeping of the monitors, lulling Allie’s senses and keeping her heartbeat steady. Soft lips touching her temple added to the serenity.

    
     

    The next morning—what day was it, anyway?—Nicole strode in with a luminous smile. Her hazel eyes lost their haunting expression and sparkled like the dew. “How are you feeling today?”

    “Much better, thanks.” Allie carefully lifted her left arm and wiggled her fingers. “Everything works. They want to monitor my stats for the next few days, but my doctor said I can go back to Washington at the end of the week to start my physical therapy.”

    Nicole scooted her chair closer to take Allie’s hand and sighed. “We should talk.”

    She shifted to her left and patted the bed. Nicole grinned and crawled into the bed with her, resting her head on Allie’s uninjured shoulder. “You risked your life for me.”

    She wrapped her arm around Nicole and pulled her closer, inhaling her familiar and comforting scent. Because I love you so much, she wanted to say. Instead, she murmured. “I’d do it for anyone, because—”

    “It was your job,” Nicole finished for her.

    Allie turned her head to face her. “You were never just a job, Nicole. From the very beginning, I felt drawn to you. It might’ve started as an undercover assignment, but it changed when I got to know you.”

    “Was any of it true?” Nicole whispered, her fingers twirling Allie’s gown tie.

    This time, she didn’t hesitate. “Every word, every touch, every kiss. I love you, Nicole.”

    Nicole tightened her arm around her. “How can you be sure it’s more than a physical attraction?”

    “Because I can feel it right here.” She touched her heart, wincing at the pain. “And I know it here,” she touched her forehead. “It kills me when I think you’d leave because you don’t trust me.”

    Nicole choked on a sob. “I do trust you, Allie. I trust you with my life, but I’m not sure I can trust you with my heart.”

    “Nicole—”

    “Wait.” Nicole shushed her with a finger to her lips. “Let me finish before I lose my nerve.”

    She nodded, and Nicole withdrew her hand, taking a deep breath. “I love you, too. I do, but is love enough? Your job will always be the most important thing in your life. How do I know you wouldn’t fall for someone else while working undercover?”

    “How do I know you won’t jump into your one-night stand habit when I go back to DC?”

    “Touché.” Nicole stayed silent for a moment. Allie stroked her hair and waited. “I don’t want to change who you are, Allie, but I need to know if I can trust you.”

    She mulled over Nicole’s words. Yes, trust was an issue. She didn’t want to be just another notch on Nicole’s bedpost because she was afraid to let someone in. “So, where does it leave us?”

    “You’re going back to Washington. You’ll recover and continue catching bad guys.” Nicole lifted her head and looked at her. “I’ll stay here in San Francisco and start my new job.”

    “And you’ll forget all about me?” Allie finished the thought. How could she convince Nicole that her feelings were genuine?

    “I will never forget you, Allie. Never.” Nicole kissed her, gingerly. Not a goodbye kiss, but did she dare to hope for more? Nicole settled back next to her and buried her nose into Allie’s neck. “How can we make it work?”

    The million-dollar question. “We both have trust issues, but I’m willing to try.” Allie kissed Nicole’s forehead. “Take a leap of faith. Take a risk with you. I’m willing to give us a try.”

    

  
    Chapter Thirty-Six

    

    “Thank God I’m home,” Nicole mumbled as she opened the door to her condo. With Allie safe and sound under the hospital staff’s watchful eyes, she took an Uber home to make sure her place was still standing. The FBI agent had assured her it was no longer a crime scene. She made a beeline for the kitchen, poured a glass of wine, took the first sip, and sighed. “Oh yeah, I needed this.”

    Her eyes lingered on the book of Tisdahl’s poems that Allie and she had discovered in the antique shop. It opened to the page marked with a dried violet. Her hands trembled. Memories of Allie flooded her, haunting her, and filling her mind and body with a yearning so intense it unsettled her. Allie had the power to destroy and shatter her.

    Something caught her eye, and Nicole retrieved a folded piece of paper hidden between the pages. She read the words, trying to grasp their meaning.

    Dearest Nicole,

    My feelings for you are real. If you find it in your heart to forgive me, read this poem to me.

    I will know then.

    With all my love,

    Allie

    Nicole’s eyes filled with tears. Being here alone, haunted by memories, was the loneliest she had ever felt.

    She struggled to fall asleep. When she finally did, the repeated scraping at her front door woke her from yet another semi-nightmare/semi-erotic dream featuring a stunning brunette with fiery blue eyes. She glanced at her alarm clock—almost seven a.m. The faint squeak accompanied the noise, and she tiptoed to the door and peered through the peephole. Not a soul outside.

    She cracked open the door, and her eyes landed on an orange kitten on her welcome mat, stretching its tiny paw and meowing furiously. “Oh, my God. Where did you come from?” Nicole picked up the kitten and stroked its soft fur. “You’re such a cutie patootie.”

    The door on the left opened, and Mrs. Petrillo stepped out. “Pumpkin, did you escape again? How often have I told you to stay inside or a big bad wolf will eat you?”

    “Morning, Mrs. Petrillo.” Nicole chuckled. “Where did this adorable little creature come from?” After her neighbor learned about Nicole’s ordeal and how she inadvertently helped the rogue agent, she couldn’t stop apologizing or mothering her. They made peace.

    “My sister’s cat, Ginger, had a litter. I found homes for all of them except for this ragamuffin. He seems to like you. A lot. Would you like to adopt him?”

    Nicole glanced at Mrs. Petrillo’s pleading eyes and then peeked at the cutie in her arms. The kitten’s eyes were closed, and its loud purr was a symphony to her ears. With hardly any travel at her new job, the kitten would be a perfect addition to her new life. She scratched behind its ears. “How can I say no to this little pumpkin?”

    “God bless you, Nicole.” Mrs. Petrillo smiled and hugged her. “I’ll fetch his toys, food, and litter box.”

    Nicole cuddled the kitten and gently rubbed his tiny nose. “So, you’re a baby boy. I’m going to call you Apricot.”

    Back inside, with a purring fireball in her arms, she took a deep breath and exhaled. She had no regrets, but she did have second thoughts. Without Allie in her life, she was miserable. Could she walk away from the best thing that ever happened to her because she had doubts? Or should she, like Allie asked, take a leap of faith and trust in their love?

    She settled Apricot on the sofa in the spot where the morning sunrays were most prominent and went to the kitchen to start coffee. She poured herself a large cup and googled the latest news about Fleming and the now-famous Secret Service Agent Gordon. The recent photo showed Allie in the hospital, her left arm supported by a sling. The remnants of pain in her eyes and a crooked smile—or more likely, a grimace—were in plain view. Nicole’s eyes welled with tears. Even in a hospital gown, Allie was still the most beautiful woman in the world.

    She gazed at the picture for a long time, her loneliness fading, replaced by hope and excitement. She knew with certainty what she needed to do.

    
     

    Two days later, Nicole paced in Allie’s hospital room, waiting for her to return from physical therapy. She glanced at her watch and paced some more. Why was she so nervous?

    “Nicole? What are you doing here?” a familiar voice purred into her ear. Nicole whirled around, gazing into Allie’s beloved eyes—the color of the ocean and the stars reflected on the calm surface. She took her breath away. Time seemed to stop as her heart skipped a beat. “I didn’t expect to see you.”

    “Hi.” She swallowed under Allie’s intense gaze. “I wanted to catch you before your flight to Washington, back to your therapy and duty, so that I could have you all to myself for just a moment.”

    “Come here,” Allie said, and Nicole melted into her steady, comforting arms. She was wearing scrubs, her arm in a sling. Nicole was mindful of that, but Allie pulled her closer and nuzzled her hair. “It’s okay. You won’t hurt me.”

    “I couldn’t stop thinking about you,” Nicole whispered. “Life sucks without you.”

    “That was the first thing I said this very morning.” Allie chuckled.

    Allie held her tightly, and Nicole rushed to get the words out. The words she kept repeating in her mind all day. “I’m in love with you. I always knew it, even when I was furious at the lies and the secrets. I thought your deceit, however honorable, would keep me from trusting you, but I was wrong. I got scared of losing you—be it a bullet or another assignment—so I contemplated letting you go, but it didn’t work. Nothing works without you.” She lifted her head and stared into Allie’s eyes, hoping Allie could see all the love and affection in hers.

    Unable to read Allie’s expression, she took a deep breath and fished Tisdahl’s book out of her backpack. She opened the page that still held Allie’s violet and recited from memory,

     

    Your hand in mine

    delicate

    slender

    searching. the ocean of your eyes

    pulls me into depths. now, drowning

    pleasure turned to pain. I welcome

    when we were us, we broke

    trust like bread our trust

    crumbled. we lost

    our touch. our joy. our

    song. gone. the words

    all angst and regret.

    an inevitable end

    I’d do all over again.

     

    Allie’s eyes welled up. “You found my note.”

    Nicole’s cheeks flamed from pleasure and heat in Allie’s eyes. She cleared her throat before plunging into the unknown. “I meant what I said. I love you. I trust you with my life and my heart. Whether in the same room or across America, I would love you. One day with you means more than a lifetime without you. I don’t care where we go or what we do, as long as we’re together. I hope that—”

    Allie leaned in, and her hungry mouth devoured Nicole’s. It didn’t stop there. Allie’s free hand sneaked underneath her shirt. Nicole gasped, breaking their kiss. Her hands moved on their own accord, wrapping around Allie’s waist and pulling her tight. The need to be closer and rediscover Allie’s body swelled inside her. If only they were alone anywhere else but the hospital room.

    Nicole trembled when Allie’s lips moved to her neck and found her favorite spot below the earlobe. Allie grazed it with her teeth, then her tongue followed, licking the sensitive area. Then came a whisper. “When I get back to DC, I’m planning to resign.”

    She cupped Allie’s face on both sides, caressing her heated cheeks. “Why? You don’t have to do it for me. You love your job.”

    “Yes, but I love you more.” Allie covered Nicole’s hands with hers and gave her a lopsided grin. “I wanted to surprise you and come to San Francisco to be with you. I entertained the idea of singing a serenade under your balcony, but you stole my grand romantic gesture.” Allie kissed her palm.

    Nicole’s exhale was loud, even to her ears. The relief, the longing, the love in that one sound made her entire body tremble.

    Allie pressed her forehead against Nicole’s and muttered, “I know it’s all so sudden and fast. If you want to take it slow—”

    Nicole shook her head. Slow didn’t exist in her dictionary, not anymore. “The last five years were pure hell. After meeting you, I felt hope and desire for the first time, so no, I don’t want to waste another minute waiting.”

    She only realized she was crying when Allie wiped her tears. “Nicole, I love you. I’m in love with you and always will. I would wait an eternity for you.”

    Then Allie kissed her again, her lips urgent and greedy.

    “Bed.” Nicole was breathless. “Do you have a bed?”

    A soft chuckle tickled her skin. “Yes, I have a bed.” Allie’s fingers caressed her exposed skin, and Nicole moaned as her body tensed under the touch. “A hospital bed. Would you like to try it?”

    Nicole laughed so hard, more tears spilled down her cheeks. For a minute, she forgot where she was. “Rain check?”

    “We’ll figure this out, as long as we’re together.” Allie’s smile lit up her face, erasing any traces of pain and worry.

    She locked her eyes with Allie’s, sliding her dark, unruly curls behind her ears. “I love you with all my heart.”

    “Stay with me tonight?” Allie whispered.

    “Yes.”

    “Stay with me tomorrow?”

    “Yes.”

    “And the day after tomorrow?”

    “As long as you’ll have me.”

    “Tell me you love me.”

    “Always.”

    

  
    Epilogue

    

    One month later

    
    
“Do I have to go?” Allie eyed her comfy pj’s. She relished the rare, peaceful moments, uninterrupted by physical therapy, board reviews, assassins, or insubordinate rookies. The only memories she treasured were those of Nicole. They talked whenever they could, and she counted each day that would bring her closer to being with the woman she loved.

    “You are a hero, Allie. You saved the life of an innocent person. The dinner is in your honor.” Howard’s tone left no room for discussion. “Everyone expects you to be there.”

    Allie scoffed at that. Some hero she was. Davis had orchestrated an elaborate scheme right under her nose. Some signs had been there all along—her overeagerness, her particular attention to Nicole, her hatred for the wealthy, the way she brought the Arnaud Foundation to everyone’s attention, her constant challenge to Allie’s authority.

    In hindsight, it was easy to see, but by Allie’s account, she was a failure.

    The praise and accolades meant nothing to her. Everything Allie loved about her job and life stopped making sense when one of their own betrayed the oath. She might’ve saved one life, but she’d lost another. Another rookie had died under her command, and Allie grieved for her. What a waste of a brilliant mind! And for what? For fucking revenge.

    Engulfed in a storm of conflicting emotions, Allie fought the urge to give Howard an excuse. Celebrating her failure was out of the question, and she didn’t need a reminder of everything and everyone she’d lost in her line of duty, including her own heart, because she almost lost Nicole.

    Any excuse would suffice. Pretend she was sick? Her throat felt dry, and she sounded raspy when she talked. That could work. Nobody wanted to socialize with a germ-infected colleague. Or she could say she already had other plans. Yeah. That would be a total lie. Everyone knew she was a workaholic married to her job. Telling Howard she simply didn’t want to go was out of the question.

    “I’ll be there, sir,” she sighed and lifted the covers. She would have to activate the virtual autopilot to get through the night. Shower, dress in her casual suit, and go. Chitchat, accept the accolades, smile, then make her announcement. She paused, unsure whether she should reveal her decision now.

    She kept it a secret. Not because she wasn’t sure, but because her job and duty had guided her passions and sense of worth for the past ten years. She needed some time to process everything that had happened. Nicole brought a new meaning to her life. Risking your heart and being vulnerable was as heroic as risking your life to save or protect someone you love. Why let life pass you by when you can spend it with someone you love now? Who wants to look back and think what if and if only? If Nicole couldn’t be a part of her life because of her job, then it was time to choose.

    She took a deep breath. No time like the present. “Don. I’m planning to resign. Tonight.”

    “I don’t understand. The doc said you were doing great.” Confusion and worry were evident in his voice, tinged with uncertainty.

    “I’m fine physically,” she hurried to say. “More or less.”

    “Are you quitting because of Ms. Lancaster?”

    “Sir? How…” Did he know all along, or had he just guessed?

    “I’m not blind, Allie.”

    She swallowed hard. The fatherly concern in his voice made it easier to admit everything. “I fell in love with Nicole while lying to her about who I was.”

    “Did she ask you to resign?”

    “No. She would never do that. It was my decision.” She paused to reflect on the last few months. “My job means everything to me. That’s why I returned when you asked back in July, but I no longer feel it. This case…” She faltered and added quietly, “It changed me.”

    “What are you planning to do?”

    She rummaged through her bedside table, pulled out her commission book, and rubbed the badge with her thumb. Was she really ready to walk away and abandon her ambitions and goals after ten years of service? Oh yes, she was.

    “Berkeley offered me a part-time position teaching Criminal Justice.”

    “With your experience and degree, I’d think you would open a PI practice or work for law enforcement.”

    “I’ve had enough bloodshed and politics to last me a lifetime.” Allie stashed the badge away.

    “And Nicole? Does she know?”

    “Yes. She was the first person I told.”

    “I see.” He paused, and she could see him mulling over her revelation. Finally, he sighed. “I’m going to miss you, Agent Gordon. You are the best. See you at the party.”

    She dressed in her favorite suit and sent a text message to Nicole. It’s happening tonight. Then I’ll be on the first plane to San Francisco.

    She smiled and pocketed her phone. She was ready.

    
     

    Allie gripped the door handle—time to fulfill her last obligation as a Secret Service agent. Blinding flashes and a gaggle of reporters waited by the ballroom entrance. As soon as she walked inside, the cascade of questions hit her like a gigantic oceanic wave.

    “Are you still on medical leave?”

    “How does it feel killing a fellow agent?”

    “Have you had contact with the woman whose life you saved?”

    “Chief Gordon, when are you coming back as a team leader?”

    The media wouldn’t leave her alone until she had satisfied their curiosity, but now was not the time. Allie stopped and addressed the crowd of hungry reporters. “I will answer all your questions later tonight.”

    She spotted Howard, Jack Taylor, and the rest of her team at the other end of the spacious ballroom. Fleming was assigned a new team while Allie completed her recovery. She pushed through the crowd as she sorted through all the clashing emotions in her head. They would support her decision, right?

    Taylor hugged her. “Déjà vu.” She frowned, and he smiled. “You, coming back after being wounded. A hero.”

    She smacked his shoulder. “Not you, too, Jack. Enough with this hero shi…” She bit her lip and finished, “Stuff.”

    Chris Kostas saluted. “Awesome to see you, Chief.”

    “What have you decided about the FBI offer?”

    Chris glanced at her with surprise. “You know about that?”

    “Agent Warner was kind enough to inform me of her poaching.”

    Chris grinned. “Babs was relentless in her pursuit to get me to join the FBI. And very persuasive, I might add.”

    “I bet.”

    Jey Patel—as shy as ever—gave her an awkward half hug, half shoulder bump. “Glad to see you, Chief Gordon.”

    “Thank you, Jey. If I didn’t say it before, thank you for having my back. I wouldn’t have been able to solve this mystery without you.”

    Patel scratched the back of his head and mumbled, staring at his shoes. “Well, I did nothing heroic.”

    She patted his shoulder and waited until he faced her. “You did plenty. Thank you.”

    Howard shook her hand. “You look good, Allie.”

    “Thank you. I feel good,” Allie said. It was a lie. Her left arm was healing at a snail’s pace. Yet another reason for her decision. She couldn’t jeopardize her team or her job if she didn’t mend a hundred percent.

    A familiar voice behind her made her jump. “Agent Gordon, I’m so delighted you made it. This party wouldn’t be a true festivity without you—our heroic honoree.” Vice President Fleming waved her well-manicured hand, holding a champagne flute in the other hand. “We’re about to start.”

    She flashed her charming smile and strolled toward a makeshift podium. The audience gave her a cheering ovation, and Fleming raised both hands in a calm-down gesture. “Thank you. Thank you.” When the noise died, she surveyed the room and said, “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to our modest soiree to honor the brave women and men of the United States Secret Service.”

    Allie tuned out Fleming’s introduction as she scanned the room out of habit. It would take time to leave this life behind.

    Fleming’s voice shook her out of her musings. “And now, please welcome our guest of honor, delightful and intrepid Agent Allie Gordon.”

    Allie smiled and waved as she headed to the podium. She placed both hands on the pulpit. “Thank you all for coming tonight. I can tell you one thing for certain—I’m not a hero. I only did my job, and I couldn’t have done it without my team.” She pointed in their direction. “They deserve your gratitude, accolades, and applause.”

    The room exploded in cheers and ovations.

    When it quieted, Allie faced the reporters and took a deep breath. She was ready. “I promised to answer all your questions, so here we go. I’m still on medical leave and going through physical therapy. The bullet hit near the same spot as the wound I sustained a year ago, and the scar tissue thickened. My left arm will never be fully operational. But even if the department doctor cleared me for fieldwork, I could never go undercover again. Not with my picture all over the news, since this case attracted so much attention from the media.”

    “What are your plans, then?” asked a reporter from The Washington Post.

    Here it goes.

    “As of tonight, I resign as a Secret Service agent.”

    The collective gasp in the room was hard to miss. Allie glimpsed her team’s reaction. Chris gave her two thumbs up. Howard nodded his acknowledgment. The smile bloomed on Taylor’s handsome face—understanding and support in his gray eyes like a balm for her wounds.

    They all knew, and she had their support. Tears prickled behind her eyes, and she blinked to clear her vision.

    “Agent Gordon,” asked a reporter whom Allie recognized from several press conferences. “Have you heard from Nicole Lancaster? You saved her life, but she’s not here tonight? I heard rumors she’d resigned, as well.”

    Fleming stepped to the podium and stood beside her. “I can answer this question. Ms. Lancaster has transitioned to head my home office. She’s still dealing with the trauma after such an ordeal, so unfortunately, she was unable to attend this party. However, she sends her most profound and eternal gratitude to Agent Gordon and her team for saving her life.”

    That was the truth. Nicole didn’t want to relive the nightmare by answering reporters’ questions on national television. And she didn’t want to steal Allie’s spotlight, or so she’d said in her last text.

    The reporter nodded and asked, “So, what’s next for you, Agent Gordon?”

    “I plan to mend from my wounds first.”

    “Wounds? The reports indicate you were shot once.”

    “Not all wounds are caused by bullets.” Allie touched her left arm. She wasn’t wearing her sling tonight, and the gnawing pain spread to her fingers. “This wound will heal, but this,” she placed her right hand over her heart, “this could take much longer. And now, if you’ll all excuse me, please, I have to go. Enjoy the party, everyone.”

    She stepped down from the podium and walked away. She’d talk to Howard and Taylor later. She had some packing to do and a plane to catch.

    
     

    Nicole was experiencing déjà vu as she waited at SFO for Allie’s plane to land. The excitement had built slowly ever since Allie had texted her that her plane had taken off. The flutter in her stomach rose right along with the anticipation. In the next few minutes, she’d see Allie again in the flesh. A month of phone calls, FaceTime, and texts couldn’t compare to the real thing. She’d missed her more than she’d care to admit, even to herself.

    The achingly familiar willowy woman, dressed in casual jeans and a purple button-down shirt, descended the elevator. Nicole’s heart pounded in her chest, nearly bursting out of her rib cage. Allie had lost some weight, and her hair was shorter and wavier than usual, but she was as stunning as ever. The heat spread from Nicole’s cheeks to her toes, and she couldn’t contain a grin.

    Her Allie was here!

    There was no hesitation or second thoughts as she jumped into Allie’s arms.

    “Ouch.”

    “Oh, damn. I’m sorry.” She pulled away and searched Allie’s eyes. “Did I hurt you? How’s your shoulder?”

    “You didn’t hurt me.” Allie wrapped her arms tight around her and smiled. “The doctor said I’ll live but I should limit physical activities that involve my left arm.”

    “Hmm, any limitation on sex?”

    “Not that I recall.” Allie’s wide grin matched hers. She leaned closer and whispered, “Something you have in mind?”

    It made Nicole shiver with desire, but she doubted the airport security would appreciate them frolicking on this dirty floor.

    “I’ve missed you so much.” She thought the kiss they shared would cause a few heads to turn their way—not that she cared—but nobody paid them any attention. “I’m so happy you’re here.”

    “I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.” Allie’s smile was genuine and warm. “I love you so very much.”

    “I love you, too.” She linked her arms with Allie’s and nudged her uninjured shoulder. “Ready to go home?”

    “Before we go,” Allie searched in her messenger bag and handed Nicole a wrapped gift, “I want you to open this first.”

    “What is this? An early Christmas present?” Curious, she ripped the wrapping paper, grinning from ear to ear. The latest edition of Wonder Woman came to view, and she squealed. “I thought you didn’t care for comics.”

    Allie chuckled. “When we first met, you were determined to make me a fan. You succeeded. I’m your biggest fan.” She leaned in for another kiss and smiled. “Now, take me home.”
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