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This book is dedicated to Sebastian Stan. You may never read this, but your badass strut and metal arm swinging inspired it. So thanks.
 
 




 
 
 



Beware the Daeva, young one.
Not all that glitters is gold.
Not all that sounds lovely is true.
Not all ghosts are dead.
 
 
 




 
 
“You’re avoiding my question.”
Nikolai rolls the stem of his wine glass between his forefinger and thumb. The red liquid looks like blood as it swishes around. He stares at the wine and not me as he speaks. “I already told you my decision, Poppy.”
Poppy. Damn. He knows that pet name gets to me. “Don’t play the ol' I’ll-melt-her-panties-along-with-her-mind trick on me,” I say. “Answer my question.”
He puts the glass down, smoothing his hands along the pristine white tablecloth. His steak and potatoes with fresh garden vegetables has gone untouched since the waiter delivered it thirty minutes ago. The silverware isn’t even out of place.
A heavy sigh escapes his lips as his eyes finally meet mine. “I’ve told you I’m going. Told you what my mission will be. This is my decision. What more answer do you require, Penelope?”
Penelope. Now he’s using my name as a taunt. Not cool. “Nothing, General Zolkov,” I say, shoving my chair back for a dramatic exit. “Enjoy your mission and your decision.”
He shouts my name across the small restaurant, is still shouting it when he follows me into the street. A blast of freezing air slaps me square in the face, and my high heel hits a slippery patch of ice, making my retreat less than as flawless as I had hoped. A strong hand grabs my elbow before I fall face first onto the dingy cement.
“Poppy.”
Damn him and his smooth Russian accent that caresses my skin as his arms wrap around me. I’m tough. I’m a fighter.
I don’t need him.
He exposes the side of my neck to the same icy air that’s making my spine shiver. Maybe that’s not the wind. Maybe it’s him. I never feel weaker than when I am in his arms. Ironic, since he’s the one who trained me to be so strong.
I feel the burning warmth of his breath against my skin a second before I feel his lips. It’s a stark contrast to the harsh winter weather around us. He presses pleading kisses over and over into my flesh, whispering apologies and saying Poppy as if somehow that’s going to make this all better.
 “You’re leaving me,” I say, silently cursing the tears blurring my vision.
“Only because I have to.”
I shake my head. I’m out of words, out of a legitimate argument as to why I think he shouldn't go. He told me everything about the mission. It’s not an actual assignment so much as it is a favor. His friends back home in Russia need his help fighting some new invisible threat. I know this hits him hard, square in the chest. I know he believes this is his responsibility to fix.
And I know that he won’t back down from any fight he believes he can win.
But I've got a bad feeling about this.
 “Let me come with you,” I offer, anticipating him shooting down the idea as soon as it’s from my lips. “I can fight, too. I can—”
“No, Poppy,” he says, forcing me to turn and look at him. “I need you to stay here. Stay safe.”
He’s a tough bastard, Nikolai Zolkov. Hardened soldiers shudder under his cold, calculating stare. He stands nearly seven feet tall with a frame that dwarfs me in comparison, but as he looks into my eyes right now, he’s small, vulnerable.
Damn him and his I-trust-you-with-my-vulnerabilities bullshit. He knows I can’t fight that.
He brushes his thumb against my cheek. His black eyes travel the features of my face, lingering on my lips so long they part with anticipation of his kiss. A smirk turns the corner of his mouth as he returns his eyes to mine. “I need to know that you’re safe, or else I won’t be able to fight this war.”
“But I’m a solider, too,” I argue, pressing my cheek into his touch. “You trained me well. I’m the best in my class—”
“You are,” he agrees, cutting me off again. “And I have no doubt that you’ll annihilate any threat that comes your way. But just this once, actually listen to your teacher.” He smiles as I groan, bopping his finger against my nose. I hate when he does that. “Don’t go looking for a battle to prove yourself, Poppy.”
“This isn’t about that.”
He arches a condescending brow that I want to smack off his face.
“This isn’t just about that,” I amend. “You say you can’t fight knowing that I’m not safe, and I need you understand it kills me to know you’re in danger and I can’t do anything to help protect you.”
His eyes tell me he understands, but he’s out of words, too. So instead of responding, his lips press against mine, and time, for the moment, slows down.
I’m reminded of the first time we kissed. I still contend that it was an accident on his part. He claims I had finally worn him down.
We were in the barracks, training. He’d kicked me so hard that I was doubled over, trying to catch my breath. He didn’t do it often, but that time he broke his hard façade to ask if I was okay. I exploited the moment of weakness and grabbed him around the neck, tackling him to the mat. He laughed, tumbling our bodies around until I was pinned beneath him. In ten seconds flat, I went from almost winning to being trapped.
“How did you do that?” I grumbled with a full-on childish pout. “I had you.”
He bopped his finger to my nose with a smirk. “You hesitated.”
I wanted to dispute it. I never hesitate. But then this thing happened. A force passed between us. Electric and exciting, I felt his weight pressed against me and our shared humor melted into something else. He leaned down just as I tilted my head up and our lips met.
I’ve been his ever since.
I’m under him again now, his hot lips moving in tandem with mine, his hips thrusting in a rhythm that’s driving me insane. I don’t know how we got back to the hotel, don’t care what concession I’m making by doing this with him now.
Damn him. Damn what he does to me.
He’s taught me how to disarm every other opponent. I can resist anything except for his touch. His words whispered between pants of pleasure are the only words I can’t dismiss as lies. His fingers slide along my body, dipping between us at just the right time to send me over the edge.
How does he do that? How does he know me so well?
I might as well be the gun he carries on his missions. He knows how to strip me down to my soul, take me apart, and put me right back together. He can aim me, never missing his target, as he controls me with his skilled fingers.
“I love you,” I confess.
He stops, still buried deep inside of me. His heart is racing against my fingertips. I caress the red flower tattoo on his chest. I can smell the red wine on his breath.
He stares at me then. Hard. His eyes are pools of darkness. So much focus and intensity is in his gaze that my throat goes dry. He doesn’t say anything. He just rolls over, taking me with him so I’m on top.
It’s a symbolic gesture that I recognize. He’s giving me the upper hand, giving me all the power in the fight. It’s not surrender, but it is a stolen moment of weakness—hesitation.
I know this doesn’t change anything. I know his mind is set. I fell in love with a stubborn man, and I wouldn’t want him any other way, to be honest.
I take what he offers, take every inch of him. My lips, my words, and my touch make him come undone. I hear it in the abandon of his moans; I see it in the strain of his sculpted muscles.
We make love until neither of us can move and then we stare into each other’s eyes until unconsciousness claims me.
He’s gone when I wake. A lone red flower, a poppy, lies on his pillow.
A promise.
He’ll be back.
A confession.
He loves me, too.
 

 
It’s barely three months later, while I’m sitting at that same restaurant, ignoring another plate of steak, that I get the call.
A strike attack in the dead of night. They didn’t see it coming. No warning, no fight.
Every soul was lost.
My glass of red wine topples over, staining the white tablecloth as I drop my phone. I stare at the empty seat in front of me as a terrifying numbness sets in.
The man that could face any enemy and survive…
The man who always seemed more legend than human…
The man I love…
Dead.
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The desert.
Hot, dry sand up my nostrils and the sun pressing down on me like a boot in my back in the middle of basic training… it’s a relentless terrain that I only visit when forced.
The Humvee rattles so loud that I can’t think straight as we navigate the barren landscape. The Private driving keeps shooting me murderous looks. He should thank me, honestly. Playing chauffeur for me is keeping his ass alive for the time being. The boy shouldn’t be so eager to die.
Although a cease-fire has been called, most of us know it won’t last. When guns stopped firing six months ago, the government called it “peace”. But I’ve seen enough of the world to know that peace isn't a concept that humanity wants to embrace. I’m wearing a three-piece black suit with a jacket that hugs my curves a little too tightly, thanks to the Kevlar vest I strapped to my chest.
Peace is an illusion.
There’s always war somewhere.
A dark blob appears in the distance, more substantial than the mirages teasing me for the past hour.
“There,” I say, tapping the kid’s arm and pointing like he might be distracted by all the goddamn sand and miss the only building for miles around.
“Yes ma’am,” he says. 
For the life of me, I can’t remember the boy’s name. “What’s your name again, Private?”
He hides his annoyance by shifting gears, but I know how to read people. I can tell by the sudden tension in his shoulders and the way his right eye twitches that it pisses him off to be my grunt. I don’t take it personal. Most army guys don’t trust the intelligence racket. I used to agree with them.
Then he walked into my life and changed my mind.
“Holt,” the Private says.
I’m lost down memory lane, confused by his response for a second. “What’s that?”
“My name,” he clarifies, shouting over the whine of the jeep’s engine. “My name is Holt, ma’am.”
Holt. I can’t place the name. I’ve read so many profiles in the past twenty-four hours that I’m sick of names. I’m suddenly of the opinion that Prince was onto something by going by symbols instead of a name. Holt isn’t red flagged for anything, though. I’d remember if he was.
I kill the conversation there before it begins. I just have a thing about details. I don’t want to know anything more than that about him. Smalltalk is only something guys with brass on their shoulders do. The rest of us would rather not get to know each other. We prefer the no bullshit approach.
It’s another ten minutes until we reach the outpost and a handful of minutes later before we’re showing ID at the security gate.
“What business do you have here?” the guard on duty asks. He reads my badge and his eyes widen. I don’t even have to say a word. “Sorry to delay you. Please.” He waves toward the large black building, “Director Mohin is waiting for you.”
Holt shoots me a look when he hands me back my badge. It’s quick and subtle, but I roll my eyes. Some people in my line of work get off on the whole rep preceding them thing. Hell, even I have to admit there is a certain thrill in seeing someone take a cautious step back whenever they hear my codename. But this isn’t that, and even if it were, I wouldn’t bother giving Private Holt the backstory of my life.
A legion of employees is melting under the brutal afternoon sun as we pull up to the front steps of Mohin Enterprises. The director of the company stands in the middle, a subtle peacock dressed in a bright white suit and matching fedora.
Hassan Mohin, eldest of oil baron Cyrus Mohin's three sons. Hassan poured a drop of his inheritance into his corporation at the age of fifteen. He doesn’t own the biggest, or even a sizable company in Saudi Arabia, erecting this monstrosity of a building in the middle of nowhere simply to house his ego. He calls it an enterprise and plays civil with anyone who wants to see the fictitious research that goes on in this place, but most of us know the truth.
He’s the used cars salesman of the warfront—a black-market arms dealer.
Every single person in the intelligence community knows him intimately—it’s often joked that we should have a class devoted to dealing with him our first year in training. If you want any information of dirty deals about to go down in the desert, Hassan is the man to talk to.
Just make sure you have something he wants in exchange.
He’s clapping his hands and waving as if I’ve arrived at the end of the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade, sporting a damn red suit.
Holt stays stock-still behind the wheel of the jeep. I’m half tempted to tell him he has to stay, but I assured the commander on base I only needed a ride to the building.
“Thanks for the lift,” I say, hopping out.
I hold my breath to keep dust out of my lungs as the Humvee tears off.
“Your friend did not want to join us?” Hassan asks, making his way down the steps.
I shrug a shoulder. “He’s kind of over the whole exotic cuisine thing.”
Hassan wags a finger at me. His left upper canine is gold capped, and it catches the sun as he smiles. “You should have told him he has not tried our food yet.”
“Well, let’s be real… you can only ingest so much turmeric in one lifetime. From here or from the shitty little street stand near base, what’s the difference?”
His jaw tightens, and I see annoyance in the corner of his winning smile, but he just laughs at my sarcasm. “I often forget how sharp your tongue is.”
“And I often make a point to block memories of your fashion sense from my mind.”
He’s on level ground with me, practically eye-to-eye. I’m barely five-five, and the flat boots that I’m sporting aren’t giving me any extra height. Hassan’s not a tall man. Maybe that’s why he wears hats. He clasps my shoulders between his ring-covered fingers and leans in for the customary kiss on each cheek.
I humor him. The last thing I need on my record right now is a diplomatic incident thanks to my impatience with this man.
“What do you want?” I say before he’s fully pulled away from me.
He keeps his grubby hands on my arms, working his thumbs into the thin shoulder padding of my jacket. “Can I not just want to see you every now and then?”
I make a face that he finds funny.
“You look like your mother when you do that.”
“Not even here five minutes. We haven’t even made it in the door and you have to bring her up.”
He shrugs, and I have no doubt that’s exactly how I look when I do it. “She left an impact on my life, my child.”
“Funny,” I say, stepping out of his clutch and heading up the steps, “she pretty much forgot you as soon as she got home.”
The sea of employees, dressed immaculately in dark blue suits, parts for me to pass. He yells at them in his native tongue. I’ve been told by many commanding officers, ordered by a few even, that it would benefit me to learn that language.
I’ve told every single one of them to fuck off.
I’ll be able to speak to Martians before I’ll understand what that man is saying. Subsequently, I’m not sent on too many missions in this part of the world.
Go figure.
“Would you like a tour of the building?” he asks, catching up to me effortlessly.
“I want to do whatever it is that I have to do in order for you to let me leave as soon as possible.”
“You are not a prisoner here, Penelope.”
Conditioned, cool air swarms me as I step into the lobby. Tall columns of marble line an open room. A large wooden desk sits in a far corner. Hallways lead to a bank of elevators and to rooms I’d rather never enter. The flooring is new, knowing Hassan. Every time I visit this place it’s renovated and new to the tune of brand-spanking.
“You know, you could donate the amount of money you spend updating this shithole to charities. Help people.”
He purposely scrapes his shoe across a bright white tile, leaving a dark black smudge. “I help people who help me.”
A few of the women who were standing outside rush in to grab cleaning products as I look down the nearest hallway. “Give me the quick tour.” He beams, and I add, “But don’t fool yourself into thinking I give two shits about any of it.”
“God forbid,” he says, motioning for me to walk in front of him.
I stand still, waiting for him to lead. I don’t trust him not to stab me in the back.
His shoes are hard leather that click against the floor.
Mine don’t make a sound.
“We launched a new sector this past summer,” he explains. He likes to hear himself talk. “Synthetics and chemicals.”
“You making condoms and lube now?” I ask, noting the lack of employees roaming the hall that he takes me down. It’s not an area of the building I’m familiar with… not that I’ve been here enough to feel at home.
He lets out a sharp snort. “No. I believe keeping our people from reproducing is more the agenda of the country of your false allegiance.”
My cheek twitches, but I don’t take the bait. He likes to push that button. “What are you developing with synthetics then?”
We lose momentum as he stops, a smile on his face that I want to smack off. “Are you actually interested in my affairs?”
I look away, my sight landing on a pile of wide, short wooden crates with the letters DMG branded into the side. I recognize the seal. Damn.
His eyes are sparkling when I return my attention to him, but I don’t take a bite of that apple, either. “I’m interested in keeping my country safe from assholes like you.”
He laughs. The sound grates on my skin. I want to believe it’s fake, but there’s something about his amusement that always sounds authentic. Like he’s in on some joke no one else has heard yet.
We bullshit some more and he introduces me to businessmen I don’t need to be told the names of. They’re already on my watch list.
An hour later, I find myself seated next to Hassan at an elaborately decorated dining table, ignoring the lavish spread he’s had prepared. He says it’s a meal to celebrate my visit. I suspect it might be poisoned.
“I told your uncle you’re in town,” he says, pouring himself a second liberal amount of wine.
“I don’t have an uncle.”
He holds up two fingers as he slurps his wine. “You are correct. You have two.”
I sit back in my seat with a sigh.
“What will it take for you to admit that you are my flesh and blood?”
His gold tooth winks at me, and I keep my face clear of any emotion. Doesn’t matter, I know. He’s narrowed his focus on my eyes. My eyes always give me away.
You wear your heart in your eyes, Poppy. Work on that.
“Give me a gun.”
Hassan sputters, spitting the mouthful of current wine he’s drinking onto the beige tablecloth. “A gun? Are we going to have a duel at sunset?”
Cute. Tempting.
I fabricate a half-ass smile. “No. I want a short range sniper rifle… and a .35 desert eagle.”
Hassan licks his teeth, his tongue lingering over the gold tooth for an extra second. He tries to figure out how to ask, but not ask me what I want the equipment for. “What makes you think I have such here?”
He sits back in his chair, waving his arms around like Vanna White.
“You walked me past those crates in the hall for a reason,” I say, crossing my arms in front of me and leaning my elbows on the table. I have the upper hand in this negotiation right now. He didn’t realize I was in town for any reason other than humoring him. I have gossip for him to spread.
I have a secret he desperately wants.
He mirrors my posture, rubbing his hands in front of him as he peers at me. Humor is dominant on his face. “Who says there are guns in those boxes?”
“The stamp on the side does. DMG specializes in one thing and one thing only—high level munitions for military grade artillery.” For terrorism.
He makes a sound between a snort and a sigh. “High level munitions sounds so… sleazy.” He makes a face as if he’s finally found something about this meal distasteful. “I just have a few guns, maybe a grenade launcher… or five. Nothing that threatening.”
He adopts a look of innocence that I want to laugh at, but he’s doing it for a laugh, and I won’t be paying into his pander.
“Then you won’t miss a rifle and a handgun.”
He moves again, propping one arm lazily over the back of his chair, the elbow dangling over as his hand clings to the top. His other hand fiddles with his untouched butter knife.
I remain still but my senses heighten. I recall every man stationed in the room, down the hall, all the way back to the front door. I feel the temperature in the room—a cool, yet muggy seventy to seventy-two. I’m acutely aware that he has three knives within his reach, two forks, a spoon, and two burning candles. I have all of those within my reach as well.
Should a fight break out, I’ll go for the candles first.
Burning wax to the eyes would immediately eliminate over ninety percent of his attack.
He stares at me so long I want to fidget before he leans forward and blows out the candles.
Bastard.
“Why have you never bothered joining Mossad?”
The muscles in my neck tense, but keep myself in check. “I’m already in an army, one that I am extremely proud to serve.”
He blows out an annoyed breath and waves away my words like a stinky puff of smoke. “If you joined the army out of loyalty and a desire to serve your country, then you did it wrong, my dear.”
I don’t want to have this conversation. We’ve had this conversation repeatedly since I was sixteen and started receiving attention for my gift with encryption decoding. “I’m not a mercenary. And I’m not in this for the thrill of hurting people with power.”
He picks up the knife, pointing it at me, and I react.
My hand grabs the knife from him, and I’m on my feet, swinging it at him before I’m fully aware of what’s happening. Two guards are on me instantly, flanking me with Taser guns, firing them without hesitation. The pain isn’t so bad. I've damn sure felt worse. But the stunting of my nerves annoys me like a son of bitch.
I let go of the knife as I drop to my knees.
Hassan is shouting at the men in his native tongue. The words don’t sound nice and the way they back off tells me he might have even threatened them.
“Are you alright, daughter?”
I slap his hand away when he tries to help me to my feet. “Give me the guns.”
He picks up the knife from where I’ve dropped it and once again points it at me. “You’re wrong about not liking power through force. All soldiers value their strength above everything else.”
I knew a guy once who would have ripped his tongue out for saying that. That guy could have snapped the guards in two with his bare hands—and that guy valued his compassion more than his strength.
That guy is dead.
“Are you going to give me the guns or not?”
He tosses the knife onto the table and nods to his guards. The men march from the room and return a few minutes later with what I’ve requested.
“Do you require bullets?” one of the men asks.
I shake my head. I provide my own brass. I don’t tell him that. I just take the guns.
Hassan sits on the edge of the dining table as I inspect the weapons. The scope on the rifle is weak. Thankfully, I have excellent eyesight.
“Can I expect a return on this loan?” Hassan asks. I glance up from the desert eagle as I get used to the feel of it in my hand. I don’t say anything, but he laughs, knowing my answer. “Ah, well, luckily I didn’t have to buy them in the first place.”
“Luckily,” I echo. “You got a phone I can use?”
“Do you not carry one?”
I flex my trigger finger, keeping my eyes on the gun. “No.”
“Who are you going to call?”
“The Ghostbusters,” I say, glancing up at him again with a sigh. He’s unamused by my sarcasm. “I need a lift.”
He looks over my shoulder, nodding to someone. “Jumal will drive you back to the base.”
I shake my head. “No.”
It’s a battle of wills then. A standoff with just our eyes. He’s trying to riddle out what more I could need, and I’m burying everything I know behind a tight mask. I don’t want Hassan’s men to do recon on the base or me.
He gives in first, producing a cell phone from his pocket. 
I snort. “No.”
“You had to get your stubbornness from me,” he mutters, snapping his fingers. 
The three guards closest to me hold out their phones, and Hassan waves to the door. “You can use theirs, or use the lines in the lobby. I make no apology for the fact that every single one will be monitored and traced.”
I’m not surprised that’s the case, and frankly, I don’t care. I only turned down his cell phone because it was his. 
I grab Jumal’s phone and dial a direct line to my contact on base. The number is scrambled on an hourly basis, preventing Hassan from doing much of anything with his knowledge. 
“This is Vincent,” I say when the line picks up. “Wings in twenty.”
“Wings?” Hassan asks as I hang up and hand the phone back to Jumal. 
I don’t entertain his question. I’m done. I collect my new weapons and leave the room, keeping a fast paced stride as I exit through the lobby.
The heat is harsh once I’m outside. I take a second to draw it in. All of my pores open at once and my body’s coated in sweat. 
“Leaving without saying goodbye?”
I sling the rifle over my shoulder, sliding the handgun into my pants pocket. I look to my right, to where Hassan now stands. The sun is so bright, reflected off his white suit like he’s made from a flare of the damn thing. I almost go blind. I blink a few times, turning my focus away.
“I didn’t want to see you in the first place.”
“Well, then… thank you for the sacrifice that your presence required.”
I shake my head, done with talking to him for at least another year.
The base is a good two-hour drive through the hot desert sand. But we stand on the steps for only a handful of minutes before I can make out the dark ball in the sky, heading our way. 
“A helicopter.”
I make no noise or movement to indicate that I even heard him speak. 
“Where are you off to in such a hurry, my dear? And with your shiny new toys?”
Again, I stare straight ahead, ignoring him. 
“The next time you visit we should play poker, Penelope.”
I shoot him a sidelong glance. “Who says I’m ever coming back?”
He smiles and that damn gold tooth shining in the sunlight. 
There’s plenty of room for the chopper to land inside the gates of his compound, but for some irrational reason I don’t feel like it’s safe. I heft my ass down the stairs and across to the security booth. 
I don’t say goodbye. 
But then I don’t know that I ever told him hello, either. 
 

 
Nighttime in Doha, capital city of Qatar. The tall buildings are alight with different colors that reflect on the surface of the water that runs along the beach. I’m standing on the roof of the Museum of Islamic Art, pretending to nurse a flute of champagne I was reluctant to take. The colorful lights keep drawing my eye.
A bulbous little man with a high-pitched voice stands to my left, telling an animated story that I’m not paying any attention to. He has bits of the crab puff appetizers stuck in his long, black beard. I can tell the three people crowded around him notice it, but no one points it out.
It would probably be the last thing any of them said if they did.
Shapur Pishkar, the newly elected president of Qatar. His dossier subconsciously plays out in my mind. When the established monarchy of Qatar was eliminated during the bloody rebellious war that started three years ago, Pishkar rose quickly through military ranks to claim the head of the nation. He’s been at the center of the fallout, playing the noble leader who negotiated peace with the rebels and the cease fire that the world has deemed the calm before the storm. CNN is doing their damnedest to spin the situation as a celebration of the birth of democracy in the region, but even they have to know this wasn’t needed. Not here. Qatar has been the world’s richest country for decades, with a thriving government and society.
Pishkar acts as if his new title is a surprise, and yet he was sworn into office less than twenty-four hours ago while this party has been scheduled for nearly six months.
I give up the illusion of caring about anything except for the view, leaning fully on the railing at the edge of the roof. I sense movement to my right, catching a hint of a penguin suit in my peripheral. I keep my stance casual while planning out exactly where to plant enough force to shove the guy over the ledge if need be.
I catch a scent on the air—cinnamon. I relax.
Ace.
His shoulder is two inches above mine when he stops beside me. He leans his ass against the railing, snagging my champagne without invitation. “Really wish you’d take me up on that offer to get naked.”
His voice is low enough that only I can hear him. Even so, I’m glad I’m not facing the crowd at the party. My cheeks grow warm with a blush. “What have I told you about mixing business with pleasure?”
“This is about business,” he says, exchanging the now empty glass for a refill as he flirts with the waitress.
I roll my eyes. “How is us getting naked business?”
“I want to see the brass fucking balls you’ve got to have tucked back under that dress.”
I break protocol and glance at him. He smirks. He’s almost too pretty to look at with his russet colored skin and playboy styled black hair that fans across his forehead like he’s waiting for a cover shoot with Vogue. He’s wearing sunglasses… at night. They’re lightly tinted and oversized, like something out of a 70s porno. I’m often of the opinion that he only became a soldier to work undercover missions like this and pretend he’s a model.
I give him a look that warns I’ll slap him if he doesn’t stop teasing me. He knows I won’t, that’s why he’s taking the chance. I’m less than a foot away from Pishkar. All eyes on him have an opportunity to also see me.
I’m a covert agent. Being seen isn’t in my job description.
“Boss said locate the target,” I say, stealing his glass. I enjoy every bit of his stunned look as I down the alcohol. I have a low tolerance for it. I hate to drink, especially on the job, but the hour’s getting late, all the pieces are in play, and adrenaline is already pulsing through my veins so hot that my muscles are vibrating. “I located the target.”
He takes the empty glass from me and smiles wider. I turn and fade into the crowd before he can say another word. Now’s not the time for small talk. His appearance was planned. I have a schedule to keep.
I don’t make eye contact with anyone, but I make sure just about everyone gets a glimpse of my skin-tight red dress. I cut across the rooftop and work my way down the right side of the oval staircase that leads into the main lobby. So many people are crammed into every level of this building that my anonymity is secured. People might recall my attire, maybe even remember the way my black wig flows over my shoulders, but they won’t be able to describe anything unique about me. I’ve got Hassan’s tanned skin and sharp looks. I blend in with everyone else invited tonight.
I float around the exterior of the group in the lobby, stalling when I hear a familiar voice.
“The only good oil is that in a man’s palm and not in the ground,” Hassan says. “Find a woman and rub her down, gentlemen. Let the politicians drown in their wells.”
Damn. I talked up the Devil.
I change course, ducking behind a flower arrangement. If Hassan’s here, that means his guards will be roaming the perimeter. I don’t anticipate altering my plan, but this situation just became trickier.
I cut through an empty exhibit hall, to a service closet, finding the duffel bag stashed by Ace earlier in the evening. My blood is spiked with energy, but my heart rate remains steady.
Keep this in check, Poppy. Your heart commands your body. If it’s out of control, then so are you.
I take a measured breath as I lay every article from the bag on the ground in front of me. I take a rapid inventory and begin to strip. My shoes, wig, and dress go into the bag before I stash it back under the cleaning supplies. The harsh sting of ammonia burns my nostrils, and for a moment I lose all other scents except for the chemical. I slide on a black wet suit and lock the small breathing apparatus to my collar. Goggles, gloves, and flippers in hand, I make my way out the back and around the side of the building.
The museum is an island. Armed guards patrol the narrow walkways between the walls and the water, with two boats circling the bay. I check my watch.
Eight minutes.
After slipping on the goggles and flippers, I wait for the nearest guards to move out of my eye-line before sprinting to the water and diving in. The water’s shallow but quickly flows into the deeper levels of the bay. I have my strokes timed with speed of the boats that I’ve watched all night, so I pass through their perimeter unnoticed.
Five minutes.
Halfway between the island and the mainland, I swim to the dead center of the blue light reflected in the water—to a black rubber raft I tethered to the shore earlier in the day. I knew the current would naturally draw it out to this point and counted on the fact that the patrols would be pulled closer to the museum due to the party. One lone raft without any passengers would be overlooked for one night.
I ditch the goggles and flippers in the water as I tumble into the raft.
Two minutes.
The rifle is tucked under a tarp, already loaded and primed. A drop of water runs down my cheek and I ignore it, lining my sight to the roof as I brace my elbows on the rim of the raft. Through the scope, I spot Ace first. He scratches the stubble along his jaw. He’s speaking to a woman I don’t recognize… flirting with her, according to the blush on her cheeks and the way her lips keep parting as she gazes at him.
I move the sight to the right, to where Pishkar stands near Ace.
One minute.
Sixty seconds, Poppy. It might seem like no time at all, but everything can change within it. Make it count.
I draw in a slow breath, keeping the scope lined with the back of Pishkar’s head.
Forty-five seconds.
My heartbeat’s steady. I flex my trigger finger.
Thirty seconds.
Pishkar turns, taking one step out of my sight. Ace steps into my shot, grabbing Pishkar’s attention to draw him back to the target zone. I don’t know what Ace tells him, but the man is slapping Ace’s chest, drunk and overly animated. Not good. Ace leans ever so slightly in my direction.
Twenty-two seconds.
They turn around so Pishkar’s back is to me once more. Still bad. Ace is now lined in the shot along with Pishkar. The bullet will pass through the target and hit him square in the chest. Over the old man’s shoulder, I see Ace raise his glass of champagne. Everyone around him assumes he’s toasting the man of the hour, but I can see his eyes—or his sunglasses, rather—are fixed toward the water… toward me.
You damn well better duck.
Ten seconds.
I can hear the crowd begin to count down. I see the boats stop in the distance between my position and the target.
Nine seconds.
Eight seconds.
Seven seconds.
My focus narrows to one patch of hair on the back of the man’s head.
Six seconds.
Five seconds.
Four seconds.
Can you kill a man, Poppy? Can you take a life?
Three seconds.
Two…
Don’t hesitate, Poppy. Hesitate and your life is the one that will end.
One.
The world slows to a standstill. All exterior sounds and sights fade away. I become the gun, squeezing my finger with just enough force to unleash the bullet. My heart beats three times before I see Pishkar’s head explode. I clear my brass, tucking the spent casing in my suit, and toss the rifle right into the water. Only then do the explosions overhead ring in my ears. The sparkling lights float and swirl above me, glittering reflections twinkling in the water.
Fireworks.
I lie down in the boat and crank the motor on, flying back to shore in two minutes flat. Cutting the line to the anchor, I release the boat in the current and race toward a car parked down an alley a few feet from the water.
Chaos has already erupted. Trucks swarm the streets, sirens blaring as the world discovers the new president has just been assassinated. I climb into the backseat of the Buick I stashed in the alley. Another black duffel waits for me. This includes another change of clothes, a passport, the desert eagle I acquired from Hassan, and a cover story to get me out of the country.
I strip out of the suit and stuff it in the duffel. The tan pants, dark red shirt, and black leather jacket fit me perfectly. A pair of flat sneakers finishes my outfit. The kit also includes a pair of glasses and a wig. I tuck my wet brown hair under the short black wig, ruffling the false hair with my fingers. The glasses have a slight magnification to them, and I blink a few times to adjust my sight. I shove the passport in my pocket and grab the duffel, ditching the car where it has been sitting for the past twenty-four hours.
I walk two blocks and toss the duffle in a trash bin along with a lit match. People run this way and that, screams and gunshots peppering the air. No one is concerned by the suddenly burning trash.
I walk, never once running, keeping to the shadows as I work my way to the edge of town. Border checks are already tight, but I don’t worry.
I have a way out of town.
A bus is parked four vehicles from the checkpoint. I strut straight to the door and tap on the glass. The driver gives me an odd look but presses the release to open the door.
I hold out my passport, and he nods when he sees my cover.
“Sorry, got lost,” I say with an innocent smile. I bend my words with a proper British accent to sell the fact that I’m speaking English and not a local dialect.
He shakes his head, motioning toward the seats.
Twenty other people are on the bus—college students who visited the city for the historical presidential address this afternoon. I ease into a seat next to a young man who’s crying. He’s holding a worn and faded card in his hand. The image on it is of a young Pishkar.
I keep my head down, making no eye contact with anyone else. My passport says my name is Mylia Azar and that I’m from a town just outside the city. I look the part. So long as no one speaks to me and expects me to answer in the native tongue, I’m home free.
The bus bounces and sways as we move forward, one car, then another, and finally another. We’re next for inspection. I know no one saw me in the water. No one found me before I ditched the raft. I highly doubt they’ve had time to narrow the gunshot to the bay at all at this point. Even so, my heart jerks once in my chest.
Keep it in check, Poppy.
Lights shine through the windows. The boy beside me covers his eyes with his arm. I hear the creak of the door hinges a second before an armed soldier steps onto the bus. I tell myself to look afraid. Everyone around me is cowering, nervous. For the first time tonight, I let myself feel a twinge of what I’ve been cutting off. I realize how close I stood to the man I killed.
A life ended tonight because of me.
When the soldier reaches me, my eyes are on his boots, as tears drip from the tip of my nose. He shouts something that I don’t need a translator to understand is a threat. The faintest gasp leaves my lips.
“Be at peace,” the boy beside me says, reaching over to hold my hand.
He has no idea who I am. He has no idea what I’ve done. He’s comforting the person who just caused him pain, and yet to him, he’s simply comforting someone in need.
I hate myself.
The soldier shoves back down the aisle then and gets off. The vehicle rumbles and rocks as we drive across the border.
I squeeze the boy’s hand. “Thank you.”
I can’t stop myself from looking at the picture again, and he catches me this time.
He gives me the card. “I met him when I was just a boy. He is the reason I went to University and did not become a solider.”
I turn the card over in my hand, breaking my own personal protocol to look the boy in the eye and speak to him. I refrain from talking about Pishkar's death. I don’t know how fast word has traveled. Having any information about the event possibly implicates me as knowing more than I should. “What did you think of his speech today?”
The boy is young—eighteen, nineteen at the most—but I can see a lifetime in his eyes as he frowns. “I think I made the right decision.”
I don’t hear whispers from anyone around us. No anger or other tears. “Why is that?”
“Because he is still the monster I met as a child.”
I look back to the card. “A monster?”
“He killed my father.” I blanch at his candor, but I realize to the young men and women on this bus, his words are simply reality, not a dirty secret. Soldiers raiding buses, guns in their faces, death… it’s just another day for them. “My mother was sick, too sick to care for us, so my father defected to take care of us. Pishkar found him. Took the time to raid the village we were hiding in just to find my father and kill him. He turned the gun on me, pulled the trigger, but he had emptied the clip. I told myself that day that I would not become his slave. I would educate myself and defeat him instead.”
I drop the card on the ground, taking the boys hand in mine again. “I think you made the right choice, too.”
“Does not matter now. He is king and we are all his slaves.”
I squeeze his hand again. “Don’t worry. False kings easily fall from their thrones.”
“Says who?”
I smile, whispering, “A man I used to know.”
 

 
It’s two o'clock the next afternoon when my plane finally lands in Germany. I took the redeye under yet another alias, getting through with my less-than-American looks. A black Suburban is waiting for me at the curb outside of the airport. A tall bald man wearing a penguin suit and an earpiece holds the back door open for me.
Why don’t they just paint a sign on my ass that says I’m a spy?
I climb in, assessing the three other people in attendance. A woman I’ve seen a time or two here. She works in logistics, I think. Next to her sits a man with dark red hair and a cocky smirk—Claymore, a fellow agent.
The fourth, the man I sit next to, is older-looking, with a buzz cut and a sneer. Commander Justice. He glares at me like a disgruntled parent. “Ms. Vincent, are you hard of hearing?”
Commander Justice sounds as if his voice is pinned down at the back of his throat by a mountain of tobacco. It’s pinched and hard, forced from his lips like the bark from a dog.
I’ve been awake for over seventy-two hours, endured lunch with Hassan, set up and executed a flawless assassination of a horrible dictator before he had the opportunity to make one move in office, and I didn’t pee the entire time I was on the six-hour flight from Qatar. I resist the urge to punch him for that question. “No, sir.”
“Then perhaps you are unfamiliar with the English language?”
“No, sir.”
“Then enlighten me, Ms. Vincent, on how it is, when you were given a direct order to keep this mission covert, that you decided a bullet through the target’s head in the middle of a crowded party was subtle.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I see Claymore try to hide a laugh behind his hand. I make a mental note to punch him the next time we’re alone.
“I was presented a secondary opportunity, sir.”
“Secondary opportunity?”
The woman takes notes on a digital tablet as we drive through the streets of Frankfurt. I’m familiar with the direction we’re heading, so I ease back in my seat.
“Commander,” I say, trying to keep the defensive edge out of my voice, “I believe the DMG is supplying Saudi rebels with munitions.”
“You believe,” Commander Justice says. I’m not sure his lips can do anything but sneer.
I open my mouth to explain, but he holds up a hand to stop me.
“Save it, Ms. Vincent. You have the council to appeal to, not me.”
I turn away from him and watch the buildings fly by outside the car window. Movement in my peripheral draws my eyes to Claymore. He’s watching the streets, too, but he absently occupies himself with twirling his pocketknife in one hand. It’s old school, with two ivory handles that fold open to a four-inch blade. He flips the handles open and tosses the thing in the air, catching the safe side effortlessly each time. He’s done that for as long as I’ve known him.
He has a gift with the blade.
The car stops at a security booth before entering an underground garage. People always think being a spy and seeing inside covert operations would be fascinating. I figure that’s because they’ve never done it. It’s actually rather boring. All check points and ritual. We’re so careful to be meticulous and routine, to ensure nothing is overlooked or forgotten, that we’re all just a bunch of boring asses going through motions most of the time.
Justice and his secretary hop out first. He barks orders for Claymore to report to the main office with me so I can be processed for the council meeting at four.
Claymore jumps out next, holding the door open for me with a gentlemanly bow. “M’lady.”
His Scottish accent would be charming if I didn’t see his smartass smirk.
“Asshole,” I mutter under my breath.
He hears me and laughs. He’s still twirling that damn knife as we wave our security badges in front of the sensor for the elevator doors. “So you have a problem with sticking to the plans on every mission, do ya?”
I stick out my tongue, punching the number twenty button.
He lets out a dramatic sigh. “I don’t recall him saying you were to push the button.”
“I haven’t had a man push my button for me in over a decade, MacNeal,” I say, dropping formality to call him by his real name. “And I can promise you that when I do want a man to do it, you won’t be the one I call.”
His laughter is booming, echoing in the small space of the elevator. “Oh, I know well about your buttons, lass. And allow me to say ditto.”
I exit the elevator first and make a sharp left that Claymore’s not expecting.
“Where’re you going?” he whines, trailing after me like a lost puppy.
I point to the restrooms sign and enter the Ladies’ without waiting for him to catch on. I suddenly can’t remember the last time I used a toilet. It’s an odd thought to have, one I only entertain because staring at the back of the bright blue metal stall door is boring otherwise. While deployed on a mission, I don’t think about my body’s needs. Starvation, exhaustion, the total removal of basic comforts… none of it registers with me. But I’m not on assignment right now. I get to enjoy things like seat covers and soft tissue paper.
My toe taps along to the beat of the pop song playing over the loudspeaker.
The bathroom door opens and closes and a head pops under my door. I scream, kicking at Claymore’s face. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”
His laugh bounces off the walls as he moves away. “I was told to keep my eyes on you.”
“Well keep them above my waist, you pervert!”
“Don’t get your pastel purple panties in a twist, lass,” he says as I finish up and exit my stall. “I didn’t see anything.”
“You saw my underwear,” I say, washing my hands. My cheeks flame, and I want to knee him in the crotch so hard right now.
“Aye, but my eyes stopped there.” He holds up three fingers. "Scott's honor."
There’s this thing about being female in the military that I never understood until I was recruited. That whole you’re-one-of-the-guys thing. I’ve met my fair share of assholes who really do look just because they feel entitled. And I’ve beat those bastards into a pulp. But for the most part, I really am just one of the guys. Claymore would have done that to Ace just as easily as he did it to me. I’ve walked around naked through the co-ed barracks before. It doesn’t faze me. I’m not blushing right now because he saw my pants down.
I’m blushing because I don’t like being caught off guard.
“I do have to say I’m rather impressed, though,” he says, further digging his own grave when we exit the bathroom. I don’t acknowledge his taunt, but he’s undeterred. “I’m shocked you pee sitting down.”
That’s twice now in the past twelve hours that these men have told me they figure I’m carrying a dick. I take it as the compliment it’s meant to be.
He escorts me to the main office. I let him talk to the man with a clipboard who will work up the report for the council meeting. My attention is drawn to the television mounted on the wall as CNN plays. It’s hard to believe I’m looking at the same city I was standing in a few hours ago. Doha has erupted in hysteria. Buildings are on fire and people are running in the streets, ducking for cover from bullets.
Rebel groups have seized the opportunity, taking advantage of Pishkar’s death. I recognize the guns clutched in the hands of the men chasing innocent people into the doorways of the tall buildings that make up downtown.
I held one of those guns recently.
“Do you have anything to add?” the man with the clipboard asks, and Claymore elbows my side when I don’t respond.
I shake my head. “I’m sure he got it all to the letter.”
We sit in a pair of green plastic chairs as we wait for the time to roll around to four o'clock.
“You really think this was better for the people?” Claymore asks. His knife is back out, spinning and flipping in the air between us.
“I think the man deserved what he got. A heart attack was too merciful.”
Claymore snorts. “Look at you being all Hand of God and the like. It’s not our job to deem how they go, just to get them there.”
Spoken like a true soldier. And I agree with him entirely, but I have no doubt that in a little over thirty minutes, the council will be thanking me for my decision.
We sit, and I continue to watch the scene unfolding in Doha. I wonder what that kid on the bus last night is doing today. I hope he’s safe.
“The Commander’s in a right mood today, as you’ve seen.”
I nod. “The man’s name is Justice. He was born in a mood.”
“Aye. I sometimes wonder how he would have handled the Comrade. He wasn’t one for the paperwork, either.”
Comrade. My heart hurts at the mention of that name, but the clearing of a throat distracts me.
“The council is ready for her,” the man at the counter says.
We walk down a bright white hallway. The buzz of fluorescent lights hums overhead. I’ve walked down halls like this one too many times for me to count. The first time was at the age of seventeen, when a total stranger walked into my life and changed it forever.
Nikolai Zolkov—codename: Comrade.
He recruited me personally, assuring the council that my age and immaturity wouldn’t play any factor in my training. He told them I had the right stuff.
Out of the corner of my eye, I see Claymore assessing me. He might question my thought process, but I know he believes what Nikolai believed.
I’m meant for this job.
Claymore’s not invited to the meeting. He stops at the door, waving for me to go. I offer him one last glance before opening the door.
The council is made up of strategic and defense supervisors from seven nations—The United States, Great Britain, Russia, South Africa, France, Israel, and Japan. A UN sanctioned entity that oversees delicate defense operations independent of any other organization in the world. Established fifteen years ago, the group has financed, organized, and executed more direct missions than all of their countries’ militaries combined.
Twelve years ago, they officially assembled an elite team of agents, trained in all levels of covert affairs, including but not limited to assassinations. This team was built of one agent from each nation represented in the council. Seven agents deployed on various missions throughout the world at all times.
Seven agents constantly up for review with the council, because they fear we’re a bunch of miscreant mercenaries with no one to report to.
A German soldier, dressed in causal fatigues, steps to me. He holds a worn copy of a King James Bible. I place my left hand over the book and hold my right in the air.
“State your name and rank,” the soldier says.
“Vincent, Penelope. Agent first class for The Deadly Seven Strike Force.”
“Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, so help you God?”
“I do.”
Commander Justice is a tagalong advisor to the Secretary of Defense. He’s seated at a microphone, ready to pounce as soon as I’m sworn in. “Ms. Vincent—”
“Agent,” I say, correcting a mistake he’s made from the moment I met him three years ago. I’ve never bothered pointing it out, but then I’ve never had the opportunity to go toe-to-toe with him in front of the council.
The old man blusters, and I clarify for him. “My name, my title… my rank is Agent. You’re Commander Justice and I’m Agent Vincent. I’ve earned my rank, Commander. Please use it when you address me.”
His jaw flexes. “Agent Vincent,” he grounds out, “please inform the council what your instructions for Operation Usurp were.”
Operation Usurp. Who comes up with these names?
I sit in a chair facing the seven council members. An empty glass sits next to a jug of water in front of me on the table. I don’t pour myself any. I don’t anticipate staying that long.
“I received instructions seventy-five hours ago that I was to fly to Qatar and help Agent Faher, codename: Ace, with the eradication of President Pishkar.”
Commander Justice waves his hand as if I am a well that has suddenly stopped producing oil and he can coax more from me with just his will. “And what were the terms of the eradication?”
“Death by lethal overdose of cyanide to induce what would appear to be a natural heart attack.”
Minister Kulzkoff of Russia sits forward in his seat. His voice is thick with his accent as he asks, “You are aware as to why those were the terms set by the council, are you not, Agent Vincent?
I nod. “Yes sir. It was believed that though Pishkar should not be allowed to take office, no formal threat should be perceived as to avoid upsetting the peace treaty.”
“Exactly,” Commander Justice interjects. “You’ve created a goddamn incident with the need for an adversary.”
“Worse,” Minister Kulzkoff says. “You have made him a martyr. He is a monster and now he has followers who will likely take his place!”
I once again think about the boy on the bus, remembering the sheer terror on the faces of all the students that surrounded me last night. “No one will believe him a martyr.”
It’s a bold statement, and it strikes the room like a sonic boom, reverberating in whispered arguments all around the table.
Commander Justice looks ready to fillet me from head-to-toe.
Minister Kulzkoff continues, “Agent Vincent, this is not the first time you have been under review for rash decisions while on assignment. Your actions not only present further issue now with the situation, but Agent Faher was injured in the shooting.”
Damn. I was worried he'd been standing too close. “How bad was he hurt?”
I haven’t had a chance to check in with anything. No report of the actual shooting has made it to the national news. I was afraid Ace was hit by the bullet, too, and this confirmation digs at my insides.
“It’s a superficial injury,” the minister says. “But it is evidence that you take too many liberties while in the field. I will not dispute that you always get the job done, but I will go on record as stating that you need to be disciplined for your insubordinate behavior.”
“I second that,” Commander Justice says.
“You’re not on the council, Jim,” Secretary Williams of the U.S. says. He glances up at me through his black-rimmed glasses. Secretary Williams has held his office since a few years before I was recruited. He’s the only member of the council who’s been here from the beginning. He holds up an electronic tablet that he’s been focused on since I walked into the room. “I just received this report from NATO. Local findings from Doha are pointing the finger of this thing to one source.”
He stares at me until every eye in the room turns my way.
“I’m guessing you’re referring to DMG?” I say.
Secretary Williams smiles. He tosses the report as well as his glasses on to the table in front of him, easing back in his chair. Instantly, the tension evaporates from the room. “How did you do that, Agent Vincent?”
“I don’t understand,” Minister Kulzkoff interrupts. “How can DMG be implicated in this? We haven’t had any reports of their movements in months. The last we had indicated they were moving further east.”
“Because I used a rifle supplied by DMG intended for Saudi rebels,” I explain.
“And where did you get that?” Commander Justice asks.
“That will be all, Jim,” Secretary Williams says, tapping Justice on the shoulder, dismissing him without waiting on my response.
The old man grudgingly leaves, saluting the council and glaring at me. I catch a glimpse of Claymore in the hallway. He’s twirling his knife but gives me a thumbs-up until the door slams shut again.
Secretary Williams launches into a rapid-fire game of twenty questions after that. “Where was the gun obtained?”
“From Hassan Mohin.”
“Was he made aware of what you would use it for?”
I shake my head. “No, sir.”
“But he knew that you had the gun in your possession?”
I nod. “I obtained it from him yesterday morning.”
Minister Kulzkoff cuts in, asking, “What business did you have with that man yesterday?”
“I knew that he would know I was in the area and would insist I visit. It was best I humor him and not create further complications in the event he tried to locate me during the assassination.”
“Why would he insist on you visiting?” Minister Kulzkoff asks. 
Secretary Williams answers for me. “He’s her father.”
I try not to cringe at that truth.
“Will he give anyone this information?” Minister Kulzkoff asks.
I shrug. “I highly doubt it. The secret serves him best if he’s the only one who knows.”
Secretary Williams slips his glasses back on and makes a few notes on his tablet. “I move to strike the disciplinary action suggested by Minister Kulzkoff from Agent Vincent’s record and add a recommendation for an award in exemplary fieldwork.”
“Seconded,” Minister LeFevere, of France says.
“Third,” Minister Himura, of Japan says.
“That’s final,” Secretary Williams announces.
An award in exemplary fieldwork. Five minutes ago I was a disgrace who broke protocol for my own selfish desires. Now I’m being awarded for my quick thinking.
Life’s funny that way.
“If there are no further topics,” Secretary Williams says, glancing around the room. All representatives shake their heads. “I call this meeting adjourned.”
“Agent Vincent,” Secretary Williams says once everyone is dismissed.
I walk over to his side of the table. “Sir?”
He’s speaking to the Minister from South Africa. They shake hands before he turns to me. “You took a big risk with that one.”
“I had anticipated sticking to the original plan until I found the weapons, sir.”
His eyebrows rise. “You mean you set up the entire assassination in less than ten hours?”
“Five to be exact,” I say. “Though I had my escape routes and aliases already in play for either event.”
He takes his glasses off, pinching the bridge of his nose. “There are days I wonder what we’ll do if we ever lose you, Penelope.”
I’m not sensitive to his statement. I deal in death. My job is war. My own mortality is something I came to terms with long ago. “I’ll try to make sure that day never comes, sir.”
“You do that.” He holds his hand out, and pride swells through me as I shake it. I don’t seek the approval of many people in this world, but this man’s means a lot to me. “I think you’ve earned the weekend off, Agent Vincent. Go get some rest.”
“Sir.”
Rest. There’s no rest for someone like me.
Claymore is waiting in the hall, still twirling his knife. A big cheesy grin is planted on his face. “And there’s the little instigator.”
He pinches my cheek, and I slap his hand away.
“Where are you taking me?” I ask.
“Taking ya?”
“Yeah, you’re buying me a drink,” I inform him as I stop at the front desk. The secretary hands me a secure cell phone.
Claymore throws his arm over my shoulders and walks us to the elevator. “Ah, then we’ll be hitting der Umkleide.”
“der Umkleide?” I repeat. “Sounds like a disease.”
“It’s a bar around the block. Frequented by boys in uniform.”
“Oh, good, something I haven’t seen in ten minutes.”
 

 
“Tell the truth,” Claymore says, slamming his empty pint on the bar. He lets out a deep belch before finishing his thought. “You actually just wanted to shoot Faher, didn’t you?”
I laugh, nursing the glass of rum and coke in front of me. “It was a bonus. He’s okay, right? They said it was superficial.”
“Pfft.” He waves a hand and rolls his eyes. “It grazed the tip of his cheek, broke his damn sunglasses. That’s it. It’ll heal into a sexy scar, watch. Something that will make him look the part of a James Bond villain. He’ll change his name from Ace to… pretty boy with sexy scar on his cheek.”
“You make up the names of the missions, don’t you?”
He shoots me a look as the bartender refreshes his drink, and I wave him on.
“What’s next on your plate?” I ask, knowing he won’t tell me too much detail. I won’t tell him anything about my missions, either. It’s part of our training.
“I have a dignitary luncheon tomorrow in London. You?”
Dignitaries, politicians… bodyguard work. Ugh. When our governments tell us to take a break, what they mean is we’ll be contacting you soon with the name of a figurehead to babysit.
“So far I’m—” My phone beeps in my hand. “Never mind.” I check, seeing a familiar name. “Looks like I have dinner in New York.”
“Ah, the Big Apple. I was just there this morning.”
I choke on my drink. “Really? Then why the hell are you here in Germany?”
“Some bitch blew up a dictator’s head and needed escorting to a meeting.”
I slap his arm and he laughs. “They flew you all the way to Germany just to escort me to the meeting?”
“Aye. That’s the American tax dollar at work.”
“What were you doing in New York?”
His sight tracks a couple of young dudes who walk up to the bar. They’re fresh—still wearing their uniforms like pride patches and not just clothes. A decade ago, I might have tried to flirt with them. Now I just feel like their mother.
I look back to Claymore and see a glimmer in his eyes I don’t think he meant to show me. He shakes his head. “Believe it or not, I might have a life, and I might have been living it.”
“I don’t believe it. A life for us is like a unicorn.”
I finish my drink and remind him he’s covering the bill.
He salutes in response.
I’m not going to waste the night sleeping in a hotel here. Might as well hop on the first plane heading to New York.
“You gonna be okay if I ditch you?” I ask.
He grabs his chest, pretending to die. I kiss his cheek as he remains 'dead' on the bar. “Don’t drive back to your hotel tonight, okay?”
“You only want to keep me alive so you can kill me one day.”
I shrug one shoulder as I walk away. I stroll past the boys at the other end of the bar. One smiles at me as I pass.
“Mein Freund ist einsam. Halten Sie ihm Gesellschaft? Sein Name ist Coogan.” I point to Claymore and wave when he glares at me. The boys nod and agree to go over and talk to him.
Claymore holds up two fingers—his country’s version of flipping me off— as I exit the bar.
I send a text to my commanding officer, letting him know I will be reporting for security detail tomorrow night. I’m not even ten steps from the bar before my phone rings.
I answer, knowing who it is without looking. “Vincent.”
“How long will it take you to get here?”
No hello, no how are you… against my will, I smile. “Roughly eight hours once I get to the airport and on a plane. I kind of stink. I might have to stop and buy clothes… take a shower…”
He sighs dramatically. “But I’m bored right now.”
“I’m sure you can find a way to entertain yourself.”
“Or you can take my family’s private jet and get here sooner.”
“Or you can be patient and anticipate my arrival.”
“Fine,” he says. “But the longer I wait, the more obnoxious I get.”
“Bring it on.”
The line goes dead, and I smile at the screen. Maybe some time off will do me good.
God knows I have some tension that needs to be purged.
And I know just the man to help me take care of it.
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Marko Veltriv.
The only son of Alexandra and Roman Veltriv, a wealthy aristocratic couple in Russia. Marko’s father had ties with the Soviet government and continues as a state figurehead today. As such, he’s invited to all events involving Russian dignitaries around the world, as is his son. Marko has been groomed his whole life for political office, but at the age of twenty-five, he’s more interested in personal than political affairs.
Enter me. The U.S. government’s favorite deep-throat assassin who they have moonlight as a bodyguard to the political celebrities they wish to keep tied to their interests. When Marko does take office, it’s anticipated that he’ll help to further bridge U.S.-Russian contacts and keep us from a second Cold War. They trust me with keeping him attached.
Little do they realize how hands on I am with my job.
Truth be told, fate had led me to Marko’s path long before the first time I was assigned to protect him. The appointment was simply a cherry on top of a delicious pie.
After getting to New York, I check into a hotel across town and take a much-needed shower. I waste the afternoon away, knowing how it’ll get to Marko to have to wait for me to arrive. I enter the Gansevoort hotel at five on the dot. The hotel is one of those impossibly modern and chic locations that makes me want to buy an antique sofa and sit on it in the middle of the lobby. Everything is cold and sleek. Gunmetal is somehow a paint color splashed on every surface.
I flash my badge to the woman at the counter. “Veltriv?”
She doesn’t even have to look at her fancy touchscreen computer. A cheesy smile pulls her lips. “Mr. Veltriv has booked floors nine through fourteen. He’s currently on the roof, enjoying our pool, privately.”
Of course he is.
I thank her and stroll to the elevator. I don’t know if it’s the decade of working as a covert agent, or just my personal taste, but I can’t imagine having to be so extravagant. I stay in motels with the letters missing from the signs. I use aliases and pay by the hour.
Marko rents out half the goddamn building.
Modest is not one of his middle names.
An aria from some opera I don’t know is blaring through the loudspeakers when I step off the elevator. His usual bodyguard, Sven, is standing by the pool. The Norse god nods to me when I reach the door.
“Enjoy your night off,” I tell him as he holds it open for me.
“A soldier never has a night off,” he says a second before he leaves.
“Don’t I know it,” I say to his retreating form.
The sound of water splashing draws my attention to the pool. Marko’s arm darts above the surface and back under, over and over so fast it’s just a blur. He works his way to one side and flips around to head back the other way.
I take off my jacket and unlace my boots, kicking them off as I plunk down on an ottoman near the bar. It’s fully stocked, and I can see a dozen empty glasses that I have no doubt Marko drank from. One of Sven’s many talents is mixing drinks.
“You look tired.”
I’m so absorbed in casing the place that I flinch at the sound of Marko’s voice. “You’re all wet.”
Marko is the kind of guy you don’t just call pretty—he’s that he-can’t-be-human-because-they-aren’t-made-like-that kind of good looking. Tall, built, black hair and bright blue eyes… he really is too good to be true.
He climbs out of the pool, water running down his chest and arms. My eyes linger on his legs as he struts toward me. He doesn’t stop, doesn’t think… he just leaps on top of me. I fall back, my clothes sticking to my skin as the fabric absorbs him.
His smile is bright white. Even his teeth are perfect. “Now you’re all wet, too.”
“You do know that this is the only outfit I have with me, right?”
He shrugs a shoulder, running his pointy nose along my jaw. “You have whatever you want when I’m around, my dear. Just say the word.”
He bites the skin below my ear, and I hiss.
“Do you have your goody bag?”
I feel his smile grow wider against the side of my neck. “Of course.”
I run my fingers through his soaked, curly hair. “So I’m assuming just a night of normal fucking isn’t really in the cards?”
He turns his head, pressing a soft kiss to my wrist. “I’m yours, Penelope. However you want me.”
The sincerity in his eyes takes me back a few steps.
“I thought you were going to be obnoxious?”
“I was. I am. But your eyes…” He leans in so close my eyelashes brush against his when I blink. “What troubles you, my dear?”
Troubles me? I just completed an exemplary mission. I killed a bad guy and got away. I’m sky-fucking high.
He keeps staring, and little by little, words wiggle into my mind.
“You ever feel like you’re on a hamster wheel?”
He nods as the back of his hand caresses my cheek.
I close my eyes and give over to the feel of his touch. “When I was a kid… I wanted to be a princess.”
I hear laughter in his voice when he says, “you are a princess, Penelope.”
“No,” I say, opening my eyes. I make a face that’s meant to be seductive and teasing, but I feel like it probably comes off as empty-headed bimbo. “I wanted to be the girl in the tower that the prince saved.”
“That doesn’t sound like you.”
“You’d be surprised.”
He cocks an eyebrow, and I return my fingers to his hair. He purrs. The man actually purrs like a giant panther, as he rolls and stretches out across my body. He’s on his back, staring up at the stars, encouraging me to continue.
“Hassan used to tell me a fairytale about a woman who locked herself in a tower, waiting for her true love to save her.”
“Rapunzel?”
“No. This woman was no one special. She'd suffered loss, watching her best friend murdered in the street when they were children. When she grew up, she visited a gypsy to ask the identity of her true love. The gypsy told her that her best friend was her true love, and if she waited long enough, they would be reunited once more.”
“In death?” he guesses.
I press my hand over his mouth. “I’m telling the story.” He licks my palm and laughs when I swat his chest. “So the woman ignored all others. She locked herself in her home and waited. And waited. And waited.”
“Until she was old and withered and died, realizing she had wasted her opportunity to live.”
“No,” I say, much to his surprise. “She waited five years. She was still young, still had suitors who came to her door. And one night a knock sounded that she recalled from her childhood. She and her best friend had a secret knock. One only the other would recognize. It woke her from a deep sleep, and she pressed her ear to the door. She had no way to look out, but she listened.
“The knock didn’t sound again that night. The sun rose, and the woman returned to the chair to wait some more. The next night the knock returned, louder this time. The woman was eager to know if this was her true love, but she feared opening the door. If she stopped waiting for him, for even a second, then she was afraid he wouldn’t return to her. So the woman drilled a tiny hole through the door so she could spy on the outside world. She saw nothing.”
“Is this story going to wrap up before I lose my own will to live?”
I slap my hand over his mouth and finish. “The knock sounded again the next night, and the woman swore, for just a second, that she saw her true love in the street… right where he had died as a child. So she threw the door open, dying instantly.”
Marko sits up, glaring at me. “She died?”
I nod. “What are you upset about? You predicted she would from the start.”
“Yeah… but… that’s it? She dies? What was in the street?”
“No one knows. Some think the gypsy tricked her, to steal her soul. Others think it was the Grim Reaper calling her to death.”
“What do you think?”
“I think it’s a metaphor for embracing the end. The woman lived her life until she was ready to move on to the next. And she knew it would be okay, because she wouldn’t be alone.”
“Why did Hassan tell you the story?”
“His opinion was that what the woman saw was a Daeva.”
“A what?”
“A ghost… what Hassan’s people call a trickster. He used to tell me to beware the Daeva. Not all that glitters is gold. Not all that sounds lovely is true. Not all ghosts are dead.”
“So he thought her lover was alive?”
“No. But her need for him to be alive wouldn’t die and that’s what killed her.”
He props his elbow on his bent knee, scrunching his face as he considers my story. “Why did you want to be a princess based on that story?”
“Oh,” I say, waving him off. “I wanted to be a princess because of Disney movies. I was just stuck on the similarities of Rapunzel and Hassan’s story. Sorry. My brain does that sometimes.”
He’s overcome with amusement, shaking his head like I’ve turned into a video of an adorable cat on the internet. “I like your brain.”
“Yeah?” He nods. “My brain kinda likes you, too.”
He kisses me once, twice, three times, so soft and deep. “What would you like to do, my dear? I am yours. Tell me more stories—I will be the big bad wolf.” He nudges his nose into my crotch. “I’ll huff and puff and eat you right here.”
He bites the inside of my upper thigh.
I make a noise in my throat that my mother would call unladylike.
“I think the time for fairytales has ended,” I say, tugging on his hair. “How about we make a horror movie?”
His eyes are wicked when he looks back up at me. “Yes. Let’s.”
 

 
“Have you been a bad boy?”
Marko moans into the gag I’ve tied between his lips. He nods vigorously.
I’m standing in the sparsely furnished bedroom of his extravagant suite. My hair is tied into a tight braid that falls just between my shoulder blades. My hands and forearms are covered by red leather gloves that match the red leather bra that pushes my breasts up nearly to my chin. My shiny black heels force me to lean back to keep my balance as I walk. The rest of my outfit is nothing but a pair of thigh-high fishnets and a red garter belt.
Marko’s ultimate fantasy.
“I couldn’t hear you, pet,” I say, unfastening the gag and freeing his mouth.
“Da.” Yes. The word is a tortured moan. He’s locked down to the bed with handcuffs on his wrists and ropes on his ankles. His struggles have already formed welts on his flesh.
“Oh dear,” I say, running the tip of a riding crop along his abs, making his muscles jerk. “You’ve hurt yourself.” I click my tongue against the roof of my mouth. “What if someone notices tonight? Are you going to tell them it was me?”
He shakes his head. “No, mistress.”
I slap the crop down on his stomach so hard my arm throbs from the contact. “I don’t believe you.”
His jaw hangs slack, his breathing accelerated as he squirms. “No, mistress.”
The words are still barely a whisper—he’s egging me on. He wants more. I give it to him. I slap him twice on his side, once across his chest, and work my way down his body to whack his thighs. I can tell it hurts. His pale skin is so red I can practically hear it throbbing with pain. I run the tip of the crop along his erection. He’s so hard he pulses against the leather.
God, he loves pain.
“What did you say, pet? I didn’t hear you. Don’t disappoint me. Will you tell them I’m the one who hurt you?”
“No, mistress,” he says with more force. He’s shaking with need.
I feel so detached but so right in the moment. It’s like I’m lying on my stomach in the raft again. The gun is poised in my hands, and I control a man’s life.
This isn’t something I ever thought I’d enjoy. Honestly, it’s more Marko’s thing than mine. It’s an even exchange. I give him this, and he repays me in a way only he can, too. The first time he asked me to do it I think I surprised him with how easily I consented. Maybe I don’t see the point in the costumes and the lingo, but I know a thing or two about finding pleasure in pain.
Other people, the ones who aren’t like us, call this wrong. Maybe it is. Real pain happens outside these walls. I deal in real pain every day with my job. There has to be something wrong with us if it gets us off, right?
Thing is, pain’s a fact of life. You can live as perfectly as possible, and yet somehow, someway, pain will find you. Controlling the time and place, controlling the pain, is a high that so few are willing to accept. I get why they can’t. It takes torn soul to really want to exist in enough hurt to make it feel good.
Guess that’s why Marko and I get along so well. Our souls have been fractured for a long time.
I look at the clock beside his bed. The party starts in twenty minutes.
We’re going to be late.
I climb onto the bed, straddling his waist. My bare sex is hot and wet, and he tries to move when he feels it touch his skin.
“Tell me, pet,” I say, running my fingers through his hair. “What have you missed the most? My lips.” I lean in, brushing my lips against his just enough to tease him. “My tongue.” I flick my tongue into his mouth and pull away before he can taste me. “Or my maybe my hands.” I run my nails down his chest, scratching darker welts into his already bruised skin.
He moans, pulling against his restraints.
“All of it,” he says. “I’ve missed all of you.”
“All of me,” I echo, smiling when he whimpers. “Well… you’ve been a good boy. So I guess you’ve earned all of me.”
I pull his blindfold off, plunging my tongue into his mouth as I kiss him. He responds with enthusiasm, bruising my lips with the force of his.
I trail kisses along his jaw, down his throat, and across his body. I feel his erection pressing against me. I rub my ass along his shaft, eliciting a groan from him that warns he’s close to ending this.
“What do you want, pet?” I ask, flicking his nipple with my tongue.
“Fuck me.” He shouts it so loud I’m glad we have five floors to ourselves.
“Are you sure you don’t want me to tease you some more—?”
He’s panting, sweat curling down his brow. His eyes are dark, angry. “Fuck me, Penelope.”
I get some twisted thrill out of making him break character. I’m not one for the rules. I don’t get off on ritual—my life is ritual. I just get off on making him break his own rules.
I grab a condom from the nightstand and scoot back, clutching him. I unroll it slowly, much to his frustration, and then I slide down on him with the help of gravity. It doesn’t take long. He’s so worked up I only have to roll my hips a few times before he’s full-steaming towards the end. I’m not feeling it like he is. Sure, I’m wet. He’s hitting a spot inside me I can’t reach on my own. But this isn’t what gets me off. I’m not going to come with him here like this.
“Blin… yebat’… blin… bog chertovski blin…”
I know he’s about to blow. He’s crossed over into Russian so thick he doesn’t know he’s not in Siberia anymore. I squeeze my inner muscles, rocking harder, and he locks up. He shouts more curses in Russian before he sags against the bed—spent.
Once I’ve calmed my heart, I release his ankles, caressing the bruised skin. I move to his hands, kissing the welts that ring his wrists.
He frames my face with his hands, kissing me deeply and whispering, “spasibo.” Thanks.
“You’re welcome.” I sigh, resting my head on his chest. “I don’t have anything to wear to this shindig.”
He nudges me and points to the closet. We both climb off the bed and I eye him speculatively before stepping to the closet to inspect what’s inside.
A dress—dark blue, fitted bodice of silver beads woven into layers of silk that cascades down to just below my knees. I stare at the thing. Amazed.
“It’s your size,” he says, brushing the hair from my shoulder and planting a kiss on my skin.
“How do you do that?”
“We all have our talents, Penelope. You are good at torture and I,” he says with a shrug, “I am good at spoiling you.”
He slaps my ass and heads into the bathroom. I run my fingers over the intricate beads. The man has me at casual, kinky sex. He really doesn’t have to try so hard to win me over.
 

 
The party is in full swing when we stroll through the door. I’m a tad on edge, my eyes constantly scanning the room as I try to find my balance. I don’t have pockets in this dress so I was forced to leave my burner phone back at the hotel. Marko assured me that he has his phone if I need to use one. I shouldn’t need one. This is just a simple dignitary function. Worrying over not having a phone is begging for trouble.
Even so I have a bad feeling.
Marko is the picture of ease and confidence. He’s flirting with the female bartender while, smiling at a guy at the end of the bar. He bounces back from play easily. The man is in a constant state of horny and doing something about it. Of course he bounces back easily.
He hands me a flute of champagne when he returns to my side.
“I don’t drink on the job.”
“You’re not working tonight,” he argues.
The orders I received from my CO say differently, but Marko gives me a smile that disarms me. No one is going to try to kill him. Why would someone try to kill him?
“You specifically asked for me, didn’t you?” I guess.
“Guilty, but I’ve missed you. So I’m forgiven, da?”
I don’t respond. I don’t have to. I met Marko five years ago. And though I would never call us an item, or a couple, I would say I’ve trusted him with some of the darkest parts of my soul. And if the past four hours in his hotel room proves anything, he trusts me, too.
He makes his way across the room, talking to fellow dignitaries and occasionally putting his arm around me. He whispers things in my ear, words that are meant to make me blush. It’s a farce. Marko is good at what he does. He’s good at talking, good at fucking, he’s even good at fabricating emotions, but underneath it all he’s a lot like me.
He’s empty.
“I have to drain the snake,” he says non sequitur an hour after we’ve arrived.
I glare at him over the rim of my third champagne glass. I know what he’s saying, what he’s asking. I can tell him I’ll wait here and he’ll actually strut to the bathroom and pee. Or I can follow him. Protocol states that I never let him out of my sight, so technically my job requires I follow him.
Yeah, that’s why I’m doing this… because it’s part of the job.
I set my glass down on the closest table and wordlessly lead us to the men’s room.
I lean against the door as he checks to make sure we’re alone once we’re inside. He motions me over with a finger, and I lock the door before I join him.
“Have I told you how gorgeous you look tonight, Penelope?”
I roll my eyes. “Flattery doesn’t get you anywhere with me. You bought the damn dress.”
He laughs. It’s a canned sound, like what TV shows use to deliver punch lines.
My hand slips into his easily, and he kisses the back of it. “Well then, have I told you how much you pleased me earlier, Poppy?”
That word, mixed with a heavy dose of his accent, sends a thrill cascading from the top of my head down my spine. My fingertips tingle as he presses his lips to each.
“How can I repay you for the pleasure you have given me? Hmm?”
His thumb strokes my cheek and my lips part. “Well… I don’t accept cashier checks or American Express.”
His lips twitch. “Oh, I have something better than money that I can give you, my dear.”
I moan when his lips bypass mine and go straight for my jugular. His teeth are sharp as he nips at my skin. Already I’m unwinding, melting, opening myself for him. Only for him. It’s just sex, like it was at his hotel, but this time it’s my game, my play, and Marko knows all the right moves to make me come unhinged.
“You know, I’m not sure if exhibitionism is your fetish or mine,” he says, trailing his fingers up my arms as his tongue traces my collarbones.
“Yours, you goddamn peacock,” I say, my words catching in a gasp as he bites extra hard on my shoulder.
That’s going to leave a mark.
Marko pins me, face-first against the bathroom stall, and I wonder if I’m sick. I have to be, right? Normal people don’t do this. Not the fucking in the bathroom thing. Normal people do that all the time. And if they don’t, they should start. It’s fun.
I mean I’m sick because I don’t feel a damn thing for him. He’s tall. He’s Russian—Siberian in fact. He wears cologne made from the flowers of his home. He’s him. He’s Nikolai. He rolls his Rs like him. He holds me like him.
He parts his lips and whispers warmly in my ear, “Poppy.”
His accent sounds the same.
I’ve never told anyone else the nickname. It feels sacrilegious to have it in anyone’s mouth except for Nikolai’s. But I’ll burn in Hell if I have to just to pretend I’m hearing him say it again.
I close my eyes and revel in it. For a second, I’m not standing next to a toilet with a Russian aristocrat playboy. I’m in a modest General’s bunk on base. Nikolai is standing behind me, telling me I’m too young to do this, but promising me he’ll be gentle if it's what I want.
I was barely nineteen. Old enough to vote, but not yet old enough to drink. He was five years my senior. He’d been drinking since he was fourteen in his homeland. Somehow I did screwy math to make my argument, and he gave me a gold star.
That night he actually gave me three, but who’s counting?
Marko pulls my dress up, bunching the silky fabric around my waist. I didn’t bother putting on underwear. I wanted this to happen the minute I unlocked his handcuffs in the hotel room.
I’m sick.
But we all have our kinks, don’t we? Marko likes to be tied up and beat so hard that he has bruises for weeks. I just like to pretend he’s my dead lover. Either way, we’re just fooling ourselves long enough to escape. To feel again.
He slips his smooth fingers along my entrance, and I gasp. It’s wrong, all wrong. Marko has never toughened his hands. He wears gloves when the snow starts to fall. He has servants to scrub his floors. Nikolai used his hands for everything. Nikolai’s fingers were calloused. So rough I used to tease him by leaving bottles of girly-scented lotions in his office. I can imagine his fingers touching me. The texture, just the memory of it, sends me into a frenzy.
He teases me until I’m soaking, rolling my hips forward to ride his hand. I need more, so much more than he’s about to give me. But I’ll take what I can and make the rest up as I go along.
“You’re so wet,” he groans. “Fuck, Poppy, the things you do to me.”
Those are Marko’s words. Nikolai was never one for dirty talk. He didn’t have to be. The man said very little in general. He was so silent I sometimes would reach out and touch him just to make sure he was still in the room. He would grunt and groan, though, making sounds that made the base of my skull tingle.
“Shut up and fuck me,” I say, spreading my legs.
He is nothing if not accommodating. I hear the rough, fast opening of his zipper and the distinct tear of a condom wrapper a few seconds before he plunges into me from behind. We moan in unison. Every muscle in my body tightens. My guard is down, my defenses haywire. My emotions are flowing free, and I’m suddenly confused.
I’m glad I face the other direction. Each time he pulls out and pushes in my heart jerks in my chest. I press my forehead to the cool metal wall and try not to cry too hard.
I remember that last night with Nikolai. The feel of his body beneath me. The taste of the wine on his lips. To this day I can’t even smell red wine without thinking of the man.
I told him I loved him that night.
I never should have let him go.
Marko quickens his pace, thrusting into me so hard I slide on my heels.
“I’ve got you Poppy,” he says, wrapping his arm around me and holding me.
Just like Nikolai did that night. I almost fell, and he caught me.
A scream is caught in my throat. Stop. No. Not like this. The words are on the tip of my tongue, but I swallow them back. I don’t want to enjoy this. I can’t. I need him to pull it from me. I have to purge it from my system.
Nikolai is dead. He’s been dead for ten years.
But he’s still alive in me.
I groan. It’s a tortured sound full of my tears and hate. I’m so frustrated, so hurt. I can kill everything except this need to have Nikolai back in my arms.
Marko isn’t fazed by my hysteria. It’s what I do. It’s what I need. I picture the look of abandon he gets on his face when I’m beating him. I imagine that’s in my eyes right now.
Right here, only here, I let myself feel it. I let myself admit he’s gone, and he’s never coming back.
And I can’t do a damn thing about it.
Somehow, in some twisted way, my body builds with pressure. I can’t be getting off on this, can I? I’m sick if I am, aren’t I?
He rubs my clit with his free hand, pounding into me so hard I have to lean back to keep my forehead from knocking the metal wall.
“That’s it, Poppy,” he says. “Fall apart for me.”
Fall apart. I’m a fucking mess of pieces that I’m going to need a gallon of paste to force back together. I’m already apart—split down the middle into the cold-hearted assassin and the broken-hearted little girl.
He rubs my clit hard, and I scream as orgasm consumes me. My body seizes, and I can’t breathe. For a second, I imagine I’m dead. I believe Nikolai is holding me, and we’re dead… together.
And everything is perfect.
Then my lungs contract, and I inhale sharply. I collapse back against Marko’s chest.
“Fuck, Penelope,” he says, pressing a kiss into my hair. “It’s been too long since I’ve had you all to myself like this for a whole night.”
We take a few minutes to catch our breaths and readjust our clothes. He tosses his used condom in the toilet, flushing as I splash some water on my face at the sink.
I sneak out first, waiting at the end of the hall for him to exit.
“I’ll get us something to drink,” he whispers in my ear, and I nod. He won’t wander so far away that I won’t be able to react if something happens.
And I need some space.
This past week has been a deeper, darker Hell than usual. It always is when I’m asked to kill someone. I’m thankful the Russian consulate decided a peace summit was needed, ironically, in response to Pishkar’s death. I needed a night with Marko. He lets me drop all my walls. He lets me remember.
I scratch my neck, scanning the room. My eyes land on each face for a second. I see that the Minister for Foreign Affairs, and even Minister Kulzkoff are here. I find Marko’s parents easily enough. Marko’s mother is every bit as gorgeous as her son—he clearly inherited his looks from her.
My eyes keep moving, my brain two seconds behind. Young men are introducing young women to their would-be bosses. There’s a mix of English and Russian words infusing the air. If I hadn’t entered from Park Avenue, I might think myself in Moscow and not New York City.
I stand out like a sore thumb—tanned skin in the midst of so much pale flesh.
The sun doesn’t like Russia, Poppy. You were built to blend into warm sand. My people have only ice and snow.
I see similar features on every face around me. Sharp lines, severe expressions, dark hair and eyes… everyone is undoubtedly Russian. My eyes bounce from the tiara worn by some old lady in lace to a pair of black eyes.
It’s only a second. I’ve looked away before my brain registers what I saw.
“Nikolai?”
When I look back, he’s gone.
The face was a good twenty feet away from me. I search through the crowd, but I don’t see him again. An uneasy feeling crawls under my skin.
I’m going crazy.
It couldn’t have been him.
He’s dead.
My imagination is playing tricks on me.
Beware the Daeva young one…
I realize it’s been several minutes, and Marko hasn’t returned with drinks. I make my way to the bar.
“Have you seen Representative Veltriv?” I ask the bartender.
She points toward the bathrooms, and I thank her. I assume he actually had to pee this time, but it’s been too long since I’ve laid eyes on him.
And seeing a ghost is putting me on edge.
I walk into the bathroom, stalling in the doorway.
Four men I’ve seen with Marko before are huddled around the sinks. Each of them might as well have Idiot 1 through 5 painted on their backs. They’re all young, too wealthy and bored to give a shit about getting any older.
The man furthest from me is rubbing his teeth with his finger. The three others between him and Marko are washing their faces. Marko is hunched over a small square of glass.
Snorting lines of coke.
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”
All five men jump at the sound of my voice. Marko rubs his nose, sniffing the last of the drug into his system. I can tell he’s been gone longer than I realized. His pupils are already dilated, and he has a look in his eyes that warns he wants a second round in this room as soon as possible.
“Thank you so much for visiting Representative Veltriv this evening, gentlemen,” I say. “But he’s on a tight schedule that doesn’t include any further activities with you.”
The men pack their supplies, giving me 'uncool mom' looks as they exit. Marko leans against the sink, grinning like an idiot.
“If you wanted me all to yourself tonight, you only had to ask, Poppy.”
“Don’t call me that when you’re like this,” I say, clutching his chin in my hand to inspect his eyes. “You do realize that someone can slip you bad shit, right? You do get that there is a reason I’m assigned to protect you, don’t you?”
 He shoves my hand away, sniffing when the faintest line of blood drips from his right nostril. “You do get that we just fuck each other, yeah?”
His words are meant to be harsh, but I have thick skin. “No, we don’t. You do, but I have a job to do. And you willingly killing yourself isn’t going to happen on my shift.”
He makes a sound that I assume is a laugh. He’s so stoned that nothing I say will bring him down to reality. He’s untouchable. I hate him like this. “You take your job too seriously. You have it easy. Stand guard and carry a gun and no one cares.”
He’s rambling, and it’s grating my nerves. I remind myself he thinks I’m just a security guard for the government. He thinks I’m a step down from Secret Service. He doesn’t know my codename is Nightshade.
He doesn’t know I kill people for a living.
I know how easy it would be for someone to slip in and end his life.
“No one is going to kill me, Penelope. I’m not worth the bullet.”
I wish I could agree with him. His father is more the political target, but the best way to get someone to do what you want is to use the ones they love against them.
Nikolai taught me that.
“That doesn’t matter. I’m supposed to keep you alive.”
“Alive,” he shouts, waving his hands around like a lunatic. “That’s the point. I live. I have a life that you’re not a part of. This shit,” he says waving toward the sinks, “is nothing. I’ve been using since I was sixteen. You know that. You’ve seen me do it before. Why are being such a bitch about it tonight?”
I honestly don’t know. His addictions aren’t a secret to me—or to anyone else in the world, really. Maybe that’s why. I’ve seen him snort and smoke just about everything he can get his hands on, true, but he’s always done it in the privacy of his hotel room and with just me in attendance.
He’s never been this openly reckless before on my watch.
“I’m sorry,” I say, even though I’m not. Part of me hopes someday he shoves shit up his nose that someone poisoned. It would certainly prove my point. “I’m just on edge and… I don’t want to see you get hurt.”
His lips vibrate as he exhales. His shoulders are slack, and his eyes are glassy as he steps toward me. He takes my hand, pushing the end of his sleeve up to reveal the purple bruise settling into his skin. “I like getting hurt,” he whispers in my ear.
Warmth spreads along the base of my spine.
That settles it.
I’m sick.
 

 
“You know what would be awesome?”
We’re in Marko’s limo, heading back to his hotel. The party ended an hour ago, but Marko convinced the band to keep playing so he and I could dance privately for a while.
There’s seriously nothing the man can’t get if he wants it bad enough.
“What would be awesome?” I ask, slurping from my twenty ounce soda. He made his driver find the closest Burger King and order us burgers and fries for dinner.
We sit on the floor of the limo, the food spread out between us like a picnic.
He chows down on his second Whopper while I dip some fries in buffalo sauce. “If they remade King Kong.”
I choke on my fries. He slaps my back, laughing at me more than helping.
“They remade it a few years ago, remember? That horrible version that the guy who made Lord of the Rings directed.”
He steals my buffalo sauce and gives me a look. “How does a woman like you have time to keep up with movies?”
I shrug. “I spend a lot of time in hotel rooms. I can charge my rentals to work.”
“And you waste time watching that garbage and not porn?”
I throw two fries at his face.
He picks them up and eats them before polishing off the rest of his burger.
“You didn’t answer my question,” I say. “Why would remaking a movie that’s already been remade be awesome?”
He steals my soda and gulps some down before answering. “Because we just passed the Empire State building, and my brain works like that sometimes.”
He shoots me a mischievous grin, and I know he’s working his way up to a second beating once we get back to the room.
The man’s insatiable.
At some point in the night, I gave up the uneasy feeling and just let him lead me around. I also stole his jacket… might have let him get me drunk… might have also let him finger me behind curtain of the DJ’s stage… but my record says I’m exemplary in the field still so I don’t care.
My shoes were lost somewhere between the last dance and the limo. I shove the sleeves of his expensive Armani coat above my elbows and offer him the last half of my burger. He takes it, greedily.
“I think you were a wolf in your past life,” I tease.
“You believe in past lives?”
“Not really. I believe the past stays in the past unless we force it to become our future.”
He’s mid-drink and draws the cup away from his face to stare at me like I’ve just switched over into speaking Japanese. “I’m too high to understand that, but I think it’s deep. Write it down and tell it to me tomorrow.”
I laugh. I don’t have to write it down. Nikolai used to say it every day during my combat training. He conditioned each of us to release who we were before we joined The Deadly Seven. He told us if we fucked up because of our past then we had no one to blame but ourselves.
I swallow, and the food travels slowly down my dry throat. I’ve thought a lot about Nikolai tonight. It has to be my nerves. They’re raw and frayed after the events of the past week.
Your past is in the past unless you force it to become your future.
Marko finishes off what’s left of the food, and I crawl into the side seat. “Did you say you saw the Empire State building?”
“Yeah.” He sucks sauce noisily from his fingers. “Why?”
It’s a clear autumn night. I can see the faint twinkle of stars high above as we head away from dense collection of buildings.
We’re going the wrong way.
“Is that the same driver from earlier?” I ask softly, keeping my eyes fixed out the window.
The limo is moving at a standard pace. I wouldn’t have caught on that anything was wrong if he hadn’t mentioned the Empire State building. It wasn’t on the route to the party. I know we took a detour to get food, but we’ve headed back downtown instead of moving toward our destination. Marko’s driver went over the route with me before leaving the hotel. He told me if I felt a threat was eminent that he could alter the directions easily, but otherwise he would take the path we discussed. Those of us in the protection business are meticulous with our routine. We find the most efficient, safest path, and we stick to it.
I never expressed a threat.
Marko’s fingers slip under the strap on my shoulder. “No, Mickey got off at midnight. This is the new guy.”
The new guy.
The words don’t sit well with me. New means variables I haven’t been allowed time to consider. I silently berate myself. I let my guard down. I let myself ignore my responsibilities. I hindered my reflexes and responses with alcohol and a liberal dose of Marko.
Not good.
I keep repeating to myself that Marko’s nobody, really. He’s rich, sure, but the amount of effort kidnapping him would take, the planning and capital to get the upper hand on government security details, wouldn’t be worth it. Kidnap a local politician’s kid. It’s much more cost effective.
Unless it’s one of his father’s opponents.
Scenarios are playing out in my mind as I memorize the streets we’re driving down. Mickey got off at midnight. We were supposed to leave the party at eleven. Instead we strolled out the doors at two a.m.
Sloppy work, sloppy results, Poppy. Fine when you’re sweeping a floor. Less okay when you’re washing dishes for a family dinner. Death when you’re dealing with protecting someone’s life.
The new guy.
“What did he look like?”
Marko shoves the strap aside, pressing his lips into the curve of my shoulder. “He looks like a man who drives cars for a living.”
Idiot. This man doesn’t make eye contact with his servants, let alone commit their facial features to memory. That damn clown from It could be driving the car, and Marko wouldn’t bat an eyelash.
I’m not carrying a gun. I wouldn’t have been able to get past security at the party, and I figured if a threat did present itself, I could eradicate it with my hands and whatever is around me.
I assess the inventory inside the limo, looking for a weapon in case this goes bad. I no longer have my shoes. I’ll be able to run faster, but the heels would have been excellent for stabbing. I have a half empty champagne bottle, two glasses, and a cigarette lighter at my disposal.
Oh, and thanks to Marko wanting an order of chili fries, I have a spork. I don’t want to calculate the amount of force I’d have to use to break skin with one of those.
“Do me a favor,” I say, keeping my voice so low that only Marko can hear me. He’s slowly moved his lips up my neck and teases my ear with his teeth. He hums in response. I’m not affected by his touch at all, too attuned to what might be going down around us. “If I tell you to run, you run.”
He’s not taking me seriously. I can feel it in the way he folds himself around me.
The car takes a sharp right, and I see the George Washington Bridge in the distance.
He’s taking us out of the city.
“This isn’t the way to the hotel,” I announce loudly.
Out of the corner of my eye, I watch the driver. He isn’t fazed by my declaration.
“Excuse me,” I say, shoving out of Marko’s arms and moving closer to the small window that separates the two cabins. “We wanted to go back to the hotel.”
I get a glimpse of him, only for a second. He’s middle-aged, with graying brown hair that sticks out from under his driver’s cap. He has pale white skin that looks almost yellow in the glow of the streetlights streaming in through the windshield. He’s not wearing the typical uniform that I see Marko’s drivers in. He has on black slacks and a black turtleneck sweater.
Not good.
He catches me observing him and punches a button on the dash. A dark paned window slides up automatically to separate us from him.
“What’s wrong?” Marko asks. His eyelids are drooping, his reflexes slowing all the more as exhaustion joins the many emotional states he’s forced his body into tonight.
I would prefer him alert and ready to follow my every command to keep him alive, but the universe figures I love a challenge.
“I’ve got a bad feeling,” I say, grabbing the bottle and dumping out the remaining liquor—much to Marko's displeasure. I decide to keep the bottle intact. I can deliver a hard blow with it. The flutes I hit against the side of the metal ice bucket until both are jagged, sharp implements on the ends of their glass stems, perfect for stabbing.
“You’re kind of freaking me out,” Marko says. “And uh… turning me on at the same time.”
I shoot him a look. “You’d be turned on by the Devil preparing the spit he’s about to roast you on.”
He laughs. “I most certainly would if he had a rack like yours.”
I contemplate jumping. Marko’s athletic. He’ll get banged up, but he’ll survive. The car is only going maybe twenty-five miles per hour right now. We’ll roll a few times, but the momentum won’t hurt us much. 
I move toward the right door and am thrown into Marko’s lap as the car suddenly swerves. We’ve accelerated, going closer to fifty now, eliminating jumping as an option. Marko would probably snap his neck.
“Hey,” he shouts, slamming his fist on the ceiling. “Watch what you’re doing, asshole!”
He’s got one arm around me, and I can feel a tremor deep inside him. He’s finally catching on that shit’s getting real.
“What’s going on?” he whispers.
“I’ve got it under control,” I promise.
I do. My heart is beating at a calm, steady pace. My focus is narrowed to the situation at hand. I’m assessing all possible outcomes—several are spelling mortal for me, but all are assuring Marko will walk away from this alive.
It’s not a question. It’s my job.
I’m damn good at my job.
We tumble to the left and then to the right as the limo continues on the erratic course.
“Tell me about your father’s affairs,” I say.
“I… uh…” Marko’s voice stumbles. “He introduced me to a woman named Helga once. Told me she was good at sucking dick.”
I groan. “Political affairs, Marko. Tell me what business he’s involved in right now. I need to know what kind of enemies he’s made.”
Marko snorts. He’s as pale as fresh snow. Fear like I’ve never seen shines from his eyes. “He doesn’t tell me what he’s got cooking. My mother told me to stay out of the press before we ventured to New York last week, but she didn’t say why.”
Stay out of the press. My guess would be Representative Veltriv has some big moves he’s about to make, or a move he wishes to be involved in, at the very least. Marko’s antics make him a liability. 
The glass clanks and crunches on the floor of the limo as we turn again.
I lean around Marko to look out the back window.
I freeze.
A black SUV is following us, riding our bumper.
Kidnapping. Damn it.
The windows are tinted, and with the added cloak of night, I can’t make out how many are in the car. I narrow my eyes, training them on the driver as we pass under a series of streetlights. The yellowish glare distorts the windshield but highlights just enough that I can make out the build of the driver.
It’s a man. He’s tall with broad shoulders. He has a big head, not comically huge, but bigger than Marko’s. His jaw is square, rough. I can’t make out his features, but memory stirs in me again.
Can’t be.
I’m projecting, and I try like hell to lock that shit down as I turn and crawl off Marko’s lap. It’s at least a three man team, with our driver included. There’s the driver of the SUV, and muscle carrying some sort of weapon—mostly like a gun. If this is a kidnapping, I doubt they’ll open fire on the car. They’ll want Marko alive.
Even so, it’s better to be safe than sorry.
“Slide down on the floor,” I tell him.
“There’s broken glass everywhere.”
“Fine,” I say. “Get shot in the back of the head. It’s your funeral.”
He’s on the ground in the next second. I hear the SUV speed up as it pulls along the left side of the car. I’m no longer sold on this being a kidnapping. This has the makings of a hit.
I count seconds in my head. The shooter only holds his wad for twenty before he unleashes a barrage of bullets into the limo. The SUV flies along the length of the car, spraying lead the entire way down.
I scream for Marko to duck and cover his eyes. I’ve got my body on top of his, shielding his vital organs.
“The glass is bullet proof,” Marko yells.
No such thing. I want to tell him that, but I don’t have to. I’m guessing based on how easily the windows shatter, they’re using armor piercing rounds. Those things will tear through just about anything if you’re persistent enough.
I tumble off Marko and glance out the now wide-open side windows. We’re on an empty side road, nearly to the edge of the entrance for the bridge. A sinking weight fills my stomach. My skin tightens with anticipation.
We're heading right for the water.
They’re going to drown us.
Shit.
The SUV circles around and moves to pass us on the left side of the car. I ache for my gun. I could take each of those bastards out with my gun.
I wait for the gunman to shoot out the first window before I sit up. The driver’s window is down as is the back window. The shooter sits in the back and I get a good look at what he’s working with. The M60 he fires lights up as he unleashes another bout of bullets into the limo. The angle is extreme, moving a good sixty miles an hour with wind whipping in my eyes, but I catch a hint of black hair and a scar on the side of the driver’s bright white neck.
Little by little, I’ll piece these bastards together. Bit by bit, I’ll figure out how to defeat them.
I’m taking a flying leap into the dark, but I’m willing to bet these are Russian hitmen that I’m dealing with.
Great. The only thing more deadly is a ninja.
Little do these bastards know, they’re dealing with a soldier trained by the best Russian hitman to ever live.
Pain pierces my heart, and I use it. I let it spread along my veins and numb me inside and out.
“We’re not going to have much time,” I say.
“For what?” Marko’s voice is strained.
I glance down and see a shard of glass wedged in his side. He’s bleeding but not fatally. A healthy dose of fear settles into my bones. “How well can you swim?”
Despite the situation, his panic, and his pain, he smirks at that. “You were the one ogling me earlier today. You tell me.”
I nod. As long as we don’t get trapped under the weight of the car, or shot, we’ll be okay. We’ll swim to safety.
There’s a slight chance that they’ll park the car. That they’ll try to kill us before they toss the limo over the edge into the Hudson. In that case, I’ll try to fend them off and give him time to run. If he can at least get to a populated area, find another car or person with a cell phone, he can call for help.
Wait… that’s it. A phone.
“Do you have your phone on you?” I ask. I forgot I left mine back at the hotel and he told me I could use his in an emergency.
He searches his pockets and produces it. The screen is cracked from all the commotion, but it still works.
“Who are you calling?”
“Dominoes,” I say. I dial a number only six other people on earth have access to and wait for the beep. “This is Nightshade.” A loud burst echoes through the cabin as the SUV slams into the left side of the car. The door is bent and mangled—jammed. Shit. “I repeat, Nightshade. I am under heavy enemy fire with a friendly.” Another loud boom as the SUV destroys the right door. We’re trapped inside the car unless we wiggle out the windows. “Follow the coordinates one mile south from this transmission. Possible Titanic in process. All points S-O-S. Come and find me, boys.”
The limo has slowed speed, and I hang up, ignoring the questions Marko is throwing at me in rapid fire. Police will only get killed. It takes too long to get through to any governmental channels. Too much red tape. Only The Deadly Seven can find us now.
We pull alongside the edge of the river and stop. We’re a few hundred feet away from any sort of witnesses.
Great.
I hear the limo driver get out and see a flash of his gun as he stands next to the limo. He had a gun too. He could have shot us at any time, long before the SUV showed up. Why didn’t he? Who are the guys in the SUV?
Who’s behind all of this?
“What do you want?” Marko shouts.
I know how helpless he feels. I’ve been there. But I can’t let myself fall to fear.
I’m not giving up hope. It’s my job to keep him alive.
I slowly start to crawl toward the other side of the car, the side closest to the river. I’m going to climb out. I use the palm of my hand to smash out the remaining glass to the clear the ledge.
I don’t get any further than that.
My arm flies through the open window as force propels my body forward. The SUV has rammed the opposite side of the limo and is backing up to ram it again.
“Yebat’,” Marko shouts.
The SUV keeps slamming too violently for us to react. I feel the limo slip closer to the edge.
“I don’t know what they want,” Marko says, panicking as he turns to me. “What do they want to stop this?”
I don’t have any words for him. I’m done with this leg of the fight. “Brace yourself,” I warn. “It’s going to be cold.”
His eyes widen. “What is?”
“That water.”
The SUV hits us again, and that’s it.
“Marko,” I scream as the world drops out from under us.
Gravity shifts, and for a second, I’m weightless. The car is suspended midair, Marko and I floating in the middle of it. A large shadow stands at the ledge, aiming a gun straight for us.
It’s an impossible hit. He’d have to shoot between the broken windows and hope for the best. Very few people could ever make the shot. I've only ever known one.
Even so, I use what’s left of my energy to throw my body toward Marko, but I’m too late. A bullet whizzes into the cabin a second before we plunge into the river.
It’s October. The weather has just begun to shift, and the leaves are red and yellow in the trees that line the banks. The water is ice when I hit it. It locks my lungs, seizing every inch of my body at once.
This can’t be the end.
I told myself a long time ago I wouldn’t go out like this.
 

 
I remember when I was a kid—maybe three or four. My mother would let me spend some time alone in the tub after she finished washing my hair. She’d leave the bathroom door open just in case I needed her help. I’d splash and play, imagining my toys were submarines on secret missions.
I never felt threatened by the water, never feared being alone in it.
But then, that water had been warm and comforting. My mother was only a few feet away, ready to save me if needed be.
The water I find myself in now is freezing—ice slashing at my skin and ripping me apart. I’m held down, forced to feel it, to face the pain.
My mommy isn’t going to help me now.
As brutally as I'm shoved under, I’m yanked right back above the surface. Water spews from my lips, and I gag as I try to breathe.
“You’re useless,” a voice shouts, the cruelty of the man's voice is nothing compared to the sincerity of his words. His hands are gripped like vices to my shirt.
I can’t take a full breath, can’t defend myself in any way before he plunges me under the water again. This time is worse. This time I’m caught off guard. I didn’t get enough air into my lungs before he did it. My arms and legs are dead weight, pulling down like lead anchors. I’m not kicking and fighting anymore.
I can’t.
Darkness bleeds into my vision. Somehow the cold is turning into comforting warmth.
“Come on.” I hear a muffled, warped voice yelling. I’m detached from my body, detached from my mind, floating someplace I can’t describe. “No, you don’t. You hear me? You are not allowed to die!”
Those words strike me as funny, and I want to laugh. If I still had lungs, I would laugh. I didn’t want to die, either. I just wanted to feel like I belonged somewhere for once in my life. Why did I think agreeing to this training would do that for me?
“Breathe.” The command is ferocious. I’m pretty sure my lungs begin to move simply from fear.
I hear a weak, shredded gasp a second before I feel my lungs contract. Feeling returns to my body slowly. Eventually I realize I’ve become a fish, flopping mindlessly on the ground. I’m soaking and shaking.
My eyes clear, and I see he’s inches from my face—angry.
“What am I going to do with you, Recruit Vincent?” General Zolkov gives me a hard stare that somehow makes my numb body shiver. “You’re a disgrace.”
“I’ll do better, sir,” I say through chattering teeth.
He shakes his head, dropping me right there on the ground like a heap of garbage.
“I told them I believed you have what it takes.”
I lay on my side, panting. I can feel my heart in my chest. Every vessel straining as it pulls and pushes. My blood is slowing down, each beat exaggerated. My skin is so cold it’s burning from the inside out as my body fights for life.
I stare at his boots. I feel like dog shit smudged on the bottom of those boots.
“I do, sir,” I say between strangled breaths.
“You’ve yet to prove it to me, Recruit.”
“I will, sir.”
General Zolkov squats in front of me. I’ve only known him for two weeks, but I’ve already decided I hate him—hate him so much I have to prove him wrong.
His eyes are so dark I don’t know if he has pupils. Maybe he’s like an eagle. Maybe his entire eye is a pupil, open and sharp. Maybe that’s why I can’t get away with taking one second to catch my breath.
He sees everything.
“You bet your ass you will,” he says, grabbing me without warning.
I’m thrust back into the freezing Hell. Despite what I just told him, I want to give up. I want to close my eyes and just let the darkness take me.
I tell that voice inside my head to shut up. I can see his smug expression through the water. It’s distorted by the ripples my struggling causes. I want nothing more in that moment than to rise up and drag him under. To be strong enough to hold him down instead.
I’m not going to give up.
I’m going to prove I’ve got what it takes.
I’ll be goddamned if I let General Zolkov be the man who kills me.
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“Can you tell me your name?”
“Penelope,” I say. It hurts to talk. My lungs burn, preventing me from taking a full breath. I feel like an elephant is sitting on my chest.
Bright light shines in my eyes.
“Can you tell me where you were tonight?”
“No.”
I don’t know where I am. I don’t know what’s happening.
“You were in a car accident.”
My own scream fills my fuzzy mind as memories flash before my eyes. “Marko—”
“That’s right,” the voice says. “You were with Marko Veltriv. You were in a car accident.”
“Attack,” I say. Too many words are in my brain, and my mouth doesn’t seem to understand how to speak them.
“Conserve your energy, Penelope. You’re alright. Just some bumps and bruises. A few broken bones, but you’ll be fine.”
“Marko,” I say again. I feel like I’m playing some twisted childish game. I keep calling 'Marko' but no one is saying 'Polo'. “Where is he?”
“He’s in surgery right now.”
Surgery? Why? What's wrong with him?
I have so many questions, but all of a sudden, my lips are too heavy. My body floats away from me.
Recruit Vincent, do you think sleeping is going to keep you safe from an attack? Because it won’t.
I startle awake. The whole world is a throbbing ache that pulses from my skin. I was dreaming of Nikolai, of the first days of my training. He was such a bastard back then.
He was still a bastard later. He was just my bastard then.
“What did I tell ya? I think she truly loves me.”
Laughter draws my attention to the left side of the bed. A knife twirls in the air.
Claymore. He smirks at me. “Good to see you awake, lass.”
A haughty huff from the right side of the bed pulls my eyes too quickly in that direction. “She’s only awake because I kissed her,” Ace says.
“Great, I'm surrounded by Dopey and Happy," I mumble. "This is the worst reproduction of Snow White ever.”
“You should have been awake an hour ago,” a third voice says nearby. I fumble around for the controls and sit my bed up. A tall, thin blonde woman with a sharp chin and tiny nose stands there. Countess, our Russian operative. “They were playing poker on your chest.”
Her accent gives her a deeper voice than one would expect from such a tiny frame. Her lips pinch together as she surveys me.
“As long as they were playing a card game and not literally poking my tits, I’m all good,” I say.
Countess sighs. She’s like some royal cat with how she slinks closer to the bed. She has no patience for my sense of humor—or for me, really.
I’m frankly surprised she’s here.
“Do not look like I am apparition floating in air,” she says. “I am who received distress signal and notified Moe and Curly.”
Ace sits on the edge of my bed, mock whispering, “She was in tears when she called us. All torn up that the only other chick in the bunch would be gone.”
“Aye,” Claymore adds, “she was deeply troubled. I think it took her a solid minute before she suggested they begin a new recruitment for the American position.”
Countess doesn’t react. Her expression remains blank, deadpan. “You were white like zombie when we found you. It was logical suggestion.”
When we found you.
“You guys found me? How? Where?” I vaguely remember making the distress call right before the limo was shoved into the river. I don’t remember anything after that. 
Trauma, the doctors will call it. Circumstances so intense that the body is unable to process them. I consider it a tactical maneuver. The ice dip washed away most of my memory from the entire night. I just remember being terrified and Marko—
“Marko,” I say, scooting up in my seat. Big mistake. Everything pulls and stretches. Pain zings up my spine and explodes out through my body in the form of a sharp scream.
“Take it easy,” Claymore says. He spins his knife over, implanting the tip in the bedside table as his hand settles on my shoulder. "You've been through a lot."
“How long have I been out?”
“Three days,” Ace says, leaning back so his head’s on my lap. “And I found you. You somehow managed to get yourself and Veltriv out of the limo and swam upstream. You were both passed out on the shore a mile away from where you said to look.”
“Really?” I glance between him and Claymore.
There’s a hard set to Claymore’s jaw, a distant distracted look in his eyes, but he nods. “Aye. Countess and I were out of the country. We didn’t get here until you were already being inspected.”
“Marko?” I ask no one in particular, still waiting for that damn 'Polo'. I look to each face in the room, my eyes stopping on Countess.
“Representative Veltriv is… stable.”
Stable. I’ve known the man for five years, and I have a dictionary full of words I’d call him. Stable would never be one.
“What happened?” I ask. I’m so confused. Everything is just past my reach. I know we were in the limo. I know we were shot at. I just can’t put anything together about how it all ended.
Ace turns so his chin rests on my stomach. “He was shot through the right shoulder. Clean wound, really, but he lost a lot of blood by the time we got you guys to the hospital. And the hypothermia you both were suffering from by then didn’t help.”
It might have. Hypothermia slows the blood. Technically, he should have bled less thanks to the freeze.
“But he’s alive,” I say, repeating it more for the sake of comforting myself.
“Aye, barely,” Claymore says, that look in his eyes having melted into distress. He’s gone paler than usual.
Something is bothering him.
“Any info on what hit us?” I ask, hoping that’s where his worry resides.
“That is job for us today,” Countess says.
“Today?” I echo. “You haven’t been out there looking before?”
“Settle down, Pineapple,” Ace says. I hate when calls me that. “We have, but we've had to share with local authorities. You guys were in a high speed chase with a shitload of bullets in the middle of one the most populated cities in the world. We couldn’t really hope it would go unnoticed.”
“Furthermore,” Claymore adds, “Veltriv’s father is furious. He’s been frothing at the mouth for your arrest.”
Again, my sight bounces around the room. “Arrest me? Why?”
Ace half-heartedly shrugs. “Russians are illogical and passionate people.”
“I have license to kill you,” Countess says, pointing a deadly finger at him.
“She’ll do it, pretty boy,” Claymore says. “You better watch out.”
“Worry about your own back, Coog.” Ace stands, stretching like a cat. “Pretty sure she’ll kill us all in our sleep someday.”
“Is not entirely unreasonable assumption,” Countess says, patting my foot like she’s comforting me, but she’s worried I’m going to pass some infectious disease to her. “Rest, delicate American flower.” My eye twitches. She’s trying to be nice, but I take offense to how weak her words make me sound. “We will find who attacked you and eradicate threat.”
Ace kisses my cheek and follows her out the door. Claymore stays behind. He’s retrieved his knife and flips it as high as his forehead.
I can see troubles are still deep inside him. “What is it?”
“Nothing.”
I know that look. I wear it a lot myself. It’s not the look of nothing.
“Why aren’t you helping them?”
He catches the handle and flips the blade back into it before sliding it in his pocket. He stares at the wall for fifteen seconds. I know. I count.
“It doesn’t add up,” he finally says.
My insides feel like someone smashed me with a giant hammer. I can’t take a full, deep breath. “What doesn’t add up?”
“Why would someone attack him?”
Him. He says it so subtly, and if I weren’t trained in the art of reading people, I might have missed it. There's a sense of familiarity in his voice. He knows Marko.
“Have you been on his security detail before?”
He nods. “Aye. I was… you relieved me when you flew here the other day. I was his shadow for the week before that.”
Funny. All the times I’ve served security for Marko, he’s never mentioned anyone but Sven guarding him. I can’t recall a single time Claymore’s been on the books as covering Marko’s security. In fact, considering he was in the states, why would they use a Scottish agent on his shadow detail?
I keep my curiosity to myself. The threat at hand isn’t my colleague. “And you didn’t see any warnings or lurking threats?”
“None that I would classify as this level of danger.”
I nod as blurry memories rush through my mind. “There was a switch… the driver was either kidnapped or killed, replaced by a plant.”
Claymore’s cheek twitches.
“And there was a second car—SUV. Didn’t catch the plate.”
“And ya didn’t think to shoot any of these threats before you went for a swim?”
I frown. “Didn’t pack a gun.”
Accusations are alive in his eyes. He doesn’t have to voice them for me to know what he’s thinking. How could I be stupid enough to be unarmed, to not notice the driver and get us out of the car by the time I saw they had reinforcements?
“You’re not a damn rookie, Penelope. Where the hell was your head?”
Buried under the ice in Siberia.
I bite the inside of my cheek. In my greenest days during basic, I never felt this incompetent. I feel like Nikolai’s ghost is going to walk in the room and tell me to take a lap. My pride is wounded, and I’m still more confused than anything.
“Why did they call you?” I ask.
Claymore blanches. “You called us, Penelope.”
“No, I mean… why did they have a Scottish agent on security detail for a Russian diplomat on US soil?”
“The bloody multicultural fair was in town,” he says, his voice clipped with more than just his normal snippy sarcasm.
I’m hitting a nerve. The more I think about it, the more this doesn’t add up. “Don’t bullshit me, MacNeal. What were you doing in New York last week?
This could blow the investigation wide open. The Deadly Seven are often referred to as excessive force. Me as Marko’s bodyguard is overkill, but calling in an agent who isn’t even American would only come from one source—the council.
“What aren’t you telling me about Marko’s involvement with the council?” I ask.
Claymore stares at me like I’ve lost my mind, and then all at once he doubles over, laughing. He’s so amused he’s got tears in his eyes. “You actually think that…?”
He can't even finish. He loses it all over again.
“Let me in on the joke,” I say, not sharing his enjoyment in the least. “Because if the council didn’t sanction you working with him, I highly doubt my government did. Which puts you in contact with the man I was assigned to protect just before an attack on his life.”
That shuts his humor down immediately. “I would never hurt him. I have no need to hurt him.”
“Really?” I say, suddenly no longer aware of my pain and completely focused on the riddle unraveling in my head. “I seem to remember you bitching once that we don’t get enough vacation. I’m guessing Russian executions bring in a fair penny.”
His knife is out, twirling in the air, the blade pressed against my throat before I’ve even realized he’s moved across the room. “I love you like a sister, Shade, but if you ever call me disloyal again, I’ll spill every last drop of your blood. Get it?”
I swallow, and my throat pulls and flexes against the edge of his knife. “Then tell me what you were doing here.”
He debates something I ache to understand before shaking his head. “Nothing for you to worry about.”
“Were you here to protect him?”
He flips the knife away from me, tucking it back in his pocket. “No… not technically.”
He’s hiding something, and that bothers me, but I trust him when it comes down to it. Claymore was the first recruit I became friends with. I wouldn’t have survived Nikolai’s training without him. He’s saved my ass more times than I can count.
“So we’re back to square one,” I say with a miserable sigh.
“Why weren’t you prepared for a fight?”
My dirty little secret. So many spots on my body are held together with stitches right now that I’m aware of how many pieces I was nearly torn into. No sense keeping it to myself now. I’m a walking open wound. “Marko told me to take the night off.”
Emotions cross his face that I’m not expecting. I anticipate disgust, disappointment, even a fair bit of secondhand shame. I don’t know where the look of hurt welling in his eyes is coming from.
He looks away, walks to the window, and stares out at the view. “Were you fucking him?”
More blurry assaults to my memory echo with screams of pleasure. “Yes.”
“How long?”
“What does it matter?”
He’s not flipping his knife. I don’t know that I’ve ever seen him not flip his knife for so long.
“It matters if he seduced one of the most skilled agents all in one night or if this was a decision made by a woman who’s had an ongoing affair with someone she’s been charged to protect.”
Neither of us knows how to soften the blow of our words. We’re frank and harsh, jumping straight to the point and skipping right over concern for the other one’s feelings.
Soldiers don’t have feelings, Poppy. Your concern is to your mission. Nothing else matters. Nothing.
Nikolai certainly wasn't thinking about my feelings when he marched off to war and got himself killed.
“I’ve had a—”
The door swings open and two uniforms step inside, followed by Commander Justice.
Great.
“Agent Vincent,” he says with that sneer he loves so much. “Nice to see you awake and no longer sleeping on Uncle Sam’s dollar.”
I bite my tongue.
“Agent MacNeal,” he says, addressing Claymore with a look of surprise. “You should be on a plane to London right about now, shouldn’t you?”
“London?” I hiss as I try to straighten up. “But what about investigating—?”
“No longer your concern, Agent Vincent,” Justice says. He’s smiling. I’ve never seen him smile. His teeth are yellowed, possibly from smoking. Somehow, he makes joy look sinister. “You are now under disciplinary ordinance 0506-02. You will submit to questioning, testing, and if found guilty, formal disciplinary action.”
“She didn’t do anything wrong,” Claymore says. His knife is out, but the closest MP grabs his arm and stops him from flipping it open.
“That’ll be all, Agent MacNeal,” Justice says, motioning for the MP to escort him out of the room. He turns back to me once they’re gone. “You have a change of clothes in the lavatory. Suit up. Questioning begins in twenty minutes.”
 

 
“Would you like something to drink?”
I look up from my hands, from the cuts and sores that are still fresh. A guy, solider… doctor sits across from me.
Dr. Stevens. He told me his name when they escorted me in here a few minutes ago.
“I thought you have to wait until I’m checking out for the psych eval,” I say.
Dr. Stevens makes a note on his yellow notepad. He’s young, probably a few years younger than me. His ears stick out from his buzz cut, and he wears the kind of glasses that I imagine they hand out with his PhD.
“This isn’t your evaluation,” he says, clicking the end of his pen.
It’s a funny thing, not being normal. I’ve spent my entire life having guys like Stevens poke and prod me, test me, to figure out what makes me tick. They act like they’re not, pretend that we’re just having a conversation, but really, I’m the monkey, and he’s the researcher, and we’re sitting in a fancy lab that’s made to look like a waiting room.
I sometimes wonder if animals in labs catch on, if any of them know what’s happening to them and fuck with the doctors’ minds for fun.
“When was the last time you spoke to someone?”
I want to laugh. Do all doctors think we float around in bubbles between visits to their offices? “I was just talking to you a few seconds ago, and Commander Justice a few minutes before that in my hospital room.”
He looks baffled for a second before smiling. It’s not a humorous smile. It’s calculated, like he’s put one piece of my puzzle in place already. “Funny.”
I raise my brows and nod.
“I’ll be sure to be more specific with the remainder of our conversation,” he says.
“You do that.”
“When was the last time you spoke to a therapist in regards to your job? Specifically, in regards to your job as a killer?”
Killer is meant to get a reaction from me. It doesn’t bother me. Maybe that’s another reaction for him to piece in. My boss calls me an assassin, but that’s just a fancy title for a killer.
“Don’t know,” I say. Brick by brick, I feel the wall going up in front of me. I know I need to keep my cool. Don’t get defensive. Don’t be happy-go-lucky, either. People who shoot other people should feel some sort of compassion for killing them. But don’t come off so depressed that you get escorted to the psych ward. It's a tricky balance.
“I operate under UN sanctions, wartime conditions. Unless my CO declares me unfit to serve, I’m not required to speak to anyone about anything that I do.”
“Do you find that fair?”
I’m not sure what angle he’s spinning with that one. “You said you would be specific.”
“Right. Do you believe you’re…” He waves the hand holding his pen in the space between us. “…above having to explain yourself or your actions in duty?”
Don’t get defensive, Poppy. You get angry too quickly. You have nothing to prove to anyone but yourself. You have to know you. You don’t have to make sure anyone else does.
“I believe I perform my duty to the optimum standards expected by my superiors, sir.”
“That didn’t answer my question, Agent Vincent.”
I pick the nail on my right pointer finger but keep my eyes trained on his. “I believe the nature of my work requires I don’t discuss the context lightly.”
“I’ve been briefed on your work, Agent Vincent,” he assures me. I want to laugh. He’s been told the barest cover of my work at best. Only a handful of people on earth have the clearance level to know the details of what I do. “And I’m not asking you to tell me about any of your missions. I’m simply saying, do you think someone such as yourself, who has seen and done the things that you have, shouldn’t be required to process it from time to time?”
Process it. He wants me to sit and chat about what I think and feel about killing the people I’ve killed? A man’s head exploded four days ago because of me. Even though the scope on the rifle wasn’t great, I saw chunks of his brain fly away before I registered that I had pulled the trigger. I know this man is certificated to hear me say that and to help me work through it.
But the truth is I can’t work through it.
I can’t think of Pishkar as a human. I can’t understand that I’m a good person who doesn’t want to do these sorts of things. Because I’m not. Like he said—I’m a killer.
“You’ve read my file,” I say. “So you know I’m designated as borderline sociopathic, with an extreme personality disorder. I’ve also been diagnosed with low latent inhibitive tendencies. So I’m quite able to process my situations before I even find myself within them. I don’t believe I’m above anything, but within it. I’m a microorganism within a larger cell. Ask me whatever questions you want, Doctor. I’ll answer them. But I won’t be treated like a child you wish to scold through condescension. I don’t answer to you." I nod to where Justice stands on the opposite side of the room. "And I don’t answer to him, either.”
“Do you believe your age at the time of recruitment had any effect on the person you are today?”
“You’re the doctor. You tell me.”
“That wasn’t an answer to my question, Agent Vincent.”
I sigh. I’ve heard this debate since I was seven years old. That was the first time my mother took me to a shrink. Back then it was about my gifts. Oh, she’s gifted, Mary, you should have her tested for that special school for kids who think like her. My mother resisted it for as long as she could, but eventually, public schools got tired of me. I was bored, working independently on course work years beyond my age.
Funny, when you’re 'talking' to a shrink who thinks you’re brilliant, it’s not much different from talking to a shrink who thinks you’re a loose cannon.
People fear intelligence when they lack it themselves.
“You have access to my file,” I remind him. “What did my previous shrink have to say about my seventeen-year-old self?”
The doctor’s eyes narrow, and he makes another note on his pad. “Marko Veltriv. Have you had intimate relations with him? Were you intimate with him the night of the attack?”
I don’t know if the pain meds are finally kicking in, my tolerance for bullshit has finally been reached, or the fact that this state of openness I'm in is liberating, but I’m numb to implications admitting my relationship with Marko will cause.
Plus, there’s no use lying about it. I was found wearing no underwear, in a dress the man bought for me. I’m not a doctor, didn’t even score high on my Biology midterm, but I have a feeling they ran tests to determine if I’d had sex that night. They know now that I was more than just a security guard to Marko.
“Representative Veltriv and I had a professional and personal relationship, yes.”
“And you think that was the optimum efficiency of your job as his bodyguard?”
“Representative Veltriv’s security has always been my first priority, sir.”
“Was it your priority three nights ago? Were you thinking about his safety or your libido when you left yourself unarmed and vulnerable to… well, what led you to this hospital?”
He says it so matter of fact, so void of anything but that clinical delivery they must teach in that final year of medical school. It weasels under my skin more effectively than the contempt I feel floating through the air from Justice.
It could also be that fact that he’s right that’s getting to me.
“I’m highly trained in all forms of combat, sir.” I hear the formality in my voice and know that I’m slipping into the submissive recruit that Nikolai beat out of me ten years ago. I fucked up. Big time. “Representative Veltriv has never been considered a high risk asset.”
“That sounds an awful lot like excuses, Agent Vincent.”
Marko told me to take the night off. The words are on the tip of my tongue, but I swallow them back. Marko wasn’t in charge of his safety. I was.
No one to blame, but yourself, Poppy.
 “I made an error in judgment,” I concede. “I assessed the situation as safe and take full responsibility for my actions.”
“This isn’t the first time you’ve allowed your personal affairs to affect your work, is it?”
I flinch. “Sir?”
“Ten years ago,” he says, quoting the facts like he’s memorized my life. “You were on assignment in Norway. It was your responsibility to keep Duke Sandvik safe, to transport him from one end of the country to the other without incident. What happened on that mission, Agent Vincent?”
My life ended, you son of a bitch.
“A colleague and close friend had just died—”
“Did you have an intimate relationship with that man as well, Agent Vincent? Did you allow your relationship to dictate your actions then, too?”
“No… I… yes, I cared for General Zolkov… he was our leader… my mentor…”
“You’re avoiding my question,” he says.
I feel like I’m back at the dinner table with Nikolai. He’s pushing my already exhausted mind. Reality is starting to slip out of my grasp. This secret I’ll never give up. This one I get to take to my grave. Nick and I are no one else’s business. 
“What happened to Duke Sandvik, Agent Vincent?”
My hand shakes, and I clench it into a fist. “He was assassinated two days before we reached our destination.”
I recite the facts, feeling my control slip further and further away.
“And why was that? Where were you?”
“I… I…”
Keep it under control, Poppy.
I can’t.
“You were catatonic in a hospital in Oslo, weren’t you? You were hysterical to the brink of needing sedation, weren’t you?”
My heart beats rapidly in my chest. I can’t breathe. “They are two separate incidents.”
“What about Doha?”
I blink, confused by his sudden change of topic. “Excuse me?”
“What made you stray from your command in Doha? Are you only able to keep control when you’re violently ending a life, Agent Vincent? Are you incapable of following your commands or respecting any sense of order?”
These aren’t facts. This is defamation that’s coming straight from the man in the corner. I want to argue, to fight, but my mind is panicked. My thoughts are flying in too many directions. I nearly got Marko killed. I let my heart get in the way.
“Do you have a God complex, Agent Vincent?”
It’s not the first time I’ve been asked that. My answer is always the same. Anyone who thinks they have not only the ability but also the right to take a life believes themselves some sort of God.
I’m not going to give him the benefit of that answer, though.
“I made a qualified decision and it was a mistake,” I say, enunciating each word slowly.
“And you expect the United States government to put their security in your hands after such a mistake?”
“I don’t answer to you,” I say, detaching from everything. “I answer to the council. It’s not up to what I think, or what you think. It’s up to them.”
I don’t wait to be dismissed. I stand and shuffle toward the door. The MP escorts me, but I catch a glimpse of Justice on the way out. He’s still smiling.
My skin crawls.
 

 
It’s only a handful of hours later when I’m startled awake again, this time by the sound of sirens.
“Security breach on floor fifteen,” a voice announces on a loudspeaker.
The guard is still stationed at my door. He blocks most of the rectangular window, but over his shoulder, I can see the hall. Uniforms are running from the elevators past my door. A sign on the wall near the door tells me I’m on floor fifteen.
“Security breach on floor fifteen. All available security report to room 1582.”
I’m in room 1587. Who, or what, is in the room five doors down?
I knock on the door until the guard finally cracks it open. “What’s up?”
He’s young, so young I wonder if he forged his birth certificate to enlist. “Someone’s missing.”
Someone’s missing.
Room 1582.
Someone on the same floor as me. “Who else is being held on this floor?”
The guard shakes his head. “None of your concern.”
None of my concern. I’ve been told that a lot since I woke up here. It’s starting to annoy me.
The guard shuts my door as another uniform runs by. This one is shouting at him, telling him to lock my door and join them.
I protest as he turns and locks me in. His eyes meet mine from the other side of the glass, and even though he’s not my favorite person right now, I understand. He’s just doing his job. I can’t fault him for that.
“There has to be some sort of rule about this,” I shout, slamming my hand against the door when he runs away. “What if my room catches on fire?”
What if I set my room on fire?
I dismiss the thought as soon as I have it. I’m in enough trouble as is. I don’t need to add arson and endangering a hospital full of patients to my rap sheet.
I’m still dressed in the clothes Justice provided—an oversized pair of teal scrub pants and matching shirt. I’m barefoot, still going commando, and I’d give both my tits for a long, hot soak in a tub right about now.
The sirens are still ringing, and muffled voices echo on the other side of the thin walls around me. Restless energy is building inside my muscles. The longer I’m awake, free of the drugs they pumped through my system to help me rest and heal, the more I recall from the attack and the harder it is to sit still.
I have to figure this out. Marko could still be in danger. Justice is focused on seizing the opportunity to punish me. I have to find a way to use that attention to help solve this case.
I busy myself with inspecting my room. I peel a rubber band from around a set of tools in a drawer and use it to tie my hair up into a ponytail. It’s crunchy and matted. I want to shave my head the instant I feel it.
My fingers drum on the small counter as I survey the supplies in the one cabinet in the room. They don’t store much in it—bandages, tape, cotton balls. There’s a portable urinal that makes me suddenly feel sorry for the plight of nurses. I close the glass door, catching the faintest movement in the reflection, sensing someone behind me.
The sun’s setting on the opposite side of the hospital. The neighboring building is highlighted by moonlight that refracts on the window of my room, casting everything behind me in dark shadows. I hadn’t realized until now that the lights are off in my room. The switch is a foot to my right.
I debate whether I should try to reach for it or just react.
My decision’s made for me when I hear the creak of something tightening. I drop low, spinning as I kick my left leg out. My foot connects with something solid.
A boot that kicks my foot away. 
I hiss at the intense pain that shoots up my leg. I’m already operating on empty. Couldn’t this guy take pity on me and just shoot me?
I roll onto my ass, hands braced behind me so I’m a backward crab. The shadow in front of me moves. A hulking form wedges between the light from outside and me, and I catch a glint of metal in his hand.
A gun.
Fuck that, I was just kidding.
I grab the first thing my hand lands on, a bedpan left on floor, and launch it at him. His gun has a silencer, but I hear the faint snick of sound as he shoots. The pan derails his target, and the bullet hits something to my left and up high.
I scramble to my feet, using the bed to help stabilize myself. He kicks me again. My right side is on fire in an instant, and I’m gasping for breath.
I think he’s cracked the only rib that hadn’t broken the other night.
Before I can recover, while I’m still heaving for breath, strong hands grab my collar and yank me off the ground. I know I can shop in the petite girls’ side of the store, but I’m no little waif. The guy throws me like I’m a sack of flour. I land hard against the glass cabinet.
I’m sincerely curious why so much crap is still made out of glass these days. Didn’t we have an industrial revolution? Aren’t plastics more durable as a substitution?
My face stings, as do my hands and forearms. I’ve got cuts all over, some with shards embedded in them. I crawl, dragging my left leg that has gone limp from the impact.
Think, Poppy. You’re alone, unarmed, and you’re attacked. What do you do?
Assess the weapons at my disposal.
My greatest asset is the hoard of officers filling the hallway right outside my door. But the sirens are still blaring, eradicating any other sounds. I’m locked in my room. And at this point, I’m not entirely certain anyone would help me.
I’m surprised he hasn’t shot me yet. I assume he dropped the gun when I hit him with the bedpan. That’s a point in my favor.
Except I hear his boots marching straight for me. This guy doesn’t give up.
You’re not always going to be lucky. You’re not always going to have ideal conditions. And you’re not always going to be facing me. I won’t kill you, Poppy. The guy who catches you off guard will.
I close my eyes and give myself one deep breath to pull my shit together. I tell my leg it’s going to do what I tell it to, whether it likes it or not, and I tell my body tonight is not the night we die.
When he stomps his boot down, I spin away, jumping to my feet. I yank the drawer from the counter out, swinging it and its contents in his direction. He blocks the shot easily, snatching the drawer from my grasp. I brace myself on the counter, realizing now that I’ve got a huge piece of glass wedged in my leg that’s killing my ability to move it. I throw the canister of cotton balls, the bandages, even the plastic urinal at him.
He just keeps coming.
I throw myself toward the light switch, slapping it on. Bright light invades every corner of the room. I slide down to the floor, propping my back on the door.
It’s okay. At least I’ll get to see him soon.
I’m shaking, and yet I’m so removed from my body that I don’t know why I’m shaking. Shock, maybe?
The calculated footsteps of heavy boots take me back. How many times did Nikolai kick my ass like this? How many times did he drill into me that this was exactly what I was training for?
Twice in one week, I’ve failed him.
I used to think he was the only person I couldn’t defeat. I’m wondering now if I’m sabotaging myself.
My assailant finds his gun. I know, because I hear him check the clip.
Get up and fight, Poppy.
I shake my head. I’m all out of ideas.
“Do svidaniya.”
Oh God, that voice.
I know that accent. I know that voice.
I glance up. Everything stops. My heart. My brain. The world isn’t spinning, and every sound is gone except for the echo of his goodbye.
I look past the gun, past the black leather gloves and the black combat gear. His hair is longer, curling at the tips of his ears. He’s got an ugly scar that curves from the side of his neck to the center of his left cheek. But it’s him.
It's him.
“Nick?”
My voice is so soft I don’t hear it. Maybe I don’t say anything. Maybe I’m just thinking his name.
Maybe I’ve finally gone insane.
His black eyes narrow, and he aims his shot.
“Nikolai, is that… is it you?”
He stalls. This time I’m pretty sure I spoke. I still can’t hear the sirens over the furious beat of my heart, but I did hear myself say his name.
He cocks his head ever so slightly to the right. The corners of his eyes tighten.
“It’s me,” I say. I’m crazy. I have to be crazy. “It’s Pop—”
A loud crash over my head shuts me up. He falls back a step and I see the tear in his shoulder a second before he bolts right for the window.
I’m stunned, frozen in place. He moves like he always did. His big frame is lithe, and he leaps through a hole I never saw him make in the window.
It’s not until he’s gone that my senses rush back like a snapped band. Sounds assault me, and I feel the door behind me beat against my back.
“Move!” a female voice shouts.
I crawl forward far enough to allow them in. Countess rushes into the room and straight for the window. She fires off two shots through the hole before she curses in Russian.
“What the hell—?” Her words trail off as she takes in the sight of me, of the state of my room. She slides her gun into the holster on her hip, walking over to help me into the bed. “What happened?”
“That was him,” I’m saying over and over. “That was him. That was Nikolai.”
Countess doesn’t have to say anything. Her eyes tell me I’m insane.
Maybe I am, but I know what I saw. I know those lips and those eyes better than I know my own.
Chaos descends on my room. Lights shine directly into my eyes as questions come at me in rapid fire. I explain what I can, but I don’t care about any of it. The hows or the whys. I don’t give a shit.
I’m focused on one and only one thing.
Nikolai’s alive.
 

 
It’s cold and wet. Winter snow melted into rain overnight. Most people are saying it’s sad. I kind of like it. The sky is crying. That’s comforting. I haven’t been able to stop crying since I got the news.
Well, that’s not true. I spent the first few days sedated in a hospital in Norway before Ace and Claymore retrieved my ass and brought me home. I don’t know if I was crying then.
We’re sitting in Nikolai’s office now, the six of us. The six people he personally selected and molded into the best agents in the world.
“There won’t be a funeral,” Ace tells us. “He signed on like the rest of us. He was never there.”
“I didn’t know it was a real mission,” I say, picking at the nail on my right index finger—my trigger finger. “He told me it was a favor he was doing for a friend.”
“Aye,” Claymore said. “But that friend is Representative Kulzkoff. He’s in line for the Minister of Defense position. Did you know?”
I shake my head. I didn’t know. Nikolai pays attention to stuff like that, not me.
“Has anyone read the mission details?” Viper, the Japanese operative, asks.
Ace lets out a heavy sigh. “You know if we’re not involved in the mission, we’re not shown the details.”
We all nod. Standard protocol. Only the operatives in play are aware of the game. It keeps the rest of us alive. None of us can be captured and tortured for information about what our colleagues are up to if we don't know.
Vixen, the French operative, the first one of us to be recruited by Nikolai, walks over to the file cabinet on the far wall. She unlocks it and retrieves a bottle from the bottom drawer.
Vodka.
Nikolai is… was… a man of few vices, but Russian vodka was one of them. I hate the stuff.
Ace pulls six cups from the water cooler dispenser, and they pour a shot for each of us.
The scent of the alcohol is harsh and stings my nostrils as I hold the cup to my lips.
“To the Comrade,” Viper says, holding his cup up.
“To the Comrade,” we all echo.
To my lover. I keep that to myself. No one knows what Nikolai and I were to each other. No one needs to know. He would be painted as something he wasn’t because of my age, because of the circumstances of our careers. Our relationship was never about the sex. He was my partner in every sense of the word. The rest was just a bonus.
I ache all over. I wonder if that’s selfish. He’s gone, and I’m focused on my pain.
Remember what I’ve always told you, Poppy. His words wash over my mind as crystal clear as they were in person. If you aren’t secure, you can’t secure your mission. Get your shit together.
I reach for the bottle and pour myself a second shot. I don’t care that we’re back on US soil and I’m technically underage. They let me slit men’s throats for a living. They can let me get a little drunk.
Today of all days especially.
Claymore puts his arm around me, and I lay my head on his shoulder. “You were his favorite,” he whispers in my ear.
Nikolai didn’t play favorites. He knew each of us had special skills that made us powerful assets when joined together. But I’d be lying if I said he didn’t spend more time with one-on-one training on me. He never gave up on me.
Never.
“What happens now?” Panther, the South African operative, asks. He’s taken only a small sip of the shot, and he sets the cup down without finishing it. It’s not meant to offend. His religion tells him it’s a sin.
I stare at his hand. His skin is dark brown with a faint hint of rusty red mixed in. The backs of his hands, from the knuckles to the wrists, are dotted with scars arranged in patterns. Patches all over his body are spotted with bumps like that. He told me the name of it once and for the life of me I can’t recall what it is, but it’s beautiful. It’s like braille coded into his flesh.
I wonder what story it tells.
He catches me staring and taps his hand to my knee. I put my hand over his and squeeze.
I’m the youngest member in the room. Everyone else is closer to Nikolai’s age. They all treat me like their little sister.
“They’ll select a new recruit for the Russian post,” Ace says, pouring himself a liberal third glass of vodka. He shoots it back all in one gulp, and my insides recoil from secondhand anticipation. That has to burn like a son of a bitch.
“You can’t replace him,” I say. I’m losing my walls. It has to be the alcohol. I feel heavy and depressed. I curl closer to Claymore’s side, biting my tongue so hard I taste blood. I can’t keep talking.
I’ll say shit I’m not supposed to if I keep talking.
“Unfortunately, they can,” Vixen says. She’s so pretty. Even when she’s sad, she looks like she belongs on the cover of Vogue. Her short blonde hair clings to the edge of her soft jaw as she frowns. “We’re all expendable. Never forget that.”
We finish off the bottle, sharing stories about better days. Claymore asks me if I’m okay to get home alone, and I assure him I’ll be fine. He keeps in step with me as I walk through the lobby of the Pentagon.
Stanley, one of the morning janitors, is polishing a bright new silver star on the wall of no names when I walk through the lobby.
Nikolai deserved more than that.
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“Well, I’ll give you one thing—you sure as hell know how to make yourself at home.” Ace gives me one of his smug smirks, and I throw my pillow at him.
A cleanup crew is removing the wreckage, and Countess is giving her statement to the MPs. There’s still a collection of uniforms roaming the hall.
“What did they lose?” I ask, motioning toward the hall.
Ace’s jaw ticks before he says, “Veltriv.”
My body is so banged up that my voice is the only thing I can maneuver with emphasis. “What?” I shout. “They lost him?” What does that even mean? He’s not a set of keys. Oh shit. “Oh God… do you mean that they… that he…?” My throat is so dry I can’t swallow. “Is he dead?”
Ace waves his hands in the air. “Calm down, Pineapple.”
“Don’t call me that.”
“Such ferocity.” He mashes his teeth together and growls to mock me. “Angry little pineapple.”
I glare, and he tries to smooth it over with a laugh—at my expense.
He plops down beside me on the bed. “Sorry, Penelope.” He enunciates each syllable as if my name were a foreign word. “And no, he’s not dead. Or at least, he wasn’t the last time they saw him.”
“Did he check himself out?”
“Not likely. He underwent surgery three days ago and has been pretty heavily sedated ever since. Far as I know, he hasn’t even woken up yet.”
I mull that over for a minute. “Then how did they lose him?”
“Have you noticed the entire infantry in the hallway?” he asks. I can see beneath the sarcasm on his face. He’s tired, exhausted, and just as out of clues as I am. “Those bastards are kind of trying to answer that for you.”
“I think he’s dead,” I say.
He gives me an odd look. “What makes you say that?”
“Because Ni…” I stop myself before I say his name. I’m positive he was just in the room, but without evidence, I’ll just sound insane. I’m already fighting a losing battle from being sent downstairs to the Looney Toons floor. “Because the assailant that pushed us into the river is the same guy who just tried to kill me.”
His meticulously contoured eyebrows rise. “No shit?”
“No shit.”
“Alright,” Countess says, interrupting our discussion. “Is decided. You will be moved right now for safety.”
“Who decided that?” I ask, and Ace laughs.
“Well, Pineapple, the fact that you fucked up both an expensive limo and a hospital room in the matter of a few days kind of decided it for you.”
He bops his finger to the end of my nose.
I hate that. No one has dared to try to do it to me since Nikolai died.
He’s alive.
I smack his hand away and return my attention to Countess. “Where are they moving me?”
She holds her hands up as if in surrender. “This I know not. Nor do I want to know. I have mission set in play in twenty-four hours. I know you will be moved for safety.” Her dark blue eyes travel the length of my scrubs. “And God willing, they will provide clothing.” She waves two fingers, saying, “Do svidaniya,” and then she’s gone.
I’m caught up in the memory of Nikolai saying the exact same thing in nearly the exact same spot. It was him. It was his voice.
I’ve missed that voice.
“Peace out,” Ace calls as she leaves.
He doesn’t make a move to leave, doesn’t fill me in on anything else going on. He just sits there. Well, sits there flipping through all the channels on my television.
“They didn’t give you a room with cable? Bummer.”
Bummer. There are days I wonder if he grew up in the slums of Gaza or on the block in California. His English slang is more affluent than mine.
He rests back next to me, and I really look at him for the first time since I woke up yesterday. I sometimes forget how downright gorgeous the man is. I remember how he used to make me blush during our days in basic. He had a mouth on him back then, too, and I hadn’t grown my thick skin yet.
I’m pretty sure Ace is responsible for most of my toughening when it comes to comments from my male counterparts. He used to tell me to not take any of it personal.
He doesn’t mean any of it personally.
It’s just talk.
“Are you going to help relocate me?” I ask, groaning as I try to shift my weight.
He watches me, not offering to help in the least. Bastard. “Nah, I just don’t have anywhere to be for the moment.”
I’m not used to hanging out with Ace. Claymore is really the only operative I’ve spent quality time with. It’s weird. “Where’s MacNeal?”
He shrugs. “Dunno.”
“Did he hear I was attacked again? It’s not like him to leave me alone if he knows I’m in trouble.”
Ace gives me an exaggerated frown. “Pineapple, I’m hurt. Are you saying I might as well not be here? That you’re all alone in a crowded room?”
I roll my eyes. “Well, you and your ego seem like you want some privacy, so…”
He makes a hissing noise. “Ouch. Wonder if the burn unit is still here, because that shit just stung.”
Against my will, I laugh.
He winks, and something about the movement seems odd to me. I can’t place it. His face is flawless as always. That bugs me, too, but I can’t put my finger on why.
His glasses, I realize a few minutes later. He’s not wearing his usual 70s porn star glasses.
He decides to watch some sort of soap opera that we quickly discover is dubbed in Spanish. He entertains me by translating everyone’s dialogue as he interprets it. He even does high-pitched voices for the women.
We’re laughing when two men in black suits enter the room. They don’t have to say a damn word for us to know we’re dealing with CIA lackeys. The dudes announce their covertness like walking oxymorons.
Minus the oxy.
One of them hands me a duffel. “Agent Vincent, you’ll find a change of clothes and amenities in that. Please change as quickly as possible.”
He remains right next to my bed as his partner surveys the view from the window. Ace is still sharing the bed with me, and I’m suddenly feeling claustrophobic.
“I’m going to take a few with that,” I say, nudging the duffel. “Most of my limbs don’t bend right now.”
“I’ll help,” Ace says, shooing the agents away far enough to close the curtain that circles my bed.
He helps ease me to my feet and unzips the bag. I want to make out with whoever packed this bag the second I see the bra and panties.
I give Ace a look, and he holds his hands up, infuriating sexy smirk on his lips. “I won’t peek,” he promises, turning his back on me.
It’s tough to negotiate, and underwear is probably the one damn thing I need help putting on, but I manage it as awkwardly as possible. I get the bra in place and tell him to get the hooks.
His fingers are warm against my back. “I don’t know that I’ve ever been asked to help a girl put one of these on.”
I’m about to thank him when he snaps the right strap. It slaps my skin, and the sting mixed with his laughter makes me want to maim him.
“Sorry, I’ve always wanted to do that.”
I resist the urge to hit him as I hand him my pants. They are black leggings that fit me so snug they make me highly aware of every scrape on my skin. He tucks a pair of black socks on my feet and laces up a pair of black combat boots—a size too big for my feet, but I’ll make do. Next is a fitted black turtleneck that he slides down my body without taking advantage to fondle me.
He stands back when he’s done, nodding.
“What?” I ask, smoothly my hands down the tight pants.
“Nothing, just impressed you really aren’t packing downstairs.”
I smack him halfheartedly, and he’s amused.
“All you need now is the mask. You are going as a ninja for Halloween, right? Cause only ninjas dress like this.”
I shake my head. I have to admit I agree with him, but I’m not one to look a gift pair of underwear in the mouth.
“Are you ready?” the agent who gave me the duffel asks, leaning inside the curtain.
I nod. “Yeah.”
He says something to his partner, and I turn to Ace.
We’re having some lovers-on-the-train-platform kind of moment that makes me feel sick to my stomach.
“You’ll be fine,” he says, kissing my cheek, rubbing the stubble on his chin against my skin. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”
My heart squeezes. “Just figure out what they wanted with Marko… shit… and where Marko is.” I knock my forehead against his chest. I’m a horrible agent and an even worse girlfriend… though, in honesty, I’m not Marko’s girlfriend. Fuck buddy?
I’m a horrible person. Period.
“Don’t worry about anything but staying alive, Pineapple,” Ace says, handing me over to the agents. "Let us worry about the rest."
 

 
They don’t tell me their names or where we’re going. I don’t bother asking. I know enough about these things to know talking doesn’t come with the territory.
I’m sitting in the backseat of a black SUV. The CIA must get a company discount on these things. I don’t mind it so much. There’s plenty of legroom.
I watch the shadowed buildings move by at a sensible pace. It’s been a long time since I was in Manhattan and able to just sightsee. I realize not much has changed on the other side of the window since then. New York is still New York.
We turn down 34th Street. The sign reading, Empire State Building Entrance, catches my eye. I scoot closer to the window and try to look up. From this angle, you can’t see much more than the top of the drugstore located at its base. The building is a staple, an icon of the city. You can see it miles out at sea, and you can identify it from an airplane. But when you stand at street level and look up, it looks like every other tall building around here.
Déjà vu takes over. Despite what the head shrinker back at the hospital wanted to imply, I’m a big believer in facing my traumas. Not the bad stuff I do—I don’t find that as bad as others might. I have a thing about failure. I hate it. I beat myself up about it, and I let it cripple me if I don’t take it head-on and bitch slap it away.
I don’t let the fact that this route is the one we took in the limo bother me. This time my eyes are wide open. I know both agents in the car with me are carrying weapons. If need be, I’ll just take one of theirs. Problem solved. The probability that I’ll fail again has been drastically reduced.
We near turn off for the George Washington Bridge, and I realize they’re taking me to Jersey. I also see a familiar block approaching.
“Turn left here,” I say.
The agent sitting in the passenger seat eyes me in the rearview mirror. “We know where we’re going, Agent Vincent.”
“Gold star for you,” I say, “but I want to inspect the crash site, and it’s down this next street to the left.”
“We’re not on investigation detail,” the driver says. “Plenty of other crews are.”
I make an aggravated sound and count to ten, talking myself out of knocking both of them unconscious just so I can liberate myself. I’m not under arrest, but if I attack two CIA agents and go AWOL, I certainly might face some jail time.
“Look, the guy you’re hiding me from was at the crash site. Maybe if we go back, I can find some clue to help us know what we’re running from.”
Passenger Joe shakes his head. “Not our concern, Agent Vincent.”
I flop back in my seat with a pout. Bastards.
We drive past the turn off, and I feel like I’m watching Nikolai walk away again. I can’t let him go this time.
In a moment of pure automatic reflex, I try the door handle. I expect them to have some sort of safety feature, like child locks or something, but my door swings right open. Score! I hear them shouting my name as I tuck and roll.
I land hard on the asphalt of the all but empty road. I wasn’t worried about traffic. They wouldn’t be escorting me through overly populated streets, wanting to avoid being seen. My body is running on adrenaline, excess desire more than actual energy. My feet are heavy and clunky under me, but I manage to run.
The screech of tires down the block warns they’re following me. I dart across the street, turning toward the waterfront. They can catch up to me. I don’t care. I want them to find me a place to stay, in fact, but right now I just want to see the crash site.
Skid marks on the asphalt are highlighted by the full moon light. I can make out three sets of tracks. Two belong to the same car—Nikolai’s SUV. Another SUV is gunning for me right now and I take it as another opportunity to face my failure. I have only a few seconds, maybe a handful of minutes, before the agents are on me.
They’ll remember the child locks this time.
I follow the tracks to the embankment, where the dirt and grass is dug up. The limo put up a fight that night, not going over on the first push.
The car is gone, and the glass and debris has been cleared away, but I can still hear my own screams, feel the crunch of glass under my boots as I survey the area. I don’t know what I’m hoping to find. Several crews have been over this spot like a pack of dogs on a three-legged cat. They’ve picked it clean.
And Nikolai wouldn’t leave any evidence for them to find, anyway.
I inch my way to the ledge. I’m not afraid of heights or falling. I know I can survive a dip in this river. But my skin jumps the closer I get to the edge.
Trauma. It’s a funny thing.
I crouch low, pressing my palm to the disturbed dirt. I’m thankful it’s not on top of a grave for Marko. This could have been the end for both of us, but somehow I managed to keep us alive.
Nikolai trained you to do that.
Tires squeal, and two car doors open and slam shut. “Agent Vincent,” one of the agents shouts. “You do understand that we’re here to help you, don’t you?”
I make a face. I don’t need a second mother.
“Yes, Agent… whatever your name is,” I say, brushing the dirt off my hands as I stand. “I haven’t had a chance to see this spot since the attack. I apologize for scaring you.”
There’s nothing distinguishable between the two men. They’re both average height, with balding brown hair that’s graying at the tips by their ears. They wear the same clothes, stand with the same posture, and even have the same amount of scruff on their jaws.
Is there a kit the CIA hands out for that shit?
One of them—the one who was driving, I think—steps forward. “You didn’t scare us.”
Oh, you’re just out of breath because you’re not used to running.
“If you do that again, we’re officially washing our hands of you,” the other one says. “We have plenty of other people who want our help.”
“Aw, boys, please don’t tease.”
“Did you find what you want?” the driver asks, waving around. I half expect him to turn into my mother and warn that we’re not coming back if I forget my toys.
“Not exactly, but I’m satisfied.”
“Good. Get in the car.”
I salute him and walk toward the SUV. I open my door, but he stops me, reaching down to flick the child safety lock in place. We make eye contact, and I resist the urge to stick my tongue out.
A flash of color catches my eye as I climb in and shut the door. I roll my window down, narrowing my focus to a brightly lit patch of dirt under a streetlamp.
Something is there—a flower. A red flower propped up against the base of the lamp as if someone had left it there to be found.
A poppy.
The agents pile in, and we’re in motion before I can tell them to stop.
I tell myself I imagined it. It couldn’t possibly be what I thought I saw.
I’m seriously losing my mind.
 

 
“Got you something today,” General Zolkov says.
I’m sitting on the black mat in the training room. All the other lights in the building are off, and I’m ringed in a weird spotlight.
“What for?”
He laughs. “Your birthday.”
I check my watch—sure enough, half past midnight. How does he do that?
“I think there’s a rule against COs buying their recruits birthday presents.”
He tosses a small box to me. It’s covered in bright pink paper and topped with a squished bow. I can tell he’s had it shoved in his jacket pocket all day. The contents rattle when I shake it. “What’s in it?”
“I’m confident you can figure out how to answer your own question, Recruit Vincent.”
He’s teasing me. My skin itches when he teases me.
Against my will, the memory of him kissing me rushes back, and for a second, I just stare at the box. I’m so confused.
“It’s not going to bite you,” he promises, taking a seat across from me on the mat. “Open it.”
I peel the paper away on one end and pull open the latch on the cardboard box underneath. Six bright gold, empty rifle shells fall into my lap.
I give him a questioning look.
“Sniper shells,” he says, snatching one. “Most snipers favor a particular round. They’re meticulous about always using the same brass for every kill. It’s like a calling card.”
“How very serial killer of them.”
He laughs. It’s not the laugh he shares with other people. It’s the one that makes my insides shiver. His eyes absorb the light, and I feel like I’m tipping forward in the space when I look into them.
“I think you’ll like these. They’re interchangeable with most short range rifles and allow for damn near hundred percent accuracy every time you fire them.”
I inspect one of the shells, rolling it around in my hand. “Short range? Isn’t that risky?”
“Risk is what people with fear call a challenge.”
My lips twitch, and I try not to smile. “Well, then, isn’t it more challenging to shoot so close?”
He tosses the shell he holds in the air, and I catch it. “Don’t doubt your skill. You’re the best.”
I want to laugh. I even do a little. “There are better snipers in the world than me.”
He watches me with narrowed eyes. I feel like he’s got a scope trained on me. I wonder if a red dot travels over my skin, tracking his sight. “Just take the goddamn compliment, Penelope.”
I blush. He can call me Recruit Vincent all day, even call me names that are meant to belittle, but nothing makes me feel like a scolded child faster than him using my name.
“Thank you, sir,” I say, tucking the shells back into the box.
“So,” he says, scratching his neck. He’s relaxed, legs kicked out in front of him as he reclines on his hands. I wish I could ease my muscles like him, but he puts me on edge by just sitting here talking. I’d much rather he pull out some weapons for training or punch me.
I wonder if there’s something wrong with my brain.
“So,” I echo.
“Eighteen.”
“Mhmm.”
“Got any big plans to celebrate today?”
“I’m going to call my mother,” I say. “She’ll sing to me. That’s about it.”
He lets out a low whistle before he laughs. It’s that sincere bullshit laugh again. My skin tingles. “I wonder about you, Penelope.”
Penelope. Twice in the span of five minutes he’s called me that. I’ve spent the last year of my life forgetting who Penelope even is. He stripped me down and replaced Penelope with Recruit. Why is he forcing her back out now?
I want to ask him what he wonders, but it feels too forward to ask. He might be letting his walls down, but mine are fully intact. He’s my commanding officer. I don’t have a right to question him.
“I wonder if it’s you and not I who grew up in Siberia.”
I don’t know what that means. I forget myself and ask, “What do you mean?”
His smile makes my insides catch on fire. “I mean it’s cold where I’m from, but I don’t think it’s half as frigid as you.”
I don’t know if he’s serious or teasing me, and I’m still confused by what he means.
“Don’t you have friends you want to go hang out with?”
Friends? Hang out? I’ve been living on base for the past eleven months. My only associations have been with either him or my fellow recruits. I don’t receive any visitors, and on the very rare occasion that we have days off, I spend it here, in this room with him, training.
“I’m hanging out with you, sir.”
I don’t mean it to be funny, but he laughs. “Are we friends then, Penelope?”
I ignore the insinuation and forget myself again, curious when I hear my name on his lips a third time. “Why do you keep doing that?”
“Doing what?”
“Calling me Penelope.”
“It’s your name, isn’t it?”
It is. My mother named me. Hassan wanted to call me some convoluted metaphorical bullshit name, but my mother liked the name Penelope. She didn’t have a reason. I wasn’t named after a classic work of literature or even a distant relative. She just liked the sound of it.
“Yes, but you don’t call me by it.”
He shrugs. I don’t know that I’ve ever seen him shrug before. It’s an odd casual action on his normally controlled body. “Maybe I’d like to change that.”
My head fills with the thump of my heart as it speeds up. “Okay.”
We sit there for few minutes in silence. He’s staring off into the shadows, and I’m highly aware of the warmth his body puts off.
I flex my fingers.
“Why do I get the feeling if I threw a punch at you right now you’d lighten up a little?”
My eyes widen as I stare at him. “Because I probably would, sir.”
He mumbles something under his breath as he climbs to his feet. “Well, get up then.”
I leap up and walk to the bench on the other side of the mat to set my gift down. I probably seem ungrateful about them, but I’ll cherish the shells forever. I’m not used to getting presents from anyone but my mother, and it’s still strange to think of General Zolkov in a friendly capacity at all.
I vowed to hate the man for the rest of my life.
Turning eighteen is every bit as confusing as Saved by the Bell warned me it would be.
“Okay, Recruit Vincent,” he says. “Pick your poison.”
Pick your poison. He’s always telling me that. “Batons,” I say, stretching my arms.
I turn around and freeze. He’s taken off his fatigue top, displaying a black tank that hugs his upper body. I’ve always known he was buff, but I can actually see the ripples of his muscles under the shirt, the cut of his biceps as he flexes his arms. The collar of his shirt is cut low, and I catch a faint glimpse of red on his skin.
A tattoo?
“Alright,” he says, tossing me a pair of short black sticks. “Birthday girl goes first.”
I roll my wrists, getting a feel for the weight of the batons.
He twirls one of his in the air, giving me a cocky smirk.
I can already feel myself relaxing. On the mat as Penelope, I’m awkward and unsure, but sparring with him as Recruit Vincent, I’m confident… his equal.
He gives me first swing, and I take full advantage of it. I’ve yet to find a true weakness on his body. The man moves like a panther and is as hard as granite, but I know any warrior is only as good as his foundation.
He taught me that.
I spin kick while crouching low and land a hard blow to his right leg. He’s unfazed, smacking his baton into my side with enough force to knock the wind out of my lungs.
“You really prefer this?” he asks, leaping away when I swing my right arm up.
I clip his elbow, and he hisses but retaliates instantly with a jab to my shoulder.
Damn, that stings.
“My mind is clearer when I fight, sir,” I say, paying little attention to the conversation.
We spar round and round, each landing hard blows and retreating as the other reacts. We’re pretty evenly matched, and I wonder if he’s going easy on me just because it’s my birthday.
I’m instantly pissed at the thought that he might be. I don’t need anyone to throw a game for me. I can win shit on my own merit.
He catches me from behind, pinning both of my hands between his. With one sharp push, he sends my batons flying from my grip. I try to struggle away, but he’s got me locked within his embrace. I manage to maneuver around to face him, and then something happens, something I don’t anticipate.
I look up and see how excited he looks. He’s like a kid at Christmas, happy and grinning from ear to ear. Something happens to me then. It starts at the base of my spine, swirling in my stomach, and making my heart beat harder. I’m highly aware of every inch of my body. I’m sweating and out of breath. I can’t possibly look all that great.
So why’s he staring at me like nothing else in the room is worth looking at right now?
“Okay, you win,” he says. “That was fun.”
Fun. My stomach feels ten times tinglier.
His arms are still around me, but I know if I make a move, he’ll let me step away. I forget how to move, though. He’s hypnotizing me with his stare.
I can feel his heartbeat under my hand where it’s still pressed to his chest. It’s steady and calm, nothing like the wild beast locked in my ribcage.
I feel his hand press to my abdomen, under my left breast. “Get this under control, Penelope.”
“Yes, sir,” I whisper. His use of my name only makes my heart beat faster, though.
It’s so wild that I taste a sour flavor in my mouth. My head feels fuzzy, and I’m overcome with a false sense of confidence.
My fingers crawl to the edge of his collar, and I keep my eyes fixed on his, daring him to stop me. He doesn’t. I tug the shirt down, revealing an orangey red flower. It’s not girly or anything, but it’s not what I expected, either.
“It’s a poppy,” he says. He doesn’t move, keeping his hands on my lower back. He doesn’t look upset or nervous to have me peeking into his privacy like this.
“What’s it for?”
His eyebrows rise, and he lets out a low whistle. “Loaded question.”
I let go of his shirt, remembering myself. “Sorry. I didn’t mean—”
He grabs my hand and guides it back to his chest. His shirt is back in place, but I can almost feel the flower through the fabric. “Poppies mean many things. They have poisonous properties and in small enough doses can put people to sleep—”
“Like in The
Wizard of Oz?”
His smile makes me feel like a stupid kid. “Do you like movies?”
I shrug. “I don’t watch too many.” My mother had a thing about watching The Wizard of Oz every year when it was on TV.
His lips do this pout thing that makes me glad he’s helping hold me up. “Hmm, too bad. I love watching movies.”
That doesn’t seem to fit the hardass general I’ve come to know. I tell him so with my disbelieving look.
He’s amused. “It’s a good way to learn a language. When I first came to this country, I watched movies all the time. And then after a while I… just grew to enjoy them.”
That makes sense. “Maybe you can take me to a movie some time.”
I slap my hand over my mouth, and he grins so wide I can see almost every tooth in his mouth. “Did you just tell me to take you on a date?”
It’s stupid, so stupid. I don’t do dates. I don’t care about going out with boys.
Boys. He’s not a boy. He’s my CO. He’s twenty-three. He doesn’t have anything in common with me. He’s an adult, and I’m just a dumb kid. He can’t possibly care to waste his time taking me to the movies.
So why’s he staring at me like that? Why does he look like he’s a boy around my age and not some grown up man in line for Social Security? Why are his eyes all of a sudden drawn to my lips?
“I’d like that,” he says, and for a heart-stopping moment, I think he’s referring to my lips. “I’d like to… hang out again.”
I’m feeling let down by Zack Morris. He never prepared me for this.
“I’d like it, too,” I say. My cheeks feel hot. My hands are sweaty.
His arms tighten ever so slightly around me. I lean up just as he moves down.
Our lips are a breath apart.
“Ayroo!”
The door to the training room flies open and Recruits MacNeal and Faher enter, shouting like idiots.
General Zolkov and I jump away from each other. I hope neither of them notices, but I see a strange look come over Faher’s face when he gets closer.
They straighten up when they see the general standing there.
“At ease, gentlemen,” General Zolkov says, the playfulness from a moment ago gone. He’s back in hardass mode again.
I don’t know why that thrills me, but it does. Knowing he can move so easily between the two sides of himself.
“What are you guys doing here?” I ask the boys.
“Well, we heard through the grapevine that it’s a certain someone’s birthday,” Faher says.
“Aye,” MacNeal chimes in. “And we were going to break her out and take her on a pub crawl.”
General Zolkov clears his throat. “She’s only eighteen, gentlemen.”
“Oh, aye, she is,” MacNeal says, nodding toward me. “But we were looking for a twenty-one-year-old going by the name of…” He pulls out an ID from his pocket. “Mildred Smith.”
General Zolkov holds out his hand, not saying a word. MacNeal sighs and drops the card into it.
“Thank you for volunteering to scrub the mess hall floors tonight, recruits,” General Zolkov says. “Report to Sergeant O’Neil’s barracks A-SAP for your supplies and instructions.” They both begin to complain, and he shouts, “Move.”
“Sir, yes, sir,” they both shout, jogging from the room as quickly as they appeared.
MacNeal stops at the door and shouts, “Happy birthday, Millie!” before disappearing.
And somehow, I know he just did all that to give me more time with General Zolkov.
Nosey bastard.
“Unbelievable,” he mutters when we’re alone again.
“I thought you wanted me to hang out with my friends, sir.”
“Allow me then to express a greater desire for you having better friends.”
I smile. It’s a small, private smile, genuine, and he notices it before I can clear it from my face.
He’s grinning all goofy again. “So, about that date?”
“I don’t think we’re allowed to date, sir.”
“True,” he says with a stern frown. He twirls the ID in his hand. “I could go out with Mildred, though.” He looks at the card. “She’s blonde and has blue eyes? Those two are going to have to brush up on their details training.”
I laugh.
He stares at me. Hard.
My cheeks are hot all over again. “Recruit Faher and Recruit MacNeal are highly detail oriented, sir. I think they just know fake IDs don’t get studied much.”
“True,” he agrees with me again, tucking the ID in his pocket. “Still, I could take Mildred out on a date.”
I blink a few times. “I wouldn’t be caught dead being called Mildred, sir.”
His lips pinch as he ponders that. His whole face is sharp angles and hard lines. “How bout Poppy?”
“Your tattoo, sir?” I’m confused.
“No,” he says with a decided shake of his head. “I mean your… cover. How bout I take Poppy out on a date?”
My mouth hangs open for a second. He’s not letting this go. “Why?”
“Because I’d like to get to know her.”
“She’s not all that complex, sir.”
He steps to me, looming over me like some massive beast. I’m not afraid, though. His eyes are gentle. “Well I beg to differ, Poppy.”
His accent thickens around the name.
I don’t know why, but I turn to a puddle of goo when he says it. I feel like it’s me embedded in his skin in that curious tattoo. I like that.
“Do I get to give you a name?” I ask.
“Sure. Knock yourself out.”
I’ve never been accused of being clever. I’m smart, but not clever. So I’m not surprised by the lackluster cover name I come up with. “Nick.”
“Nick?” he echoes, his eyebrows raised.
I nod.
“Well, it’ll be a stretch of my imagination, but I think I can pull it off.”
I press my hands to my cheeks. I feel like I’m on fire from the inside out.
He takes one of my hands in his and shakes it. “Hi, I’m Nick.”
I roll my eyes, but I can’t keep my lips from smiling. “Nice to meet you. I’m Poppy.”
“Poppy,” he says, his face lighting up. “That’s a peculiar name. What does it stand for?”
“Apparently a poisonous flower.”
He’s lost in his amusement, and I join him in it. 
 

 
“Jeffries.”
I’m pulled from my memory by the sound of the driver’s voice. “What?”
“My name,” he says. “I’m Agent Jeffries. This is my partner, Agent Munroe.”
“Nice to meet you.”
They take me to a seemingly random neighborhood somewhere in the middle of Englewood, to a cottage style house tucked in between blocks of identical looking houses.
“Welcome to your temporary home,” Agent Munroe says.
I wait for Agent Jeffries to open my door since I can’t unlock it myself. We don’t waste any time on the street due to the need for discretion.
“Alright,” Agent Jeffries says, tossing two duffels on the couch.
The house is well stocked with lived-in furniture. I can see a kitchen and a dining room and a hall that lead to at least one bedroom.
Comfy.
“We’ll be staying with you in shifts. I’ll take first watch while Munroe grabs some groceries, and then we’ll switch off every eight hours.”
My mind is already weary from the thought of that. I’m not waiting to bear witness or turn state’s evidence with a set date for release. I’m in hiding for an indefinite amount of time.
I’m going to go crazy in the first fifteen minutes.
“I’m going to bed,” I announce before they run down their list of rules. It’s SOP, I get it. They are in charge. I don’t leave the house. I don’t contact anyone. I put my absolute trust in the two men who let me fall out of the back of their SUV while it was in motion, because they are trained professional who will keep me safe.
Don’t get cranky, Poppy. Cranky leads to sloppy.
“Sloppy Poppy,” I say, shoving open the door at the end of the hall.
I luck out on the first try. Master bedroom. At least, I’m assuming that’s what it is. There’s a single plain wood dresser and a lone nightstand. The bed looks like a decent king size. I sit down and flop about as the damn thing waves under me.
A waterbed. Great.
When did they set up this safe house? 1975?
I don’t bother undressing, leaving even my boots on. It’s part of my standard operating procedure. When you’re on the run, you keep yourself ready at all times. I’m still without a weapon.
That’s problematic.
I inventory the room. Nothing in the dresser. Bible is stashed in the nightstand drawer. I unplug the lamp on the nightstand and unscrew the bulb. I toss the lamp in bed next to me. I can hit someone over the head with it if need be.
The bulb I wrap in one of the pillows and smash. I scatter the broken pieces in front of the door. It’s the only entrance to the room, so anyone coming in will alert me by stepping on the broken glass.
I collapse in bed, exhausted. I know sleep will take me eventually, but I’m not exactly sleepy. I’m just bone-dead.
Nikolai drilled in to us that this was what we trained for. We didn’t need practice in things going right. We needed to learn how to handle when everything went to shit.
Nikolai.
Alone with my thoughts, I’m second-guessing what I saw in the hospital. I’ve been through a lot. I’m repressing my panic that Marko almost died and is now missing and it’s entirely my fault. More than anything, I keep thinking how disappointed Nikolai would be in me.
That has to be why I saw him.
But the flower.
Poppies are used as a symbol of remembrance of fallen soldiers. Maybe someone knew I was in the limo. Maybe they saw the MPs on the investigation detail. Maybe it’s just getting closer to November and the veterans are being honored.
I see the moment in the hospital all over again in my mind. It’s slowed down to half time. I was fucked up pretty bad by then. The crash had taken a lot out of me. The meds had to still be in my system. Doctor Stevens worked one over on me. And then Nikolai… the guy in the room kicked my ass so hard my head was spinning.
I can’t trust my eyes.
Beware the Daeva, young one. Not all ghosts are dead. Hassan’s voice is in my head. I don’t want it there. I think about the woman locked in her house and look around the closed off room.
Maybe Stevens was right. Maybe I’m having a mental break. For a normal mind that means doing shit I do on a regular basis. I feel sorry for the world that has to deal with me out of control.
I miss him.
I let myself feel that.
It’s different than what I feel with Marko. With Marko, it’s a lie. I want to think Nikolai is back, and for a second, I have a chance to be happy again. I don’t mind the crash after. It’s the way of the junkie. You have to get some masochistic thrill out of the lows to really relish the highs.
But right now, free of Marko’s balm, free of Claymore’s sarcasm, even free of Stevens’ judgment, I face the fact that I’m lonely. Only one person in my existence has ever known me. He understood me better than I do. And he let me see him in the same way.
It couldn’t have been him. It’s been ten years, and the face I saw wasn’t a minute older than the Nikolai who said goodbye to me in Norway. That’s not possible.
I saw what I wanted to see.
Saw my memories and not the truth.
I curl onto my side and close my eyes.
Would Doctor Stevens add obsessive to my laundry list of character flaws? I am obsessive. I can’t let him go.
That’s something Nikolai and I shared.
I know.
I remember.
 

 
“Are you okay?” he asks. “Did it hurt too much?”
“I’m good,” I say around strained breaths. “Gold star for you.”
I’m lightheaded, and he must be, too, because we both laugh.
I always figured sex would be awesome. Second base with Nikolai a few nights ago had been the best thing to ever happen in my life, so I figured this had potential.
And it lived up to the expectation.
I’m not saying I’m not in pain. He’s big, and I feel like walking straight isn’t in my near future. But this man has brutalized my body in far worse ways over the past two years. This is a good pain.
We’re both sweaty and spent. I wobble every time I move. I give up trying to move, flopping on top of him like a fish. His tattoo is inches from my face, and I’m reminded of the same question I’ve wanted answered since my eighteenth birthday.
“Why do you have this tattooed to your chest?” I ask. “It’s bugged me for almost a year.”
He has no other marks except for a few scars that he’s accumulated over his years in service. I’m curious what would push him to get a flower etched in his skin permanently.
Nikolai smiles as he draws my hand to his lips. “It’s in remembrance.”
“Remembrance? Like the ones the vets hand out?”
“Sort of.”
“Did you lose someone?”
“Yes… and no.” He presses kisses into my palm. “It started out as a remembrance for a friend, and now it’s more a reminder of all the lives I’ve taken. It’s to honor those I’ve stolen a life from.”
I touch my lips to the flower. “You’re such a sentimental bastard.”
He snorts. “Says the heartless bitch.”
I bite him.
His laugh is breathless and shakes us both.
I keep caressing the flower. “When did you get it?”
“I think I mislabeled your specialty on your score card,” he says. I raise a brow in question. “I said you were a Grade A assassin, but I think interrogation is really more your racket.”
“Stop teasing me,” I say, and he doesn’t listen.
The smile on his lips is devious. “I got it my first year in the army, in Russia.” He says the name of his homeland the same way he says my name. His accent gives me chills.
I realize though I’ve spent nearly two solid years in this man’s company, and given him the most private access to my body and soul, I know very little about his life. “When did you join?”
“I was like you,” he says, his eyes on the wall, distant with memories. “I was recruited when I was fifteen. I had a gift of breaking into government facilities and stealing supplies.”
He side-eyes me, and I grin. “You little juvenile delinquent, you.”
“Guilty.”
I rest my cheek against the poppy and listen intently. I could listen to him talk for the rest of my life.
“I spent most of the first year trying to defect, but then I met a general who taught me how to be a soldier, how to be a man. He gave me respect.” He pauses, and I see ghosts in his eyes. It makes my chest ache. “You have no idea what it’s like to never know a second of respect and then suddenly have it.”
“Yes, I do.”
He looks to me. I see the same confused kid I’ve always felt was inside me in his eyes right now.
And I explain, “My mother loves me, but she’s always thought of me as weird. She doesn’t say it out loud, but I know it. We have nothing in common, no middle ground. She never even punished me for things I did, because she knew I was smart enough to know what I was doing was wrong to begin with. My teachers hated me.” He chuckles under his breath, and I ignore him. “They didn’t know what to do with me. And making friends was impossible because I was just…”
“Weird,” he finishes, running his hand up the side of my neck. He cups my cheek, angling me so I can’t look anywhere but into his eyes. “I like your weirdness, Poppy.”
I cover his hand with mine. “You’re the first person who showed me what respect really was. So I get it.”
He nods. “General Grekov. He was a mean old bastard.” It’s my turn to laugh at him. He pinches my side in response. “But when he told me to hold my head up high, because I was one of the best…” His eyes fill with tears, and he looks away. “We were on assignment, helping a small countryside village recover from a winter storm and a boy, a kid a few months younger than I was, pulled a gun on him. Grekov tried to reason with him, help him, but the boy was too angry. He shot him. Right in the forehead. Right in front of us.”
My throat’s gone dry, and I can’t swallow. “I’m sorry.” His jaw twitches as he bites back his emotions. “What happened to the boy?”
“I shot him between his eyes.”
There’s no remorse, no apology in his voice, and I don’t expect any. I would have shot the kid, too. I would have shot him before he could harm my commander.
“I was already being groomed for a transfer to America. I was eighteen and being watched by the figureheads who would later build the council. Secretary Williams visited our base in Moscow. He wore a red flower on his lapel.”
“A silk poppy,” I say. I remember getting those in the mail every November.
“He told me he wore it for General Grekov. That it was the highest honor for fallen comrades.”
“So you got it tattooed to your chest.”
He nods. He’s done with his story. I can tell by the way his face hardens.
I press my lips to the flower. “Maybe I need a new nickname.”
He stares at me like I’ve lost my mind. "Why?"
“It was a joke, Nick. We were just flirting and fooling around.” I feel sick to my stomach all of the sudden. I tap my finger against his tattoo. “I’m not worthy of this.”
I’ve seen just about every look the man has. I’ve seen him pissed. I’ve seen him happy. I’ve seen him in ecstasy, and I’ve seen him depressed. This look is a new one. He’s gone pale. His eyes are hollow shadows. And his lips keep opening and closing like he can’t think a full thought.
It’s intense.
“Nick?”
He sits up, taking me with him. His hands hold my face captive, the emotions in his eyes leveling every one of my defenses. “You’re everything, Poppy. Nothing means more to me than you.”
I feel strange. I’m overcome with too many emotions to process. I don’t know how to define what’s been going on between us, and I don’t know if it’s just losing my virginity tonight to him, or his story, or I don’t know. But I feel like he’s just shoved a knife in my chest and filleted me. I’m wide open. All my guts are rushing out, and I’m shaking.
Is this love? If it is, it’s a scary thing.
“Thanks?” I say… I ask? I don’t know.
I’m so confused.
The new look melts into pure playful Nick. This one I know. This one is my favorite. He kisses me, and my emotions relax back into the desire that brought us here tonight.
He rolls us over so I’m under him. His lips travel down my body in a hot, sensuous trail. I moan when his tongue dips around my belly button. Lower and lower he goes, pushing my legs apart. He spreads me, curling his tongue up as he licks slowly.
The sound I make isn’t human.
“You’re welcome.”
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The faint crunch of glass pulls me out of light slumber. I’m alert instantly, but I remain still. I didn’t hear any commotion from the living room. Maybe it’s just one of the agents coming to check on me.
The next step is even softer, no crunch this time.
Not one of the agents. This is someone trained to sneak up on me.
I have no way to gauge how long I’ve been asleep. No window in the room. No clock on the nightstand. No watch or phone at my disposal.
Whoever this is has made sure no light followed them into the room. It’s total darkness.
I blink my eyes a few times, trying to gain some focus.
I feel the air shift as warmth nears me. My hand closes around the neck of the lamp.
Something touches my arm, and I react. I swing the lamp, connecting with something solid. The visitor tips forward, and I land a hard kick to their side.
“Bloody hell, Shade!”
That stops me. “Claymore?”
 I give him a shove, and he slides over onto the bed. I feel along the wall until I find the light switch. The pitch-black room is illuminated with bright light that makes both of us cringe.
Claymore lies on his back at the edge of the bed. He’s dressed in black slacks, black boots and a black t-shirt. He’s got black gloves on his hands.
“Have you taken up a life of breaking and entering since I last saw you?”
He rubs his head with a groan. “Aye, I’m here to steal your ass.”
Questions are on the tip of my tongue, but he puts his finger to his lips, motioning for us to leave. I trust him. I keep telling myself he’s never given me a reason to not trust him.
I lead us down the hall, stopping when I see both agents passed out on the living room floor. I squat down, pulling a tranquilizer dart from Agent Munroe’s neck.
“You found the safe house and tranq-darted both agents?”
He snorts. “What? Like it was hard?”
He has a good point. Nothing is easier to track than CIA operatives. They’re all about procedures and paperwork, hiding in plain sight. If you want something deep-sixed take it to… well, the mafia. They’re actually the most effective at hiding shit. But second to them would be us.
Again, I have a billion questions for him, but he points to the back door that’s through the kitchen, so I know now isn't the time for it. I follow him. I’m restless here, and I need to get to the bottom of what’s going on.
I can always overpower him if this turns out to be a mistake.
Stay on your toes, Poppy. Flat feet can be tracked.
He leads me through a small backyard to a wooden fence. “You need help?” he asks, reaching out with his hands linked together.
I answer his question by jumping and catching the edge of the fence. Any other day, no problem. I’d yank my ass up and flip over the top like it was a toddler step. My arms are weak. I can’t recall the last time I ate something. I haven’t gotten more than a few hours of less-than-restful sleep in the past week, and I got my ass kicked so hard last night that I’m pretty sure he broke my actual ass.
I try. A few times I get as far as bending my arms. But mostly I just hang there pathetically.
“Wow,” he says, leaning his hand against the fence beside me. “You’re shit at this.”
“Bite me. I’ve kind of been through the ringer, you know?”
“Aye.” He gets his shoulder under my legs and helps me over. He flips over effortlessly on his own a second later.
A busted Chevy truck sits idling a few feet down the alley we find ourselves in.
“You left it running?” I ask as I climb into the passenger side.
He shrugs. “It’s not like it was going to take that long. Would have been out sooner if your pansy ass could jump.”
I slap his arm. “Talk. I need some information that only you can provide.”
“I love it when you talk technicalities.” He takes mostly back roads and alleyways, moving as if he has the entire town memorized. His eyes are always scanning, the mirrors and out the windows. He’s worried we’ll be followed.
“Talk.”
He sighs. “Well, as you can tell, I didn’t take Justice’s advice and leave the country.”
I nod. “Why is that?”
“It didn’t add up.”
I remember him saying that few times in the hospital. “What’s not adding up?”
“First of all, did you notice anything weird about pretty boy?”
I think back to the few moments Ace and I hung out in the hospital room. Nothing felt weird to me. He was missing his glasses, but that’s not what Claymore’s looking for. “No.”
“No?” He shoots me a look of shock. “Really?”
“Help me out, MacNeal. I’ve been mostly unconscious for the past four days.”
“Aye, well, I figured the girl who nicked his cheek with a bullet would’ve noticed that he wasn’t injured.”
Ace’s face is in my memory again. I remember thinking his face was perfect, nothing wrong or out of place. “They lied about me injuring him? Why?”
“I don’t know,” he says. “I figured it was true with how everyone was going on around HQ.”
“Then what the fuck?”
“I don’t know, but that’s really at the bottom of my list. First off, why was he in New York? There was no reason for him to be in New York.”
“There was technically no reason for you to be in New York either,” I point out. “As you told me the other day, we can all have lives.”
He snorts. “I was being facetious and you know it.” I do. “That’s not the only thing, Shade. It rubbed me wrong. The whole damn attack. Marko Veltriv is nobody in the grand scheme of anything. No one would waste a bullet on him, and damn sure no one will expend the man power it would take to do what was done.” He stops at a red light and stares at me till I look back at him. “Not on him.”
“Your point is flying over my head.”
“Aye.”
He reaches into his pocket and hands me a phone, then points to the glove box. A sweet Glock is stashed between road maps and packets of facial tissues. I look to him.
“It’s for you. Check it out.”
I check the clip. Loaded. I lock it in place and lay the gun in my lap, turning my attention to the phone.
“Dial the access number and listen to the message saved under mailbox 515.”
I follow his instructions, keeping an eye on the route he’s taking while I listen to the prompts on the phone. 515 is his personal mailbox. Why am I listening to one of his personal saved messages?
“This is Countess. Am under attack. Assignment cover is compromised. Repeat Countess. Assignment compromised, under attack. Prizrak. It is prizrak.”
Prizrak. Ghost.
The line goes dead, and I stare at the screen until the phone hangs up on its own.
“What do you think it means?” he asks.
“Ghost.”
“Aye, I know what the word means in Russian. What do you think compromised her?”
“I honestly have no clue.” It’s not a code word we’ve ever used. I rest my head back on the seat, staring out the windshield. The streetlights are casting a blue glow that’s mingling with the rays of daybreak. “What was her mission?”
“Dunno. If we’re not assigned to it—”
“We aren’t briefed on the details.”
“Aye.”
“Why do you have this saved on your personal messages?”
“I do that automatically when a distress comes in,” he explains. “No one else reported in. No one offered to go help her. I checked back ten minutes later, and it had been cleared from the call log almost immediately.”
“Then someone else did report in.”
He shakes his head. “No, they didn’t. No one else has made note that she even called in a distress.”
I feel like I’m about to throw up. I don’t know what any of that can possibly mean.
“There’s something else,” I say. “Something that happened after you left… well, two somethings.”
He motions for me to continue.
“First, Marko disappeared.”
He nods once, keeping his eyes trained on the road.
That’s weird. He’s been so fixated on Marko’s situation, pushing me to tell him what went down with the accident and how none of it added up. I expected him to be a little disturbed at least that the man went poof.
“Second,” I say with reluctance, “I was attacked by the same guy who drove us off the road.”
That gets a curious side-glance. “Really?”
“Yeah.”
“Did you get a good look at him? Anything identifiable?”
He looked exactly like Nikolai. I can’t bring myself to say it out loud. The more time that passes, the more I know I’m just going insane.
“Hard to say. It happened fast, and then Countess—”
“She was still there?”
I nod. “She shot him, but he got away. Then she booked it to a mission.”
“Aye, my suspicion was right then.”
“Suspicion?”
He doesn’t elaborate, too focused on his route now. We’ve crossed back over into Manhattan, and I note that he’s using a technique Nikolai taught us with circling and doubling back to hide our tracks.
Eventually, we end up in a quiet looking section of SoHo. He pulls into an underground garage and enters an access code.
“This isn’t a hotel,” I say.
“Aye.”
He drives to a marked stall as if he’s done it a thousand times.
“Do you have an apartment here?” I guess as we climb out of the truck.
He doesn’t respond, leading me to an elevator a few feet from where he parked. He selects floor fifteen and turns to me. I’ve never seen a more serious look on his face. “Shade, I’m about to let you in on something no one else knows.”
His knife is out spinning in his grip. The handles flip open and closed.
“You know I’m good with secrets,” I say.
“Aye.”
His focus is detached, his mind absent as he stares at the closed doors. I watch his knife, the way his hand won’t let it go, and the controlled flex of his wrist. He’s nervous.
“You know there’s nothing you can’t tell me, right?”
“You say that now.”
The elevator stops and the doors slide open with a hiss. I’d be lying if I said I’m not the least bit afraid as I follow him. We enter an industrial loft set up the second we’re off the elevator. It’s a huge, open space surrounded on three sides by windows. He secures a gate in front of the elevator, locking it in place with an Everlast.
My muscles twitch at the sight. I don’t like having my only clear exit locked.
We make eye contact, and he tosses me a ring of keys. “The smallest one unlocks the damn thing.”
I’m holding the gun he gave me downstairs and the keys awkwardly, wishing like hell the CIA believed in providing clothes with pockets.
He’s still flipping his knife. He shifts his feet, scanning his eyes around anxiously. So I do the same. The place isn’t as cold and empty as most industrials feel. Rugs of all shapes, sizes, and colors cover the concrete floor. He’s splashed paint on the walls under the windows and along the few columns spread throughout the room—a dark amber color that makes the place feel warm. He’s sectioned off pieces to be 'rooms', though there are no walls between them. I see his kitchen in the far corner, and we’re standing in the living room. He’s mounted a 52-inch plasma on the wall.
I give him a look, and he shrugs. “I like my toys.”
I don’t see anything for him to be worried about. He’s got a life, a home. That’s nothing to be ashamed of. It is a vulnerability that Nikolai warned us to not take on lightly. If you have a base then you have a routine. If you have a routine, you can be followed, watched, and eliminated.
He’s offering me a hell of a lot of trust by showing me this space.
I turn to ask what gives when I catch sight of the 'bedroom' area of the loft. His bed is huge, possibly bigger than a king size. That’s not what grabs my attention, though.
Holy shit.
“Marko?” I say, running to bed.
He’s unconscious, uncovered from the chest up, and his skin is cold and clammy to the touch, but it’s him.
I’m relieved in some way I don’t understand. I haven’t let myself really worry that he was gone. Disassociation is something I picked up after I lost Nikolai. I didn’t let myself really feel anything for Marko’s condition or his disappearance.
I couldn’t.
But somewhere in me, I did feel it, and that place eases now as I look at his beautiful face.
“Gave me scare, punk,” I whisper, kissing his cheek. “Don’t do that again.”
I look to Claymore, and he’s still standing in the living room, flipping his knife. If it weren’t for the hand moving his blade round and round, I’d think he’d turned to stone. “How did he get here?”
Then I get it. He’s the one who took him from the hospital.
“Why did you kidnap him?” I ask, checking Marko's vitals. His pulse is thready, his breathing weak, but he’s alive.  “You know he was shot a few nights ago, right? You could have killed him!”
A big bandage covers his right shoulder and part of his arm. Blood’s soaked through the gauze. He’s got another gash in his abdomen. Its bandage is gone, revealing the stitches. I remember the glass, remember when he was cut.
“He needs a doctor,” I say.
Claymore remains frozen with his twirling knife.
“MacNeal,” I shout. “What the hell are you doing with him? He could die!”
“He won’t,” Claymore finally says. He flips the knife out, tucking it back into the handles and returning it to his pocket. He doesn’t move any closer, crossing his arms over his chest defensively. “It was a bitch of a run getting him out, but he was okay, awake.”
“Well, he’s knocked out and barely hanging in now.”
Claymore shakes his head. “No, he’s fine. I’ve checked him. He just got overworked from the running.”
Running? Marko ran somewhere?
“When did you get an MD?” I ask.
“I have basic field medical training,” he says, glaring at me.
I laugh. “The same basic field medical training I have, and I can’t work band aid properly most days.”
“He’s fine.”
“You need to get some help—”
“No.”
“Why?”
“Someone is already on the way to retrieve him.”
Marko moves his head so he’s facing me. His eyes are closed. I know he’s not aware of anything going on.
“Who’s coming to get him?”
“His mum.”
I’m confused as hell, not even sure where to begin. I go back to the standby I refuse to drop. “Why did you take him?”
“It didn’t add up,” he repeats. “I was confused as to why you were attacked and then double confused that Ace was in town.”
“Are we catching a rerun or can we skip to the end of this conversation we just had?”
He gives me a murderous look. “Did you know Ace didn’t find you?”
“You told me he did.”
“No, I played along with Ace’s explanation of how you were found, but I read the report. You were found by EMPs almost a mile away from where Ace was looking.”
That’s easy enough to explain. “So he was looking where my coordinates were.”
“No,” he says with a heavy sigh. He looks like he’s about to tell me Santa Claus isn’t real. “Your coordinates would have taken us to the bridge. He wasn’t looking at the bridge. He was looking at the actual crash site. He was looking for the car.”
“I don’t see what’s wrong with that. Wouldn’t it be logical to find me at the car?”
“How did he know where to look?”
I run my brief examination of the crash site through my mind. There were skid marks on the road, torn up dirt at the ledge, and a shit ton of crime scene tape, but that was after the fact. The skid marks and torn up dirt wouldn’t have been dead giveaways.
I’m still missing why he’s so suspicious. “Explain your thought process to me.”
“I don’t think Marko was the target.”
Again his familiarity with Marko unbalances me for a second. I’m not used to sharing Marko with anyone. It’s odd that my closest friend has known him, too, and I had no idea.
“Well, Marko was the only public figure in the car.”
“Aye,” he says, “but I’m pretty sure they were after the secret one.”
I flinch. “Me?”
“Aye.”
Aye. I hate that word. He makes me want to pull his tongue out every time he says it. It’s filled with more than just agreement. It’s like he’s congratulating me on finally catching up.
“More explanation, MacNeal.”
“I planned on sticking around, keeping watch over both of you, but then Justice showed up with the giant stick up his ass.”
“Don’t remind me,” I say. “So you disregarded his order?”
“Obviously,” he says with a smirk. I think it’s meant to break the tension, but I only feel further unstable. These insights he’s giving me are termites, eating away at the ground I need to stand on. “I made a split decision. I needed to figure out if you or he was the target. So while you got your head shrunk, I stole myself a hot Russian diplomat.”
I try not to react to the word 'hot'. I’ve always known Claymore is a pretty open person when it comes to sex. He’s never come right out and said it, but I’m not blind. And I know even a blind man would call Marko Veltriv hot.
“And left me defenseless for a possible fight?”
“You lived.”
I flip him off.
That breaks some of the heavy air between us. He unwinds his arms and slips his hands in his pockets, turning fully toward me.
I sit down on the edge of the bed, resting my hand on Marko’s leg. It moves slightly under my touch. I feel like an idiot for wanting to celebrate the tiny movement.
“And my suspicion was correct. You were attacked.”
“Yeah, but only because idiot here was missing.”
“No, I think if he were the target, I would have been tracked. You’re just the bodyguard. There’s no point in killing you.”
“I’m a witness,” I say.
“True, but one who already gave a testimony. Guys like that who want to shut you up make sure they do it before anyone finds your body. You know that. You do that.”
I do. It’s my gift. Ending life.
“Okay, so I was the target… why?”
“I have a theory.”
I rest my elbows on my knees. “Spill.”
“Prizrak,” he says, mangling the Russian pronunciation with his Scottish accent. 
“What attacked Countess? How is it even related?”
“I’ve heard of the ghost before.”
I laugh. It’s not humorous. It’s frustration. I drop my face in my hands and scrub hard. “We work in espionage. At one point or another, we’re all called ghosts.”
“Aye.”
Aye. I consider taking my shoe off to throw at him.
“You’re tired,” he says, motioning toward the other side of the bed. “Get some sleep.”
“You gonna kill me when I close my eyes?”
I’m only half joking. I’ve only ever trusted one person with my unconsciousness.
And I’m dreaming up that guy killing me now, too.
“Scott’s honor, you’ll live to kill another day.”
Scott’s honor. His little joke. He and Ace used to call me the Girl Scout in basic. He came up with his own version of scout’s honor to tease me.
I’m too tired to care if he is planning my demise. I retrieve the gun and the keys from the bed, dropping them on the nightstand. Marko is lying in the dead center of the giant bed, but there’s plenty of room on either side of him. I lie down on top of the covers, fully dressed down to my boots.
Claymore doesn’t say boo about it. I hear his muffled steps as he moves away from the bedroom. A second later, I hear subdued noise from the television clicking on. He’s watching some kind of game show. I can tell from the constant cheering and clapping.
I roll onto my side, staring at Marko. This isn’t the first time I’ve watched him sleep. He’s kind of like a cat. He prowls around, gets his kicks, and then naps until his next hankering. I run a finger along the curve of his cheek. He’s got a few scrapes, but they’ll heal. If a scar does form, it’ll fade quickly.
Or he’ll pay a plastic surgeon to fix it immediately.
I’m confused. I used to think I’d reach a point in my life when I didn’t feel like this. When I had answers for everything. But the older I get, the more stuff doesn’t make sense to me.
I’ve never promised Marko anything, and likewise from him to me. We have fun. We let loose. We help each other escape whatever it is in our souls that threatens to keep us trapped. But we don’t owe each other anything. I wonder if I should feel guilty for not obsessing over his whereabouts half as much as I have over whether Nikolai is alive or not.
Then I think about Nick… I’m a heartless bitch.
I rest my cheek on the back of my hand and stare at Marko until my eyelids are heavy and sleep pulls me under.
I dream about panic and fear.
I dream about failure.
I dream about ghosts.
Beware the Daeva, young one…
Not all ghosts are dead.
 

 
“Shade!”
Claymore’s shout wakes me up.
I’m disoriented for a second. That sleep was deeper than I expected. The clock on the nightstand tells me I’ve only been asleep for about an hour.
I’ll take it.
I leave Marko to his uninterrupted slumber and follow Claymore’s bellow. He’s sitting on the sofa in the living room area, still watching TV. “What?”
He points to the plasma. CNN is reporting on special assignment in Moscow, Russia. A building is in flames, people running in every direction with terror on their faces. That’s not what troubles me. A face is plastered on the screen—Countess.
Not good.
“They made her?”
“Aye. That breaks every protocol of our cover. The only one with the authority to do that is—”
“The council.” The couch is a few feet in front of me, and I barely make it there in time before I fall on my ass. “Why?”
“They’re saying she’s dead,” he explains. “She was found at the scene. They’re blaming the fire on her.”
I calculate the hours in my head. Countess wouldn’t have even been able to travel to Moscow by now if she was on a plane the minute she left my hospital room. She couldn’t have possibly gotten there earlier and caused all that. Not to mention the fact that she had sent a distress hours ago. She wasn’t on a plane when she did that.
“She wasn’t there,” I say.
“I know.”
“What the hell’s going on?”
“I don’t—”
He’s interrupted by a sound from the bed. I’d recognize that groan anywhere. Marko is waking up.
Claymore is on his feet in a split second, rushing to the bedroom. He plants one knee on the bed, keeping one foot on the floor as he leans over to check on Marko.
I’m not usually one for revelations. I look at a cabinet, and I see every separate piece that fits together to make it. I know every bolt, screw, slab of wood, and piece of glass that adds together for the finished product. Generally, people are no different. I see the facades they put off. I see the hair pieces and the pushup bras. I hear the bravado that hides insecurities and the silence that masks strengths. I’m a good judge of character.
And though I knew Claymore had a preference for men, I never once considered the fact that we might be fucking the same guy.
His face softens, his hand skimming Marko’s cheek with tenderness I’ve never seen him possess. “Hey.”
Marko tries to stretch and hisses. “Forgot about that.”
His voice is weak and rough, like he hasn’t used it in years. Something inside of me eases at the sound of it, though.
“Don’t try to move,” Claymore says. “You’re okay. I got you.”
I got you.
He used to tell me that in basic. Don’t worry about it. I got you.
I can’t help the stupid grin plastered on my face. I’m being a voyeur. I’m not apologetic about it. It’s a numbered amount of moments in my life anymore that are this touching and sweet. Even though it’s not really my moment, I’m going to enjoy it.
Marko has this lazy look on his face that’s doing things to my insides. I can see it’s doing the same to Claymore’s from the way his lips part.
“You sure do,” Marko says, tugging the front of Claymore’s shirt until he tips forward and lands on him. Their lips meet, and I’m forced to bite mine before I make a noise.
Claymore’s uncomfortable, that’s plain to see. I know he feels my eyes on them, and I want to assure him it’s all good. I’ve always known Marko had other lovers. It doesn’t bother me at all to know he’s one of them.
The Russian idiot finally lets him go, humming as Claymore pulls away. He’s keeping his eyes fixed on Marko.
Is that a blush I see on his cheeks?
“I’ve missed that tongue,” Marko says. His eyes close, and he inhales so loud I can hear it from where I sit. He does it again, and again. His brow scrunches as he opens his eyes.
“Why do you smell like Penelope?”
My turn to blush. I didn’t realize I had that strong of a signature stink.
Claymore looks straight at me, and Marko follows his line of sight. His face splits into a wide grin when he sees me.
“Whatever drugs they have me on are fucking awesome. I’ve always wanted to do a three-way with you two.”
Claymore starts choking on air, and I jump to my feet. “Okay, that’s not going to happen,” I say, shaking my head when Marko nods his. “No. Never. I don’t ever want to see MacNeal naked… again.”
Claymore shoots me a look that warns he’s two seconds away from taking out his knife and stabbing me with it.
Marko laughs. I know that laugh. It’s the one he gets when he’s stoned off his ass. He might just be hopped up on drugs still. He grabs Claymore’s shirt. “When we fuck her, only I get to call her Poppy, okay? She doesn’t like anyone else calling her it.”
“Aye, got it,” Claymore says.
Marko slumps over, passed out in the next breath.
Awkward becomes an element in the air. Claymore is still halfway on the bed, keeping his eyes anywhere but on me.
I turn back around to watch more of the news, giving him space to pull himself together.
It takes him about five minutes before he rejoins me on the sofa. We watch as our friend’s name is dragged through the mud, silently trying to make sense of what the council is thinking.
When the story ends and a piece about sanitation commissions for Africa comes on, he changes the channel. Another game show.
“So,” I say, keeping my eyes on the screen. “Were you the one who taught him how to do that thing with his hips?”
“Aye. He was a damn jack hammer before me.”
We both laugh.
 

 
Marko’s mother arrives a few hours later. I stay out of sight in the bathroom so no one can place me here other than Claymore.
Well, Marko could, but he’s still so whacked out on pain meds that he asked his mother if he could get a hooker for the flight home.
I splash water on my face, running my fingers through my hair before lacing it into a braid. I don’t bother with my reflection. I’ve got a good reading on how I feel. That’s enough of a picture to paint for right now.
The smell of bacon greets me when I step out of the bathroom. Claymore has changed clothes. He wears a loose pair of worn blue jeans that sags below his right hip, exposing his black boxers. He’s shirtless and I get an eyeful of his tattoo. His namesake, a Claymore sword—the hilt is lined to the back of his neck and shoulders. The blade frames his spine by two inches on both sides and the tip disappears under the waist of his pants. It’s one of those tats that stand for something—like Nikolai’s poppy. He’s never explained to me why he has it, but I can tell his shoulders slump more when he’s got it uncovered.
“That thing gets uglier each time I see it.”
He flips me off without turning around. “You want some eggs and bacon, or just bacon?”
I don’t want anything, but my stomach growls as if to say, 'Bitch, please.'
“Just bacon.”
He tosses a liberal amount onto a plate and hands it to me. He’s cracking a few eggs in the pan as I sit down at his kitchen table.
“This place is cute,” I say, looking around. The sun is up and all the windows make the place feel like we’re outside.
“It’s not mine.”
I had hoped cracking jokes about our shared connection to Marko would loosen this defensive mood he’s been in ever since he broke me out of CIA confinement, but he only seems angrier now.
I’m in the mood to poke the bear.
“Are we squatting in some random dude’s apartment?”
“No.”
He fries his eggs and dumps them on his plate. I can see debate in his stance as he decides whether to join me or eat somewhere else. I want to laugh. This is an open apartment. He can move to another room, but I’ll still be able to see him.
“Sit,” I say, shoving a chair out with my foot. “I’ll drop the twenty questions.” I hold up three fingers. “Scout’s honor.”
He takes the seat, offering me a shaky smile in response to my joke. Something has him jumpy. Something that I don’t think has anything to do with the Russian idiot we’ve both seen naked.
I stab a piece of egg from his plate and pop it into my mouth. “Spill,” I say as he frowns at me.
“I keep going over scenarios in my head. And I think Prizrak is the only answer.”
Ah, he’s preoccupied with the case.
“We have nothing to go on. It’s an isolated incident—”
“Monique.”
I stop chewing. “Vixen?”
“Aye.”
Monique Lacroix, the first recruit brought in by Nikolai for The Deadly Seven. She was the French operative, specializing in communications and monitoring.
She was killed while on assignment six years ago.
“What does she have to do with any of this?”
“When she was compromised, she sent out a distress, too. You remember?”
I remember losing Vixen felt like losing Nikolai all over again. The council ruled any investigation by The Deadly Seven would result in undue vengeance. Which is why Secretary Williams kept the hit made on her murderer off the books a year later. I was given the assignment for that hit, but never the background of who the guy really was or what he did to Vix.
“I don’t.”
He scoots his chair back as he stands to search through his discarded clothes on the bed.
“Is this a friend’s place?” I ask. He feels comfortable, safe, and he’s wearing clothes he had to find in the drawers here.
He gives me a look as he reclaims his seat that warns I’m breaking my promise to not ask questions. He dials a number on his phone and hands it to me. “Mailbox—”
“515,” I guess. I follow the instructions to unlock his mailbox.
“Select listen to saved messages.”
I do and they play newest first. Countess’ message replays, then mine. I look to him as I hear the terror in my own voice. His jaw is tight as he chews his food. I hear a saved message from Panther and another from me from about two years ago. I remember leaving that one. I sound so much younger on the recording.
“This is Vixen.” Her accent makes the words crisp and sharp. I can’t detect fear in her voice at all. Hearing it tugs at my heart, though. “I am compromised. Under heavy fire. No exit.” There’s a break, and the sound of ricocheting bullets echoes on the recording. “Merde. Fantome.”
Fantome. Ghost.
Her message ends, and before I can I end the call, another one begins.
The deep, husky voice sucks all the air out of my lungs. “Comrade,” he says with that accent that melts my bones. “Mission compromised. No exit. Do not look for me. I repeat. It is too dangerous. Do not look for me.”
Something explodes on the other end of the line, and I drop the phone, stumbling out of my chair and tripping backward.
Claymore's on his feet, following me. “What?”
“Don’t touch me!” I scream.
I’m caught in a tornado, spinning in every direction. I never heard that message. Someone deleted it before I could hear it.
Nikolai.
I’m crying. I don’t cry. My fingernails could be ripped from their roots and I would curse up a storm and vow vengeance, but I wouldn’t waste time with the waterworks.
He’s the only one who gets my tears.
Claymore watches me with his hands up in surrender. I see the evolution of understanding dawn in his eyes.
“Wow,” he says, dropping his hands. “Ten years later, and you’re still in hysterics at the thought of losing him?”
“Fuck you.”
He doesn’t push it, but I can see—he suspects it’s something more. He gives me the same look I remember from my eighteenth birthday. He never brought it up back then, but he’s not idiot. He’s going to figure it out.
It’s an odd sensation taking over me now. My default has always been to hide it. I want to reach out and snap his neck. I’ve protected this secret for so long. It’s blasphemous for anyone else to know. And yet in some way I think he’s known all along.
This secret is like this apartment. I’ll let him into it, just like he invited me in here. But I’m not going to explain it him, just like he’s not telling me anything about this place.
“Fantome,” he says, steering us back to the matter at hand. “She saw a ghost, too.”
My hands are shaking. Countess saw a ghost and then she died. Vixen saw a ghost and then she died.
It’s like the plot of a lousy horror flick. Once our number’s up, we see a ghost and then we die.
I’ve seen a ghost.
“Do you think they saw something that wasn’t real? Like they were imaging something?”
He leans against the kitchen counter, considering that. “It’s possible. I don’t see any other reason for them both to use the term 'ghost'. They had to have seen someone they believed was dead.”
“Is there a computer here I can use?”
He waves to a desk set up in the living room. I open the silver MacBook sitting there, surprised to find it doesn’t have a security lock on it.
“It’s not mine,” he says, anticipating my observation as he sits on the sofa in front of me. “What are you looking for?”
“I don’t know,” I admit, opening the internet browser. “How much do you know about psychotropic drugs used in warfare?”
“I know it’s called psychochemical weaponry,” he says. “And the CIA experimented in the 50’s with LSD to incapacitate soldiers on the field. Why?”
I search medical sites, never typing in directly what I’m looking for. I don’t want to set off any red flags with my searches. “What would induce someone to think they saw a person who’s dead?”
“Suggestive hypnosis coupled with hallucinogenic drugs—in, say, a gas form—might produce that sort of reaction, but that would require a very controlled environment.”
“So you’ve never heard of troops just tripping balls in the field?”
“Aye… well, no. You’re not asking about them just getting high. You’re talking about a specific response, fueled by drugs. Essentially, the drugs don’t do much more than pull someone out of control. You’d have to have a way to introduce the subject you want someone to focus on so that when their mind projects the hallucination, it’s of the desired image. But I can’t think of a case when it would actually be a viable weapon to develop for the battlefield. If a group were doused with LSD in the field with no rhyme or reason, or prior suggestion, they could potentially become an even greater threat.”
That makes sense. “Maybe not for the battlefield, but definitely something that can be used against a soldier.”
“Aye, but again, only under specifically controlled conditions.”
I’ve reached the end of the possible outlets on a public domain access. I tap my right index finger against the spacebar, thinking.
“What are you getting at, Shade? Are you suggesting Prizrak is a figment of imagination?”
I lean back in the chair, staring up at the ceiling. “I’m not sure. I think my own brain’s playing tricks on me, and I’m trying to make sense of it along with these speculations.”
He gives me a second of silence. The television is muted, and I hear the faint honking of horns from outside.
“PTSD is a powerful tool, though,” he says, seemingly unprompted.
“What?”
“Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder.”
I glare at him. “I know what it stands for. Why are you bringing it up?”
“Well that I can promise almost every army in the world uses to their advantage on the battlefield with little more than scare tactics.”
 “How so?”
“Mind-fucks only require the right combination of location and fear. Trauma can be wielded against a soldier while on the field. They’re set in motion, anticipating the worst, and you let their imagination do the rest. You know as well as I that was how we were trained.”
I’m not beating you down, Poppy. I’m conditioning your ability to always remain in control.
“Conditioning.”
“Aye.”
I have even more puzzle pieces than when I sat down, but none are fitting together. I stare down at my hands, picking at the fingernail of my right index finger.
“What’s your mind-fuck?” he asks.
I laugh. “I have too many to count. Most of them don’t have names.”
“Aye.”
Aye. I throw a pen at him.
“What’s got you putting yourself in their shoes, then?”
“The Daeva.”
“What’s that?”
“Another ghost story,” I say. He’s staring at me. His bright blue eyes are full of understanding I know I can trust. But this is a sinking ship I’ve kept afloat for a long time. I know that telling him could be a life preserver, but I also know it could mean I go down with the ship. “It relates to a mission.”
It’s not an entire lie. I was on assignment the first time I was attacked.
“I think we’re past the point of should I be captured I have plausible deniability, Shade. You spent the night in my boyfriend’s apartment after I kidnapped you from CIA custody.”
I try not to react to the word 'boyfriend'. We don’t get attached in this life. We have flings. We fuck. But we don’t have relationships. Even Nikolai and I didn’t have a name for what we were to each other.
I glance around the room again, really seeing what’s in front of me. Most of the rugs are Persian, but some are distinctly Russian. I’ve seen them in hotels on assignment with Marko. The bed is huge. Marko likes his space when he sleeps—he likes it even more when he fucks. There are shelves filled with books with old tattered spines—Marko loves seventeenth century poetry. Those pieces are all him, but the rest of the space is not the Marko I know. It’s not the man who buys out five floors at a trendy hotel in the middle of the city. It’s not a guy who expects servants to be at his beck and call. This is a lived in, comfortable space.
“Marko never told me he has an apartment here.”
“Aye. He keeps it a secret from everyone. Except his mum. She’s always known about it.”
I get the feeling we’re talking about more than real estate now. I understand. The news outlets are reporting deaths almost every day in his homeland due to homophobia—public executions committed by his own government. The government his father is grooming him to join. “He told me once that he only feels safe to be open here in America, and even here he has to do it in private.”
“Aye.” Claymore’s jaw tightens, and he scans his eyes over the space. “He keeps this a secret for me, too. He knows I won’t visit him unless it’s secure. I don’t want trouble following me home or finding him.”
He doesn’t say it, but I know. He blew all that by bringing me here. Whether he ever tells Marko the truth or not about helping me, he won’t ever come back here and put him at risk.
“So he knows… that you’re an agent?”
“No. He knows I’m a soldier, and he knows I’ll never tell him about my work.”
“But he’s your boyfriend?”
“Aye. My non-exclusive boyfriend who still fucks whomever he wants when I’m on assignment.” His voice is teasing, and I throw another pen at him. “Stop making a mess.”
I wish the humor of the moment would lighten the heaviness on my shoulders, but when he asks me to let him in again, I can’t. “Just trust that if I think I need to, I’ll tell you?”
He stares me down, pursing his lips. “Aye.”
 

 
“Turn your heads to the left.”
I do as I’m told, staring at Recruit MacNeal’s back. We’re standing in the training room. All six of us are shoulder to shoulder as General Zolkov barks out his latest lesson. MacNeal slouches to the right, angling the shoulder closest to me down. It’s not regulation stance. We’re to stand at attention when the General speaks.
Recruit MacNeal is peeing on the electric fence.
I can’t say I blame him. It’s been three months since I kissed my freedom goodbye and joined this secret little club. Every day General Zolkov kicks our asses, for nothing more, I believe, than his own amusement. Pushing his buttons every now and then is our only source of amusement.
I’m at the end of the line. No one stands to my right to look at me. I hear General Zolkov move closer. His steps are light, silent, as he marches down the line. He stops on the other end, taking the spot next to Recruit Lacroix.
“The Army has a saying as old as the uniform they wear,” General Zolkov says. “I’ve got your six.”
Six. It’s a term most commonly used by pilots. In Commando-lingo that means my back… my ass, specifically. General Zolkov explained it to me in the beginning. That I’m the spool in the center of the clock. Straight ahead is twelve o’clock, to my right is three, to my left nine, and behind me is six.
I’ve got your six. Translation: I’ve got your back.
“The army is a well-oiled machine. Each soldier is a wheel, or a dial, or a button, or a belt, turning, spinning, and working together to accomplish their mission.”
The back of my neck feels cold as he talks about teamwork. I can’t help how my mind analyzes the moment. If we’re standing in a visual representation of this concept then I’m screwed—no one has my back.
“It’s an easy promise,” General Zolkov continues. “The Army supplies an endless amount of bodies to stand next to bodies, like matches in a book. It’s noble, too. Soldiers are trained to think of their mission as a group assignment. It removes the responsibility of the kill, draws the focus to the group and not a single member.”
I often wonder what training is like for those soldiers. This is our version of Basic Training. Though, most of the other members went through other combat and military training before they were recruited. Recruit MacNeal served a few years in the Scottish National Army before he migrated to the States. General Zolkov earned his rank in the Russian Army. I wonder how in-depth their COs were with explaining the concept behind their training.
General Zolkov is all about walking us through the logic behind what we’re learning.
“We don’t have the luxury of numbers,” he explains, stepping away from the line. “Face forward and stagger two paces up and two paces back.”
I wait to see where MacNeal moves, two steps forward, and I move two steps back.
“Those in the front look left. Those in the back look right.”
I look to the right. An empty training room stares back at me.
“This is all you have. This is all you can count on and all that you will be allowed to protect,” General Zolkov says. “You might, on very rare occasions, find yourself in the same time and space as a fellow agent, but your missions will not intersect. You will be responsible for your own ass and only your own ass.”
A warm, acidic burn lights in my stomach. Hassan used to tell me there was no such thing as friends. There were only people who are nice to me in the moment. All I can ever be sure of is myself. This lesson is starting to sound a lot like something he’d tell me.
“Question.”
I don’t have to turn to know Recruit MacNeal is the one speaking. His Scottish accent is unmistakable.
“Yes, Recruit MacNeal,” General Zolkov says.
“Why are you training us as a team, calling us team members, if we’re gonna work alone?”
“For the same reason the Army has that saying.”
I peek toward the sound of the General’s voice. He’s up in Recruit MacNeal’s face with his lips pulled tight with what I’ve come to recognize as disappointment. He stands there for a few seconds, asserting his authority with silence.
Then he steps away, saying, “Dismissed.”
He doesn’t hang around to chat with any of us, moving swiftly to the exit. I shake my head as I move from the formal stance. Everyone breaks off into couples to process what we just went through.
The General isn’t easily understood.
Recruit MacNeal turns to me with a wide smile. “I frankly preferred it when I knew you were on my ass.”
My eyes roll. “I’m more likely to shoot you in the ass than provide cover of it.”
He laughs. Even his laugh has a Scottish accent. “Aye. I heard about your… unfortunate knife throwing the other day.”
I grimace. Unfortunate is a nice way of saying it. I missed the target and impaled a janitor through the leg. Poor guy was several feet out of the danger zone.
He scratches the underside of his chin, casting a sideways look at the recruits closest to us.
“I can help with that,” he says. I shake my head with confusion. “Throwing. I’ve got a fair understanding of the physics of blade wielding.”
“Aw… sure.”
My hands are nervous without an exercise to utilize them. I pop my knuckles with my thumb as we continue to stand there, staring at each other.
I’m not afraid of him. Honestly, Recruit MacNeal is probably the first person in my life I’ve ever felt instantly comfortable around. But small talk might as well be the plague.
“Aye,” he says, reading the unease in my stance. He turns to the couple next to us, raising his voice. “So what the hell was all that about then?”
Recruit Faher shrugs. “You got me. Something about fooling us all into believing we’re in a team, but we’re really not.”
“Nikolai has a gift with bullshit is what that’s about,” Recruit Lacroix says. “Half the time I think he just gets off on confusing us.”
I glance at the spot on the mat where General Zolkov stood. His steps were so light I couldn’t hear them, but the indent of his boots hasn’t fully smoothed out.
“It’s about conditioning,” I say. I don’t mean to say it out loud, small talk and all, but my mind is piecing together the abstract elements to show me the overall picture of the lesson.
“Conditioning?” Recruit Faher echoes. “How do you mean?”
All of a sudden, three pairs of eyes are set on me, and my throat goes dry as I try to explain. “Basically, he said soldiers are conditioned to pull themselves out of the equation, eliminate responsibility for their actions because it’s for a greater good. More so than even protecting our country, we’re trained to protect the life of the man next to us. It’s no longer about the purpose of the war—just the immediate dog fight we’re in.”
“Aye,” Recruit MacNeal says. “And?”
And I haven’t had a chance to really figure it all out myself. I’m lying my ass off. “And… I assume the lesson is that we have to train ourselves to just not care. We’re not in this to protect each other. We’re not even in this to serve our country. We’re just meant to complete our mission and stay alive.”
They’re all quiet for half a minute, and then Recruit Faher laughs. “That sounds like something out of a spy novel.”
“Well, we are training to be spies, you jackanapes,” Recruit MacNeal says.
Recruit Faher sighs. I wonder how many years are between their ages and mine. Both men tend to act younger than me most of the time. “Sure, we’re being trained for covert missions, but this shit sounds…”
“What?” Recruit MacNeal prompts with a nod of his head.
Recruit Faher stands straighter, glaring at Recruit MacNeal as he says, “Like we’re being trained to be Terminators.”
Terminators. I vaguely remember seeing that movie once. It made me less afraid of technology and more afraid of people misusing it.
“I don’t think I understand what you mean,” I say.
The others have broken off to head to the mess hall for dinner. It’s just Recruit Faher, Recruit MacNeal, and me, standing close and talking.
Recruit MacNeal makes a rude sound that I think is laughter, but he looks anything but amused. “Will you lay off the Russian conspiracy theory garbage for one damn night, mate?”
Recruit Faher holds his hands up in surrender. “I’m just saying that it’s a valid theory.”
“What is?” I ask, looking from him to Recruit MacNeal and back again.
“Don’t humor it, Vincent,” Recruit MacNeal warns. “He’s nothing but wanking.”
Wanking. I need a dictionary to talk to Recruit MacNeal sometimes.
“Think about it,” Recruit Faher says, holding up his hands and counting off fingers as he makes his points. “He’s got full authority in how we’re trained, no oversight from anyone above him. We’re off the grid so far we can’t ever get back. And he’s got us not only being mind-fucked by him, but mind-fucking each other on the regular. That’s not normal.”
That sick feeling in my stomach intensifies.
“Don’t do that,” Recruit MacNeal says, wagging a finger at me.
“What?” I say.
“Don’t let him get in your head. You heard him. Zolkov is fucking with all our minds. This bastard,” Recruit MacNeal says, waving to Recruit Faher. “Has his own agenda of doing the same.”
Recruit Faher reminds me of the Mona Lisa when I look back at him. His face is clear, but a hint of a smile lingers in his eyes. “Just food for thought.”
“Go put food in your face and shut your shit,” Recruit MacNeal says. He swings his leg forward, trying to kick Recruit Faher, but he dances out of reach before he can connect.
“See you there,” Recruit Faher says, jogging toward the exit.
I’m so confused at this point that I just want to skip eating and go straight to bed.
“Don’t let either of them get to you,” Recruit MacNeal says, draping his arm over my shoulders. I wonder why it doesn’t bug me when he gets this close. I don’t like anyone invading my personal space, but he never feels like an invasion.
“Do you think we’re being trained like that?” I ask.
“I think the concept of the super soldier isn’t that original. And… aye, we’re being trained for more personal responsibility in the field than most soldiers.”
I nod, finding it hard to swallow.
“But we’re also being trained to realize that we’re not alone. I might not go on a mission with you, but I know the same tricks, and I know how to help you. And same with you and I.” He nudges me until I look up at him. “Aye?”
I nod. “Yeah.”
“Don’t fret over it, Vincent. We’re all gonna die someday.”
He slaps my back, laughing as he walks away.
“You missed your true calling, MacNeal,” I shout after him.
He really should have been a life coach.
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“I can’t believe I let you talk me into this.”
I crouch down behind a bush, using the shadows and my CIA ninja-wear to my advantage. Claymore’s knife is twirling to the left of my face. If I turn too fast, I’ll catch the blade on my cheek.
“You mind not doing that right now?”
“Aye, I mind. You’ve got us on a damn fool's errand. This keeps me calm.”
“Well, it’s freaking me out,” I say, shoving his arm with my elbow. “So give me some space.”
He moves a little more to the left, leaning against the side of the building. “Remind me again why we’re here?”
I ignore him. He knows why. Asking a second and third time on the ride over was out of nerves. Now he’s just doing it to be obnoxious.
I peer through the small opening in the foliage, watching as the last few employees head out for the night. The building behind them, brick with a wall of five inch thick fiberglass windows along the entrance, is dark. I scan my eyes around what little of the perimeter I can see.
No night security, simple alarm system that will be easy to override from the breaker box around back.
“Shade,” Claymore says.
I ignore him.
The last employee, a secretary, climbs into her Ford Fiesta and drives off.
“Come on,” I whisper, leaping over the bush before he can bug me to explain myself one more time.
We trace our way along the right side of the building. I pick the lock on the breaker box, and he cuts the wire leading to the alarm system.
“I seriously can’t believe I let you talk me into this,” he says again, but he follows as I lead us around back.
I’m not tall enough to reach the window, so I keep lookout as he pries it open using his knife. He slides it up, motioning to give me a lift. I climb in, easing my feet down on to the plush tan carpeting. He pulls himself through the window next, hopping in with more finesse than a man his size should have.
“Have I told you how ridiculous this is?”
I bop my finger on the tip of his nose in response and nod toward the room to indicate I’ll lead. It’s a sea of plastic chairs that barely reach my shins. A Playschool Kitchen set up and a pile of discarded books.
“What kind of lazy ass librarian goes home for the night without putting the books away?” he asks.
“What part of us killing the alarm and sneaking into this place after hours didn’t tip you off that we’re trying to be covert?”
“The part where you talked me into breaking into a children’s library in the middle of the damn night like it’s the Kremlin.”
I sigh. “We have an hour before the night custodian shows up. I’d rather we not draw any attention to ourselves before then.”
He picks up a dragon puppet and slides his hand inside, making it nod. Its mouth opens as he says, “Aye.”
I follow the bookshelves around to the middle of the room. Three curved tables are joined together in a circle. Atop each sits two computers.
“You know, there are plenty of other public places where you can borrow a computer.”
“I know, but this one is least likely to be monitored by anyone looking for us.”
I say that as if someone has actually expressed an interest in finding either of us in the past twenty-four hours. He didn’t report to his assignment two days ago, and I was kidnapped from the CIA. Either neither group wants to report that we’re missing, or our own team is too tied up with implicating Countess for bullshit charges in Moscow to care about our whereabouts for the time being.
Whatever the reason, I’m not going to take a chance on sticking out like a come-and-find-me sore thumb.
We each boot up a computer.
“You got the chip?”
He tosses me a USB that I plug into the CPU. It’s a fun fact most people don’t consider about public technology. The servers used by most libraries and other public access computers have to be able to handle high volume traffic. As such, the internet routers aren’t monitored as closely as a personal router might be. Too many variables and unknown users to track.
Hence the weird guy with no kid using a computer in the middle of the day at the children’s library is probably up to shit that would land him on a tracking list with the FBI.
I glance up at Claymore and laugh.
“What?”
“Nothing,” I say. “Just reminding myself why we didn’t do this during the day.”
I decrypt the computer’s software to allow me to run the firewall program on the USB. It’s a safeguard that will keep me cloaked while I do what I’m about to do.
“What am I looking for again?”
I install the program and wait for the prompt screen. “You’re looking into whatever might be out there on Countess. And see if you can find any news reports from around the time Vixen died.”
The prompt screen loads, and I slip into binary code like it’s my first language. Maybe it is. I’ve always had an easier time talking to computers than to people. I fly through the firewall and lower level encryption of the council’s database, knowing full well that the upper levels are more difficult.
After all, I’m the one who designed them.
“They’re saying Countess has been instigating government protests for the past three months.”
I peek over the computer at him. “Really?”
“Aye. Mila Novosad,” he recites. “Former soldier for the Russian army was pronounced dead today in Moscow. Novosad has been linked to over a dozen displays of civic unrest, culminating in the bombing of a state building this afternoon. It is believed Novosad was a member of the global terror network known only as DMG.”
He looks to me, and we both pause.
I frown. “DMG? Countess was one of the leading members actively seeking them out. That doesn’t make any sense.”
I implement the backdoor program I wired into the council’s system. “I’m in.”
“Where are you looking?”
“The council’s mission log database.”
“You’re going to look up what she was really doing?”
I nod. “That, and I want to see if they’ve ever approved the use of psychochemical weaponry.”
“I know I’ve never been briefed on any,” he says.
I haven’t, either, but that doesn’t mean one of our teammates isn’t secretly skilled in it. “Plausible deniability,” I remind him.
The files are encrypted, and I work my magic to clear it, but each line of the screen has to be worked on a separately. 
“You find anything on Vixen?” I ask.
“No. No reports including her name. They didn’t burn her. Maybe whatever happened to her isn’t connected.”
Possible. If two strings are the same color, chances are they were once a solid rope, Poppy.
The screen is halfway unlocked, and I began to read Countess’ last mission report. “She was under as a nursemaid.”
“No shit? Who was she watching over?”
Nursemaid is a deeper form of security detail than what Claymore and I do playing bodyguard for the government biggies. When you nursemaid a delegate, it’s to keep a person who is suspected of wanting to from defecting when they travel abroad.
More of the screen unlocks and I read on. Roman Veltriv. “Marko’s dad.”
“Marko’s father was planning on defecting? That’s not something he told his son about.”
Before the last bit of the page can load, the part that would usually contain a summary of the mission completion, the screen goes dead.
“Shit.”
“What?”
I eject the USB and yank the DSL cord from the back of the CPU. Claymore doesn’t waste time asking me what’s going on again. He just follows my lead.
Whether it was just a reaction to me triggering the back door, or if the monitoring team realized I had hacked into the system, it won’t take them long to figure out the hacker's location. We don’t bother with the window. The alarm system is off, so we unlock the front door and stroll outside as if we were supposed to be in the building.
Claymore checks his watch. “We’ve got about ten minutes before they deploy a team with a helicopter.”
I know that, but I save my breath pointing it out to him.
We keep a casual pace down the block. It’s a residential area, still in the middle of Englewood. His truck is parked a few blocks up and around the corner.
Not going to make it there before the team shows up.
He throws his arm over my shoulders as we cut through the parking lot of a gas station. I’m scanning the block for the first viable vehicle to take. Anything at the gas station would be noticed too soon, not to mention be caught on camera.
We turn at the corner, and I point to a burgundy Chevy Spectrum.
“That thing looks like it was made the year I lost my virginity,” he says.
“I’m sure it’s newer than that.”
It’s an old school model with keyholes in the doors. He picks the lock for the driver’s side and climbs in, searching the door for a solid minute before he realizes nothing in the thing is electronic. Leaning over, he unlocks my door and gets set hotwiring the starter.
“Did you lose your virginity in 1987?”
He shoots me a flat look. “A few years after that.”
The engine comes to life and we pull away from the curb slowly to not draw any unwanted attention. He takes us up the street, crossing by the block we just left. A searchlight illuminates the US flag in front of the library. Two S.W.A.T. officers are standing in the ring of light, aiming guns at the windows.
“Shit,” I say, scooting down in my seat.
“Aye. This is deep six shit, Shade. What do we do?”
What do we do?
The honest answer is I have no clue. I have a bunch of rhetoric that I tell myself in the way of Nikolai’s memory. I have bullshit that I can keep stringing along.
But I have no idea who to trust or what to think anymore.
Claymore stares straight ahead as he drives, waiting for me to come up with the plan. He doesn’t just trust me, he also believes in me. He has that last drop of faith in my ability.
“Go to Grand Central.”
“What’s there?”
“My life.”
 

 
Grand Central Station.
I have a thing about trains.
The whistles, gentle rocking back and forth, even the terrifying connection between cars that make me feel like I’m defying death by walking through them are all happy places for me.
I’ve been traveling most of my life, living out of the back of my mother’s Honda hatchback for the first couple years of it. Can’t count the number of planes, cars, or even buses I’ve been on, but I never forget a train ride.
There’s something comforting about knowing it’s on a track. That you can’t get lost on the way to your destination. Some might say that’s limiting, controlling, and just plain boring.
But I don’t care.
I have a thing about trains.
It’s six in the morning when we park and head into the station. Doesn’t matter how many times I enter this place, I’m always taken aback by the sheer impressiveness of its size. It’s the biggest train station in the world, and you feel it the second you step inside.
It’s a Saturday morning. Even so, there are plenty of commuters rushing through the lobby. That’s probably my second favorite thing about trains. Watching families reunite at stations, seeing people interact and guessing about their lives.
I lead the way to the baggage lockers, needing no help finding the one I’m looking for. It’s an old school version, no key required. The combination is welded into my brain. I spin the dial, slamming my fist against the door when it sticks.
Claymore doesn’t bug me for information. Any question he might have is answered when I pull out the well-worn army-green backpack.
My life.
Agents can have covers, legends, and a handful of places in the world where they feel comfortable to rest their heads a few weeks out of the year, but we’re not allowed to have lives. When your job is figuring out how to exploit every habit someone has, you become a little obsessed with having none of your own. We don’t do relationships. We don’t have homes. Most of us have distanced ourselves from what little bit of family we have left.
And each of us has a bag just like this stashed somewhere.
I sling the pack on my right shoulder and close the locker.
“You hungry?” I ask.
“Aye.”
We head down to the lower level concourse and to the only place open at this hour of the day. It’s a bakery with the smell of fresh doughnuts and coffee piping straight from its doors. We grab sustenance and find a place to sit away from the bulk of traffic.
I can’t remember the last time I indulged in a doughnut. This one is chocolate with cream filling. Sometimes I forget how much I like sweet things. I’m always trying to avoid them to stay in shape.
You deserve sweet things in life, Poppy. Don’t deny yourself that.
I demolish my doughnut in record time and lick my fingertips before opening my bag. It’s a pathetic legacy, in all honesty. I have a beat up comic book, ticket stubs from movies and other mementos from dates with Nikolai tucked between the pages, a box of rifle shells, a pair of sunglasses, a few changes of clothes, the desert eagle I took from Hassan with a spare clip full of bullets, and five different cover IDs complete with passports. I don’t hold on to anything else. I have my bank accounts memorized and often just pay cash everywhere I go. Clothes are left behind once I’ve changed out of them.
Although I will start packing extra underwear now.
“What are you looking for?”
“Just making sure it’s all here,” I say. One of the shells is loose—the one I used to shoot Pishkar. I tuck it back in the box. “Never should have shot that asshole.”
Claymore is mid-drink, his cup still pressed to his lips when I look up. His eyebrows are raised in surprise.
I glance around. “What?”
“Are you saying you … made a mistake?” I hear the humor in his voice, and I count to ten in my head to keep from punching him. “That you, Penelope Vincent, are capable of an error in judgment?”
“I’m human.”
“Really?” He pokes my arm. “I always thought you were a God.”
I slap his hand away. “Knock it off.”
I lean back in my chair, contemplating our next move.
“So why are doubting… wait, who are we talking about you shooting?”
It says a lot about me that my closest friend needs clarification on which dude I regret killing.
“Pishkar. I should have gone with the original mission.”
“What was the original mission?”
“Cyanide in his champagne.”
“Sounds like the title of a bad mystery novel.”
I laugh. “Yeah, but they made the mistake of having me as back up detail.”
“They tell you why?”
“Nope and it’s—”
“Not our place to ask, just to do,” he finishes. “So, Ace was supposed to poison the fucker and you decided to shoot him instead.”
There’s no judgment or accusation in his voice.
Even so, I feel the need to elaborate. “Hassan had crates full of DMG weaponry.”
That gets me a second eyebrow raise. “Did he now?”
“Yeah.”
“How many?”
“Crates?”
“Guns.”
I close up the backpack, dropping in to the floor by my feet. “I don’t know.”
“You said the crates were full. You didn’t get a good look at how many per crate?”
I’m reminded as to why I stopped eating sweets. The sugary acid eating at my stomach right now is making the sinking feeling worse. “I never looked inside the crates.”
“Bugger that.”
Bugger that. He rarely says it, but I know it means I fucked up royal.
“You mean you only shot Pishkar because you thought the gun you were using was from the DMG?”
“It was. It was identical to the ones used in the rallies the next day.”
He pushes on like I haven’t interrupted. “And you don’t even know that the gun Hassan gave you was from them or from him.”
My defenses flare up. I’m cranky and exhausted and getting damn tired of being told I’m a fuck up. “The council already ruled that I made the best move. The guns were deemed DMG by formal investigations from teams in Doha. And fuck you. I’m not a child.”
He still looks disappointed, but his voice is softer when he speaks. “Shade, you know that sounds an awful lot like a setup, aye?”
I bite my bottom lip. Hard. The deepest wound I have, the one I won’t even let myself admit exists, tears open again at his words.
Hassan used me.
“I knew he showed me the crates for a reason,” I say. “I just assumed it was bragging. He wanted me to know he knew where the monsters we haven’t been able to track down are.”
“Bloody hell,” he says, rubbing his hand over his face. “This changes a lot. I can see why you’re sorry you shot him.”
“That’s not why I'm sorry I shot him,” I admit. “I'm sorry I shot him because I need…” I gauge whether or not I should share this and then just decide to say 'fuck it'. “After I kill, I need to release… cut loose. I need—”
“Marko.”
He says it matter of fact, like he gets it on the same level. Somehow, though, I doubt it. I’ve seen into his side of things now. Marko is more than an escape for him—he’s his home. For me, he’s just a balancing beam.
“If I hadn’t killed Pishkar, I wouldn’t have been here, and Marko wouldn’t have gotten hurt. Countess might even still be alive.”
Silence envelops us then. I used to wonder what the phrase 'deafening silence' meant. I like it quiet. When I line up a shot, my ears shut off. I rely on the absence of sound. I couldn’t understand how silence could overwhelm someone. Nikolai explained it to me once.
Deafening silence is the calm before a storm, Poppy. It’s a quiet when everything inside of you is screaming. A void that your mind is filing with sound you don’t want to hear.
It’s several minutes later when he says, “So, where are we going?”
“I don’t know where to even begin.”
“How bout with you telling me who you’re running from.”
It’s time, Poppy.
I hate the emotions that rush up inside me. My eyes sting, but I don’t cry. “I saw… Nikolai.”
I know where I should go. I should turn myself into the closest clinic, lock myself up for insanity. I’m a loose cannon with a gun and a God complex. Maybe Stevens and Justice are right about me, after all.
Claymore hears me, and taps his fingers on the table, but he doesn’t offer an opinion. He knows there’s more to it than that.
Sometimes I hate how well he knows me.
“The attacker, the assassin who ran us off the road and then showed up at the hospital, was Nikolai. Or at least I thought it was Nikolai.”
He can’t hide the surprise on his face as he realizes exactly what’s been bothering me. “Prizrak.”
“Yes… I don’t know… I hope not.”
His laugh is humorless and shock is still dominant in his stare. “That’s not possible, Shade. You know that, aye? You know he died.”
Do I? I know someone told me he died. I know I haven’t seen him in ten years. He might as well be an unopened crate in Hassan’s hallway.
“I know,” I say, “but still… it was him. His eyes. His lips. He threw me around the room with the same force that Nikolai used to have. He got the upper hand on me… twice. That’s something only he used to be able to do.”
Claymore wrings his hands together and glances away. I can tell he wants to pull out his knife, but this isn’t exactly the best place to do that. “That’s why you’re on the mind control kick.”
“What if whatever happened to Vixen and Countess is happening to me?”
“It won’t.”
“You don’t know that. I don’t know that. All we have to go off of is the fact that we’re all seeing ghosts and two of us are dead because of it. I should be dead. If Countess hadn’t shot him, I would be.”
“It’s not going to happen, Shade,” he says, looking back at me. The intensity in his eyes is unsettling. “It's not going to happen, because I won’t let it.”
 

 
“Did the file say anything about where she was shot?”
I shake my head. “Security cut me off before I could read the full report.”
We’re back on the road, this time in a dark blue Toyota with a stick shift. We circle the streets just to stay mobile. I clutch my backpack in my lap like a lifeline. My world is unraveling like a worn out sweatshirt. I don’t know when the first string was pulled, but I can’t tie them all back together anymore.
The only thing that makes sense is the bag in my arms.
“Well, I know she took a town car that night, because I saw her leave.”
“Yeah, but where did she go?”
“I said I saw her leave, not that I read her damn mind.”
I roll my window down. Frustration is becoming a fog in the cab of the truck, and I need it vented out. “She said she had a mission to get to, and the file said she was Veltriv’s bodyguard.”
“Aye. Maybe we’ve been going about this the wrong way.”
“How so?”
“Well, Marko has no logical reason to be a target, but his father does. He was getting in deep with military contracts, nothing Marko paid much attention to, but what if whatever he was working on spooked him? If he was planning on defecting to America…”
“Then his country would want him eliminated.”
“Aye.”
I stare ahead, not seeing the road, but seeing the possible scenarios lined up instead. “That still doesn’t explain why we were attacked.”
“Of course it does. You know as well as I do that killing somebody does little more than send a message to the next guy. Hurting the target means giving them a permanent reminder by way of a scar.”
“Exploiting their weakness ensures they do what you want,” I finish. Another of Nikolai’s lessons.
“Aye. So they put the squeeze on Marko to send a message to his father. I’m guessing his father tried to back out yet still, and Countess paid the price.”
It’s a formed picture in my head now, but outlying questions still nag at me.
Why would any of us see ghosts?
“Ace’s face,” I say, recalling the conversation from earlier.
“Aye?”
“What does that have to do with anything?”
He waves a hand between us. “I don’t know. I just thought it was weird. The council tells all of us that he’s hurt. You’re one step away from being put on psych eval leave because of it and the bastard is completely fine.”
The council tells all of us…
Those words stick out in my mind. The council told me Ace was shot. The council agreed immediately with the declaration that DMG was supplying guns to the Saudis. 
“The council.”
He side-eyes me. “Aye?”
“If DMG had nothing to do with the weapons, why did the council go along with it? And if Ace wasn’t hurt, why was I being reprimanded for my actions?”
His hands tighten around the steering wheel. “Why was Countess burned instead of quietly buried?”
“They didn’t just burn her identity, they implicated her in a crime,” I say, piecing more of it together. “A crime they linked to—”
“DMG,” he says. His jaw ticks. I can tell he’s trying to hold his rage in check.
I feel it, too. The council is the only force we answer to, the one organization in the world we’re supposed to trust to be on the level. I don’t lie to myself and say they're completely noble. You have to have a decent dose of greed in you to be able to control anything in the world. But I believe they fight for what they believe is best, and they pay the seven of us to do their dirty work.
I never realized how dirty some of it could be.
“You ever wonder why we can’t find any real trace of DMG?” I ask.
He makes a left at the light. I don’t know if he has a destination in mind or if we’re still just traveling in circles. “Aye. I’ve never been sent on a mission to find a nest, either, but you know who has?”
We’re not supposed to have knowledge of each other’s missions. We’re breaking every rule we’ve worked our asses off to maintain for the past ten years.
“Who?”
“Ace.”
I feel sick. Bile hits the back of my tongue, and I choke it back down. “So what are we saying here, MacNeal?”
“That the council knows more than they’re telling us, and Ace might be in on it.”
I was afraid that was what we were saying.
“Why do I get the feeling we’re about to drive into the middle of Oz and demand to see the wizard?”
“Shade, please,” he says with a dramatic eye roll. “I’m the gay one. Stop stealing my good lines.”
I punch his arm as he laughs.
We both need the humor to distract us from what’s ahead.
I don’t know what we’re about to uncover. I hope it’s nothing. My gut tells me it’s bad.
Either way, the past twelve years of my life are starting to feel like they might be a lie.
 

 
“Fuck you,” I say, flopping into the green plastic chair next to Deputy Miller’s desk.
“I’m not bothering with giving you the riot act, Penelope,” Deputy Miller says, looking at my arrest record on his computer screen, noting yet another misdemeanor. “But you know what you did was wrong.”
“You’re right,” I say, spinning a pen on his desk. “I should have accessed the files through the remote server so they couldn’t trace the router.”
He gives me the frown that I suspect kids with good dads get from their fathers when they’re disappointed in them. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”
I know it. I’m seventeen. I should know better.
“What did I actually harm?” I ask in all honesty. “I don’t see the problem with me just practicing my computer skills.”
“You hacked into the FBI’s Most Wanted database,” he says like I wasn’t in the room with myself when I did it.
“But I didn’t do anything except flip through files.”
“You broke the law. It’s illegal to see those files without authorization.”
“If they didn’t want people to see them, they shouldn’t make it so easy to access the files.”
“They don’t,” he says, his voice growing louder with frustration. “Those files were on a protected server and encrypted by programs only other computers can unlock.”
I shrug, flopping back in the chair. “It took me ten minutes.”
Deputy Miller sighs. It’s that what-I’m-about-to-say-next-won’t-stick-but-I’m-going-say-it-anyway sigh that he uses every time I’m sitting in this seat. “I understand that you’re smarter than most everyone around you.” I snort. That’s a drastic understatement. “But rules are rules, Penelope. You have to learn that. Just because you can do something, even if it’s something no one else can do, doesn’t mean you should do it.”
“Is the morality play over, or are Oscar and Kermit going to come out and teach me about sharing next?” I don’t mask the contempt in my voice. The thing I hate more than being treated like a child is being told I’m a smart child, but still… a child.
I get it. What I did was wrong. Let’s move along.
“Can I call my mother before you book me?”
Deputy Miller shakes his head. “Nope, your mother has already been contacted.”
That’s weird. Usually they just book me, processing me into a night of juvie, and I call my mother to tell her not to wait up for me. “What’s up?”
“What’s up?” Deputy Miller echoes with a mild case of humor that makes me want to rearrange his face. “What's up, Penelope, is you broke the law. Big laws, with federal consequences.”
Someone calls his name, and he excuses himself. I’m not handcuffed or locked to the seat in any way. I could make a break for it. But where would that land me? Resisting arrest would only make matters worse.
Federal consequences. What does that even mean? I didn’t do anything except pick an electronic lock. It’s basically breaking and entering.
Deputy Miller is gone so long I start to get antsy. I peek around. Everyone is so caught up in their own shit. No one is paying any attention to me. I slide over into his chair, punching his spacebar to get rid of the ridiculous flying toasters on his screen saver. He’s left my arrest record up. I scroll through the crimes, smiling at a few of them.
I forgot about breaking into the arcade last summer. I outran those cops for a good ten blocks, even scaling a six-foot wall to get away. Unfortunately, I was caught on the security camera footage, so they still brought me in later that night.
Reaching my current dilemma, I consider erasing it from the record. My fingers are poised over the keys, ready to type, when a voice makes me jump in my seat.
“That won’t change anything.”
I expect to see Deputy Miller or one of his colleagues, but the dude standing there is a complete mystery to me. He’s big—like, Andre the Giant kind of tall. His forehead is short, though. Sharp features, hard lines, and angles make up his face. And his eyes are black, like something you’d see on a demon and not a human. I don’t know that I would call him handsome, but he’s not ugly. He’s got the kind of face I can’t help but stare at, like a gravitational pull exists between his skin and my eyes. He’s not old like Deputy Miller, but he’s not as young as me. I’d place him in his early to mid-twenties. He’s not wearing a badge, or a uniform, instead dressed in a black suit and matching black shirt with a blood red tie.
Who is he, the Grim Reaper?
“What in God’s name are you doing?” Deputy Miller whines when he walks back in.
I return to my chair without saying a word.
Deputy Miller fumbles with computer keys, making more of a mess in my file than anything. “What did you do, Penelope? Did you change my password or something?”
That would’ve been hilarious, but no. “I didn’t do anything.”
Deputy Miller continues his conniption while I stare at the tall dude in black, knowing full well he sees me doing it. I don’t give a shit. He doesn’t scare me.
Nothing scares me.
He stares right back for a few seconds. Clearing his throat, he looks to Deputy Miller. “Is everything in order?”
It’s the second time he’s spoken but the first time I’ve noticed his accent. His voice is deep, low, and the accent makes his words feel heavy to my ears. People don't often captivate me, but I’m borderline admitting he intrigues me.
Deputy Miller absently waves a hand, still focused on his computer screen. “Yeah, yeah. Check her out through the front desk. Got the guardian approval form signed in the file.”
Guardian approval form. Those three words feel like a slap to my face. He already contacted my mother and she came down and signed a release for me.
And didn’t bother sticking around to see if I’m okay.
I can’t blame her. I wouldn’t want to put up with me, either.
Black suit accent dude stares at the back of the Deputy’s head for a minute before he gives up and holds a hand out toward me. “I’m General Zolkov.”
His hand is in front of my face, and I’m staring at it like I don’t know what to do with it. In reality, I don’t. I don’t get what’s going on. Why is a Russian businessman introducing himself to me?
Twenty seconds die between us before he reaches out and grabs my arm.
I don’t question it or fight. I’m seventeen, and my legal guardian signed me over to this man.
Human trafficking? Maybe this will be a reversal, and I’ll be an American prostitute in Russia. Nah, that can’t be it. Deputy Miller is a pain in the ass, but he wouldn’t let that happen to me.
Zolkov leads me to the front desk where Betty, the secretary, gives me a onceover. “Figured this day would come eventually.”
She hands the man a file that’s three inches thick. I wonder how far back the record on me goes.
I honestly can’t remember the first time I was brought to this station. I’m kind of nostalgic for a second.
“Thank you,” Zolkov tells her. He doesn’t react to her assessment, doesn’t offer any other insight on what’s going on. He just pulls me right out the front door.
The sidewalk shines from the afternoon sun. It’s hard to believe it’s wintertime with as sunny as it is, but Southern California doesn’t know too many days without clear blue skies.
We reach a black sedan parked along the side of the police station. He unlocks the passenger door and holds it open for me. I debate running, but he’s got long legs. He’ll easily catch up to me and probably wrestle me to the ground.
For some reason, that only tempts me more.
“I don’t like running in my dress shoes,” he says as if he read my mind. “Do us both a favor and just have a seat.”
I climb in and fasten my seatbelt.
He gives me a surprised look as he scoots in behind the wheel. “So seatbelts you have respect for but federal safeguards you don’t?”
I don’t want to explain it to him. I cross my arms over my chest and watch the neighborhoods fly by as he drives. He doesn’t turn on the radio, doesn’t waste breath with chitchat. The air is stuffy with tension, and for some reason, I feel like I’m on the verge of tears.
We’re on the road for about an hour before I finally speak. “Did they sell me for medical testing?”
His eyebrows, as black and thick as the hair on top of his head, pull together. “Why would they do that?”
“Because I’m a freak.”
He doesn’t have anything to say about that. I watch his hands as he controls the steering wheel. His fingers are long and graceful. I can see callouses and scars from where I sit. He might wear a suit, but he’s someone who uses his hands a lot.
“Would you like that introduction now?” he asks, holding my gaze.
“Sure. I’m Penelope. Who are you?”
“I’m Nikolai.”
He reaches his right hand over, and I shake it this time. It’s every bit as rough as it looked, but there’s something comforting about it, too. It swallows my hand in size. I expect him to squeeze the blood flow from my digits, but he doesn’t. His touch is gentle, controlled.
He pulls his hand back, resting it on the gearshift between us. He can’t possibly be comfortable. I have very little legroom, and I’m five foot nothing with my bangs teased up. His legs look cramped, but he reclines with an ease. I wonder if it’s comfort or confidence in his appearance.
“Nikolai,” I repeat. The name feels funny in my mouth. “That’s the Russian version of Nicholas, right?”
The corner of his lips twitches as he side-eyes me. “Nicholas is the English form of Nikolai, yes.”
Smartass.
“Who are you? I mean… what do you want with me?”
This earns me a tick in his jaw that my eyes find fascinating. “Your stunt with the FBI security decryption earned you some notice. I’m here to offer you an opportunity.”
An opportunity. “My mother already signed me over.”
“Did she?” he asks.
“Yes, I heard Miller tell you she did.”
“You really need to work on collecting all the facts before you make an assumption, Penelope.”
“Thanks, Yoda. I’ll keep that in mind.”
He laughs. Laughs. I want to be pissed, but his eyes do this twinkle thing that incapacitates me. “Your mother signed a release for me to take you on a trip. She can’t authorize you taking this opportunity. Only you can.”
“What is it?”
“You’re going to ruin the whole Power Point presentation if you make me tell you now.”
Knowing my mother didn’t hand over my freedom this dude gives me more power than I previously thought I had. “I’m not going anywhere with you unless you tell me what this is all about.”
“You go with me, or I drop you off at the nearest prison. Your choice.”
Prison. “I haven’t been tried and found guilty yet. You can’t send me to prison.”
“We’re the federal government, Penelope. We can do what we want.”
Federal consequences.
Damn.
My throat’s dry, my lips sticking to my teeth as I try to come up with a witty comeback.
I’m fresh out of ideas.
“Why did you do it?”
All I can do is blink as I stare at him.
“Why did you hack into the FBI database?” he clarifies.
“Oh. I hadn’t come across a level-five encryption like that before. I was bored, figured it would be fun.”
He gives me the same look Deputy Miller and my mother give me when I explain what I do. "You were bored?"
“Yeah, like I said… freak.”
He mutters something under his breath in Russian. “I’m taking you to Virginia, to the Pentagon.”
The Pentagon.
Damn, I thought Miller was just being overzealous. 
“Is there like a secret code you need me to crack before the evil Russians take over our country or something? Is that what this is?”
“Evil
Russians?” He repeats my words, drowning them in his accent.
I offer him a weak, awkward smile. “Sorry, this was feeling like a set up to a bad 80s movie.”
“No, you are not the country’s last hope against the Soviet Threat.” I’m not sure but I think I hear sarcasm in his voice. “You’ve been selected for recruitment.”
“Like in the Army?”
He nods.
I scrunch my face. “Oh, take me to prison, then.”
He laughs. “You don’t strike me as a girl who backs down from a challenge.”
“I’m not Army material, trust me. They’ll kick me out the minute I’m introduced to my boss.”
“Your CO,” he says, clarifying when he catches the baffled look on my face. “It stands for Commanding Officer, and I wouldn’t worry about that. He’s a guy who has put up with a lot worse.”
My eyes roll as I turn my attention to the side window. “I’m not interested in being commanded by anyone to do anything, thanks. Just take me to the clink. I’ll survive it.”
“Can’t do that. Not until you’ve been given the spiel.”
The word 'spiel' sounds funny with his accent. “So, what? You’re flying me there and then just dropping me off?”
“Something like that.”
It’s a five-hour flight, and we’re riding in a private jet with just me, him, and a very attentive stewardess who makes sure to touch his arm every time she talks to him. He doesn’t look comfortable with the attention. He has less smiles and no laughs for her than he did in the car. Every so often his right leg bounces.
“Are you afraid of flying?” I ask.
His eyes narrow as he looks at me. “What makes you think that?”
“You’re nervous as shit.”
“You’re going to have to work on your language if you join the Army.”
“Reason number five-hundred and fifty-two for me not joining the Army.”
He fights a smile and leans forward so his elbows are resting on his thighs. “Flying isn’t my favorite thing, no.”
“I don’t mind it. But then again, I’ve been on airplanes so much in my life they feel like riding in cars to me.”
“Visiting your father?” he asks, as if he actually knows anything about anything.
“Visiting the dude who knocked my mother up, yeah.”
I’m not surprised he knows about Hassan. I wonder if I’m being considered for this bullshit because of Hassan.
“I don’t have anything to do with him, really,” I say. “He doesn’t tell me about his business, and I don’t care.”
His head bobs up and down. “I believe you.”
He believes me. What a relief. I can sleep easy tonight because this total stranger believes in me.
I stare out the window until we land.
Of all the places I’ve wanted to visit, Virginia has never been on the list. I mentally strike it off as I follow him to a town car parked on the tarmac. We’re silent on the drive and as we walk toward the doors of the Pentagon.
I stop a foot before the entrance. “I can’t do this.”
“You broke into one of the most heavily guarded computer programs in the world because you were bored. I have the utmost confidence that you can.”
He holds the door open, motioning for me to go in.
My palms sweat as I do. The place is huge, open, and intimidating. We stand in line for a metal detector. My eyes keep landing on a wall with a collection of silver stars. I’ve heard of it, but thought it was in the lobby of the CIA.
“Is that the wall of no names?” I ask, cringing when I hear my voice loudly echo.
He leans in, whispering, “Sort of. These stars are for those who have lost their lives in the most covert and important missions of all branches of our defense.”
His breath tickles my ear. It distracts me from the thought of what someone has to do to end up on that wall.
“It’s a great honor,” he adds, helping me forward with his hand on my lower back.
“Yeah, but… who cares if you’re dead?”
We step up to the metal detector, and he shows them his badge. I’m told to empty out my pockets, and I do. I don’t have much, except the key to mother’s apartment and my pink plastic wallet with only my ID inside.
I’m waved through, and the light stays green over me. I collect my things and watch as the light turns red over Nikolai.
“Are you packing?” I ask as we walk through the lobby.
He looks annoyed, like the answer should be obvious. It just now strikes me that he originally introduced himself as General.
I keep my mouth shut as he takes me on an elevator ride and down a long hall. The buzz of the fluorescents overhead makes me feel like a moth about to be zapped to death. We enter a moderately sized conference room. I’m expecting a firing squad but just one man sits on the opposite end of the room.
I recognize him.
He’s much older than Nikolai, with wrinkles all over his cheeks. He wears a pair of glasses that he adjusts to get a better look at me.
“Penelope,” Nikolai says, waving between us. “This is Secretary Williams.”
“Hello, Penelope,” Secretary Williams says.
I wave awkwardly. “Hey.”
“Be good,” Nikolai whispers to me. He excuses himself, and I’m standing alone at the head of the room like it’s exam day for oral debate class.
I’m ready to puke.
“Please,” Secretary Williams says, motioning to the twenty chairs around the table. “Have a seat.”
I go with the one right in front of me, plopping down with a thud.
“How are you today, Penelope?”
“Okay, I guess.”
“You guess?”
I pick at the nail of my right index finger. “I’m nervous, not sure what you want with me.”
“Can I move down the table and sit closer to you?” he asks, and I nod. I’ve seen him on TV before. He’s always talking in Congressional sessions, always covering press conferences about military actions. On 9/11, his face became more common than a can of Pepsi. And he’s moving down the table to sit next to me instead of demanding I move closer to him. “There’s no need to be nervous. I know this building is scary, and we didn’t give you much warning, but you’re safe here. I promise.”
He promises. For some reason, I’m even more on edge because of that. “What do you want from me? I’m sorry I broke into the site. I promise not to do it again.”
“But what if you could?”
He’s got the kind of face you expect in one of those old timey portraits of what America was like in the 50s. Like Leave it to Beaver was filmed in his family’s home. I don’t trust him because of that. I trust him because his eyes look into mine and not through me. He’s not talking down to me or around me. He’s talking to me.
“Sir…”
He holds a hand up and offers a little more insight. “The issue is, I can’t tell you anything about what I would like you to be a part of until you decide to be a part of it. It’s a Catch-22, I’m afraid. But I, as well as General Zolkov, believe that you are the perfect candidate for it.”
I sometimes wonder how monkeys were talked into going into space and then remind myself that people didn’t bother asking them. They just taught them a bunch of things and shot them out of orbit in rockets, hoping for the best. I’m entirely as in the dark as those chimps. I can’t help but feel like my medical testing theory wasn’t too far off.
I have no other explanation for what would qualify me for anything.
“I don’t want to be a solider.”
His graying eyebrows rise over the rim of his glasses. “He talked to you?”
I assume he’s referring to Nikolai, and I half shrug, half nod. “He told me I was up for recruitment.”
“Did he say anything else?”
I shake my head.
Secretary Williams leans back in his chair, staring at the wall in front of us. “Where were you on September 11th?” It’s a question everyone asks everyone in this country at some point anymore it seems. There was even a song with those exact words in it. Most people get choked up, with a story on the tip of their tongue. They tell it, relive it, and share in a community of support.
I usually just change the subject.
I bite my lip.
He waits for me to answer, and I give in. “I wasn’t in the country. I was visiting—”
“Your father?”
I don’t give him the smartass line about him not being my father. “Yeah.”
“And what do you remember about that day?”
Nothing. I didn’t know about it until a week later when Hassan finally let me fly home. I remember he wouldn’t let me go outside. That he kept guards at my door, day and night. And I remember he flew back with me. He wouldn’t let me go alone.
It was only when we were detained for security questioning at JFK that I realized something had happened.
“I remember it was scary,” I lie.
The scary part had passed before I got back to town. Hassan had shielded me from it and went out of his way to visit my school often to make sure I wasn’t being picked on for my heritage. I never felt the real threat that everyone else had. In fact, I sometimes wonder if Hassan knew it was going to happen and purposely kept me in the dark.
“I remember wishing there was something I could have done to prevent it,” he says.
“You can only prepare for so much, and then it’s out of your hands,” I offer, feeling stupid.
“That might be true,” he says, “but I made my mind up that day that I would do everything in my power to not let it happen again.”
That’s a noble cause, I suppose, but I don’t see what it has to do with me.
“Do you play chess, Penelope?”
“No.”
“In chess, you have to anticipate not only your opponent’s next move, but also your own. You only win if you can see how the game will play out from the start.”
“Sounds complicated.”
He finds that funny. I didn’t mean it as a joke. “It is. It requires making moves that don’t make any sense to even yourself to gain the outcome you desire. I’m assembling a chess club of sorts, Penelope, and I want you to be on it.”
I’m not an idiot. I can piece together that I’d be joining some sort of special force team, the kind that ends up on that wall downstairs.
I break out in a cold sweat. “Sir, that’s a nice offer, but I’m only seventeen, and I’d really like to just do my stint in prison.”
“Prison?” He looks truly shocked at the mention of that. “Did he tell you we would incarcerate you if you didn’t join?”
“Not in so many words, but it was implied that this cleared that off my record.”
“He shouldn’t have told you that,” he says. “This isn’t something I want to strong-arm you into, Penelope. It’s going to take a major commitment, and I want you to choose it, not feel like you were forced to do. No matter what you choose, your record will be expunged.”
Expunged. I can say 'no, thanks' and walk out of here free and clear. Why does that thought make me feel sad?
“I want you to know, though, that what you did is nothing compared to what you’ll be encouraged to do with this team. If you feel lost, maybe this will be a solid track for you.”
Solid track. I’m reminded of the train that runs behind my mother’s apartment building. I like trains. That’s a stupid reason for agreeing to this, but I’m leaning toward saying yes.
What the hell else am I going to do with my life? I’ve never planned a future. Why not try this one?
“I’m guessing a trial period is out of the question?”
His smile is filled with understanding. “Sadly, it’s an in-or-out thing.”
“Sure,” I say, throwing the rest of my good sense to the wind.
“I’m sorry?”
“Sure, why not?”
“That’s a yes?” he asks, excitement in his gentle eyes.
“Yes.”
Definitely going to puke.
“Wonderful, welcome to the team!”
He holds out his hand, and I shake it.
I’m already regretting this decision.
He jumps up, opening the door. “General Zolkov, great news! Miss Vincent has agreed to join the team.”
Nikolai stands in the doorway with a smug smile. “Wonderful news. Welcome to the team, Recruit Vincent.”
Recruit Vincent. I might have made a mistake.
“General Zolkov will catch you up on all the specifics and help you move into the barracks. He’s your CO from here on out.”
CO. He’s my commanding officer. Him?
The smug look makes sense now. The bastard knew the entire time that he would be my boss.
He pops his knuckles as I get to my feet. “I’m looking forward to this.”
Yep. Definitely made the wrong choice.
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The Pentagon.
Five sides. Five floors. Five corridors that circle the building per floor. It’s the heart of U.S. defense, and the one place I never dreamed of breaking into.
Not because I couldn’t do it, but because of the respect that I have for the building.
I walked through those doors as a scared, confused teenager and walked out a full-fledged member of a team.
I sit in a motel room in the outskirts of Richmond, Virginia. We drove nearly seven hours, ditching the Toyota alongside the highway and walking to the nearest motel. Claymore took off almost immediately to round up some supplies. I didn’t argue to go with him.
I’m drained and need a minute alone to think.
I keep seeing the attack in the hospital, seeing Nikolai’s face when I said his name. If it weren’t for the sting in my hip every time I move my left leg, I might be able to convince myself it never happened, but it did. It did, and yet, it didn’t.
I was attacked, but not by Nikolai.
Beware the Daeva, young one.
I strip free of the ninja suit. The clothes need to be burned. The shower is small, cracked in a few places, and the hot water is little more than lukewarm, but I take it. I scrub my body down, moving to my hair when I hear something in the bedroom.
I didn’t set up safeguards, knowing Claymore would be back eventually, but suddenly, I’m feeling even more naked than just being without clothes. I left the bathroom door ajar and left my gun in my backpack by the bed.
What am I going to do with you, Recruit Vincent?
I might as well be a rookie with all the fuck ups lately.
I hear another noise, like a soft bump, and I know I’m not alone.
It’s not Claymore. He’d make his presence known. The shower curtain is solid white. Though it might help conceal me, it’s not helping me see the intruder.
I slip around the curtain, leaving the water running. I’m naked and soaking wet, but that’s secondary to my main problem. The noises are more frequent and loud now. I peek through the opening.
A hulking body, dressed all in black, is tearing through the drawers. I don’t have to see his face to know this is Prizrak. I’d know those shoulders anywhere.
He moves without concern for being heard, which tells me he either thinks the shower is a decoy and I’m not here or else he’s confident he can kill me once I enter the room. He’s focused entirely on searching every corner.
What are you looking for?
He yanks the covers away from the bed, finding my backpack. He tosses the gun out as if it’s a pack of playing cards and rifles through my possessions like some hidden secret is in there he’s desperate to find. I try to not let that distract me.
Assessing my options, I have only the element of surprise on my side. He’s within reach of my gun, and I have no doubt he has at least one of his own. Charging straight for him will only get me shot.
He sits down on the bed, keeping his back to me. I take the advantage to silently crawl out of the bathroom. I make sure the door is in the exact position it was before I move closer to the bed. He’s not moving, his search over for the moment.
I pause, listening.
Thirty seconds pass.
Then I hear a tinkling that I instantly recognize. He’s found my shells.
I hold my breath. I don’t like anyone touching those.
I ease up on my knees, peering over the edge of the bed. He has two shells in his hand, and he’s staring at them like they're some magic entity. Slowly, I glide my hand over the mattress. My gun is just a few feet away.
Almost there.
He twirls the shells, his lips parting as he says, “Poppy.”
My heart stalls in my chest, every other noise in the room vanishing into silence as that word echoes all around me.
Poppy.
Impossible.
I hesitate. I don’t have an explanation for it, but I stop right there and stare at him. I could have picked the gun up and shot him in the back of the head without him even realizing I’m here.
But I hesitate.
“Nick?” I hear myself say.
That breaks the spell.
Intense rage comes over him as he turns and grabs my arm, yanking me across the bed. I reach for my gun, missing it as he throws me on to the floor. The carpet scratches my skin, making me acutely aware that I’m naked. Doesn’t matter, though. I don’t need clothes to fight.
I roll away when he moves to stomp on me. This won’t be a repeat of the hospital room. I’m healing and rested and about to show him all the moves the man whose face he stole taught me.
I leap to my feet, deflecting a punch, and jam my elbow into his sternum. He barely flinches. He grabs my arms, holding me against him. I slam my head back into his face. He lets go instinctively, and I turn, bringing my knee up hard against his stomach. He staggers back, reaching behind for his gun, but I don't give him a chance. I spin, kicking his face. He catches my foot and twists my leg.
Damn, that hurts.
He throws me to the ground, and I roll until the end of the bed stops me, my gaze meeting his. Okay, maybe this will be a repeat of the hospital. I’m in pain, on the floor, and he’s got a gun aimed right at my face.
I wait for the shot, staring straight into his eyes. I’m not one for pleading for my life. When death is something you easily give someone else, you embrace the fact that you, too, will die one day.
He stands there for too long. His eyes don’t leave mine. He doesn't pull the trigger.
For some reason, he hesitates, too.
Talking is senseless, but when it comes to the man he looks, like I’ve always been a little stupid. “Who are you?”
His head tilts, eyes narrowing.
“I know you’re not him,” I say. “You can’t be him.”
The scar on his cheek twitches, and I know he’s done hesitating.
He lines the shot just as the motel door crashes open. Claymore enters with a gun raised, and I scream. I don’t know which man I’m warning.
Claymore shoots, and Prizrak hits the floor instantly. I crawl over to him, yanking a small dart from his neck.
“Do you carry a mass quantity of tranquilizers up your ass at all times or something?” I say, tossing the spent round at Claymore.
He shrugs. “I find shooting an enemy limits your ability to ask him questions.”
Good point.
I return my attention to the enemy at hand. He’s sleeping, but he still has this ferocity about him. I wonder if he dreams about killing people, too, or if he finds peace with his eyes closed.
“Shade?”
“Yeah?”
A shopping bag hits my leg. “Get dressed.”
Claymore shuts the motel door, as I dress right there in the middle of everything. He bought me underwear, a bra, and stockings.
“Uh, am I going for a hooker look?” I ask as I glide on the stockings.
“Aye. I thought I could be one of the Village People and you could be Madonna.” I side-eye him and find him holding out a garment bag. “Got you a skirt suit.”
Unzipping the bag, I decide he has good taste in clothes. It’s only then that I realize he’s changed his outfit. He’s now wearing a dark gray, almost silver three-piece suit with a dark blue tie. I slide on the skirt as he handcuffs our guest to the legs of the bed. Prizrak sits on the floor with his back propped up against the end of the bed, his head lulling forward as he continues to sleep.
Claymore crouches next to him, grabbing a handful of his hair. “Bloody hell, I see why you were going mad. Is it a mask?” He pokes his cheek. “Or plastic surgery?”
The adrenaline from the fight is easing out of my veins. I button up my blouse and put as much space between me and them as possible. My hands are shaking, and my heart is running a mile a minute. “He’s a ghost.”
He traces the scar on Prizrak’s left cheek. “What’s this?”
I can’t do anything but shake my head. I wanted this to be a trick of my mind, sleight of hand, a lie. I don’t want to accept this.
He said Poppy. He can’t be real.
Nick isn’t alive.
“He hasn’t aged a day,” Claymore says. “It can’t be him, aye?”
He looks to me, and I’m still shaking my head.
“Hey,” Claymore says, walking over to me. He puts his hands on my shoulders. “You did good. You didn’t die. We’ll figure this out. Aye?”
“Yeah,” I say, not fully believing myself. Claymore sees Nikolai in that face, too. That might mean I’m not crazy, or it could mean he’s about to end up like the rest of us. “I’m only alive because you shot him. Just like Countess did at the hospital.”
“Hesitation is normal when it’s someone you know,” he recites. “That’s why they gave him that face. I wouldn’t have fired so easily if I hadn’t been worried about you getting hurt.”
“Thanks.”
He slaps my arm to say 'don’t mention it' and turns back to the prisoner on the floor. “Where did she shoot him?”
“Right shoulder.”
He inspects the area, finding a hole in his shirt. “Son of a bitch.”
“What?”
“He’s got a tear in the front,” he says, moving his hand to the back of his shoulder, “and the back of his shirt, but there's not even a scratch on his skin.”
“How’s that possible?” I ask, stepping to them and surveying the damage myself. If he had been wearing protective armor, the bullet wouldn’t have exited the back of his shirt. Furthermore, I saw the blood. Even if the bullet just nicked him, it hasn’t been long enough for him to heal completely. I poke my finger through the hole in the front, feeling his smooth skin underneath.
My fingertip tingles.
I snatch my hand back. “That’s not possible.” I still feel every tear, stitch, bruise, and break in my body right now. “Unless he can magically heal overnight…”
We jump back as he wakes with a startled roar. He snaps his teeth at us, kicking his legs until we’re both far enough away that he can’t reach us.
“Bloody hell,” Claymore says. “That dart should have knocked him out for a good six hours.”
It hasn’t even been six minutes.
“Okay,” I say with a decisive nod. “He has magical healing abilities.”
“You make it sound like he’s a goddamn X-man.”
“Well…what else could explain that?”
“His metabolism is probably working at a faster rate than normal.”
Prizrak snarls, yanking on his restraints.
“Who are you?” I ask him again.
He blinks as if he didn’t hear me, staring straight ahead. His lips are a hard line sealed shut.
“Hey!” Claymore kicks his boot. “The lady asked you a question. Who are you?”
Prizrak growls… literally growls, like a beast… but he says nothing. 
His eyes scan the room before landing on me. He stares so hard it's unnerving. No one since Nikolai has ever looked at me like that. I can only stare back.
Seconds pass with no one saying or doing anything but staring.
Finally Prizrak tilts his head and whispers, “Poppy.”
I look away just as Claymore turns to me. “Should I leave you two alone?”
“It’s not him,” I say, though who I’m trying to convince more, I can’t say.
“It looks like a duck, it’s quacking like a duck,” Claymore says. “Maybe you can turn it into a Swan Song or something if you're alone.”
I’m nervous all of a sudden. “Interrogation is your thing, not mine.”
“No time like the present to learn,” Claymore says, slapping my back before heading for the door. “I’ll keep watch on the perimeter. If he found us, damn well bet we need to get moving soon.”
I agree. This guy isn’t an agent. He’s a weapon. He’s unleashed on his target but he’s not operating on his own. His team won’t be too far behind.
I press my back to the door once we’re alone. He’s still watching me, blinking only when his eyes force him to. I feel like I’m back in the police station. I’m seventeen again, and Nikolai is just some guy who probably spells trouble for me.
“Let me guess,” I say, unable to keep from rambling. “They found you somewhere… prison, maybe. They stripped your mind and gave you a new face. They taught you how to be as close to him as possible, and now they send you in to kill us when our number’s up.”
It’s a solid theory, really. The Deadly Seven are in the business of fucking with people’s minds until we end their lives. The only way to kill us is to return the favor. Although, it doesn’t really hold up with Countess, considering she never knew Nikolai.
He tilts his head. I wish he’d stop doing that. He looks like a damn lost puppy when he does that. 
“Poppy,” he says.
Anger flares with a burst of acid in my stomach. “How do you know about that? No one knows about that.”
He shakes his head, turning away.
“No.” He’s not going to shut me out like that. I crawl onto the bed, grabbing a rifle shell. I’m in his face, shoving the shell so close it nearly pokes him in the eye. “How do you know what this? What it means to me and him.”
He doesn’t say anything, but his eyes tell me the truth. He recognizes it, just like he recognizes me.
“That’s not possible,” I say. “He’s the only other person who ever knew. I never told anyone who gave these to me.”
“Codename: Nightshade,” he says, his eyes roaming the lines of my face. “Primary target.”
“No.” I can’t believe it. No one knows my face. No one knows my identity except for my team members and the council. "This isn't right."
“Codename: Nightshade,” he repeats. He’s not paying attention to me. He’s a broken record, trying to get back on track.
“No,” I say, grabbing the front of his shirt. “How do you know these things? Who told you?”
I shove him against the bed, and he just keeps repeating my codename. Nightshade.
I unlock him from the handcuffs and attempt to drag him to the bathroom. He’s big and heavy. He’s not putting up a fight, whatever loop his mind is caught in has neutralized that for the moment, but it takes me damn near ten minutes to get his ass into the bathroom where the shower is still running. It takes more muscle to pull him into the tub. Once he’s in, I hold him down with his face under the spray. He coughs and gags as his mouth fills with water each time he tries to say my name.
“Who are you?” I shout. “How do you know who I am?”
“Codename: Nightshade.”
I backhand his cheek. “Who are you? How do you know about Poppy?”
That seems to do the trick, breaking him out of his trance. He blinks three times before focusing on me.
His hands are around my neck the next second. We’re both wet, and the floor is slippery. We roll around, trading jabs, until I manage to get the upper hand and trap him beneath me. I pin his hands above his head, but he keeps struggling. My skin’s too slick and he uses that to wiggle free. He’s simply too big for me to overpower a second time. He flips us over, trapping me beneath him.
His hands are around my throat again. Raw rage contorts his face. That beautiful face. Darkness is creeping in around it as I start to choke.
I don’t know if I’m just done fighting, or if I’m convincing myself to believe the lie. Maybe I’m just ready to die, I don’t know. Maybe he’s my Daeva after all—my beautiful ghost. He’s squeezing the life from my body, but it feels wonderful. I’m back in the training room, fighting with my general and he’s touching me.
I want this to be Nick. I want to be nineteen again. I want to go back and hold him tight, make him stay with me and not rush off into danger.
 “I loved you,” I whisper, lost in a memory, in bed with my ghost.
He stops. Everything stops.
The grip against my throat eases. A thousand different emotions cross his face. Shock is the one that takes hold. “Penelope.”
I thought hearing him call me Poppy would be my undoing, but my name on his lips cracks open the last wall around my heart. “Nikolai.”
I don’t think. I just react. My arms are around his neck, my lips meeting his. For one infinite second, everything is as it was. He feels the same. He tastes the same. Everything since the last time I was like this with him becomes a distant nightmare.
That is, until I realize he’s not kissing me back. He yanks away. His eyes are wide, fear and confusion mixed with a healthy dose of anger reflecting in them.
Something slams behind me, and without warning, Nikolai falls limp on top of me.
Ugh. Still as heavy as he always was, too.
I pull the dart from his shoulder and offer Claymore an upside down glare. “What the hell was that for?”
“What the bloody hell are you doing, Shade? I said interrogate him, not have a wrestling contest with him in the bathroom.”
I groan, shoving Nikolai off of me. “I think this is more complicated than we originally thought.”
He helps me up. “How so?”
“I don’t know how or why, but this really is Nikolai.”
 

 
“You know that’s insane, aye?”
If I had a nickel for every time someone validated that my thoughts were insane, I would be rich. I don’t point that out to him. I just nod like a toddler being scolded.
“Even if this is him, which I’m not agreeing it is.” He wags a finger at me to emphasize that. “And he forgot who he was, which is ridiculous, because he’s not Zolkov.” Another finger wag. “You can’t expect that a man remembers ten years of suppressed memories after just a few seconds of alone time with you. You’re good, lass, but you ain’t that good.”
Ouch. Way to kill the dream, MacNeal. “You know if this whole agent thing doesn’t work out, you have a bright future in writing romance novels.”
He offers me a flat look in the rearview mirror. We’re in another stolen car—this time, an SUV. He’s driving, and I’m in the backseat with Nikolai’s head cradled in my lap.
It might be completely bonkers, but I’m convinced it’s him now. I don’t know what was done to him. I can’t explain why he looks like he hasn’t aged in ten years. And I don’t care.
I do, however, have his wrists and ankles secured with plastic zip ties. I’ve learned my lesson.
We’ve abandoned the plan to hit the Pentagon for the time being. After a thorough search of Nikolai’s suit, which produced nothing but a handful of weapons, Claymore hit him with five darts and said we needed to get mobile. We left nothing behind in the room that could be traced.  I’m wearing the clothes he got me, and my backpack is on the floor by my feet.
As far as anyone is concerned, we were never there.
It’s been ten minutes since we left the motel, and Nikolai is snoring softly. I run my fingers through his hair. I don’t give a shit if he wakes up wanting to rip my throat out. I’ve wished for a decade to be able to do that again.
“So no tracking device on him,” I say.
“That we could find. Doesn’t mean there’s not one in him.”
That’s true. A lot of us are deployed with monitor chips much like the ones implanted in the family pet these days. The Deadly Seven, to my knowledge, don’t have implants, but that doesn’t mean they haven’t offered them to us. It’s a Catch-22. If you’re ever rendered incapable of contacting base, taken prisoner without warning, or just plain lost, the chip can be activated to find you no matter where you are. But then, the chip can be activated to monitor you no matter where you are or what you’re doing, without your consent or knowledge.
“Well then, we need to find someplace that will help neutralize any signal, just in case.”
“Aye.”
He drives two hours away, to George Washington forest. The elevation mixed with the isolation of trees will help confuse the signal a little. I don’t know if the tranquilizers were too much for his system, or if he was actually just exhausted, but Nikolai stays asleep for the entire trip.
“He’s faking it,” Claymore says, turning around in his seat to glare at him. “He’s hoping we give something away because we think he’s asleep and can’t hear us.”
I want to tell Claymore he’s just suspicious of everyone, but I can't. It’s a technique we all use.
We’re parked in a remote part of the forest, nothing but trees all around us. “Did you bring camping gear?”
“No," he says as he climbs out. "We won’t be staying that long.”
His door slams shut, and I run my fingers through Nikolai’s hair one more time. “This is gonna hurt you a lot more than it does us.”
Claymore opens the back door and waits for me to indicate that it’s okay for him to remove our visitor from the seat. I follow him to a close cropping of trees, keeping watch as he ties him to the trunk of a giant fir.
Nikolai’s head hangs forward as he continues what's most likely a charade. His hands and feet are still bound by the plastic strips.
“It’s admirable that you’re able to stick to your methods,” Claymore says, flipping his knife in the air in front of him.
A cold chill runs down my back. I try to ignore it. Interrogation is a nasty business… something I’m only mildly skilled in. The best in our group has always been Claymore. He has an uncanny knack for reading people, and he doesn’t have a problem making someone bleed for answers.
He kicks Nikolai’s boot. “I’m counting to three and then doing my thing, mate. You’ll do yourself a favor to wake up now.”
Nikolai remains motionless.
“One.”
My heart jackhammers in my chest. Get it under control, Poppy.
“Two.”
The knife spins three times in the air.
“Three.”
Claymore catches the knife and plunges it into middle of Nikolai’s right boot. He jolts awake with a roaring shout.
I make a noise. I’m not sure if it's fear or just anticipation, but it earns me a peculiar look from Claymore. “You alright?”
I assure him I am.
Nikolai spews curses in Russian.
“Yeah, yeah,” Claymore says, yanking the knife back out. “I already know I’m going to Hell, mate. No need wasting your breath trying to curse me there.”
Nikolai clenches his teeth, murdering both of us with his glare. His eyes linger on me for a beat too long, and I see a shift in them.
He still remembers me.
“Who are you?” Claymore asks.
“Otvali!” Nikolai shouts.
Claymore looks to me. "Alright, I know a lot of Russian, but I ain’t familiar with that one. Translation?"
“It’s not nice,” I tell him.
Claymore’s brow arches. “Not nice?”
I shake my head, and he smiles. It’s not a happy smile. It’s the kind of smile that I get on my face just before I pull the trigger. I close my eyes and cringe when Nikolai cries out again. I look back as Claymore wipes blood off his knife. He’s tossing it in the air between them, having a 'the good, the bad, and the ugly' moment with Nikolai.
“Who are you?” he asks again.
Nikolai falls into his repeat mode. “Codename: Nightshade. Primary target.”
Claymore points the knife at me. “No, that’s her name. I want your name.”
Nikolai’s eyes follow the direction of his hand, watching me. “Codename: Nightshade. Primary target.”
I keep my focus trained to those eyes, feeling his pain when he cringes again. “This isn't working.”
Claymore stands up, still twirling the knife. “I’m just getting started, Shade.”
“You’re hurting him.”
“He tried to kill you. A few times.”
“I know, but this isn’t right.”
“She’s got a kind heart,” Claymore says, talking to Nikolai. “Amazing, since the bastard you look like broke every bone in her body at some point in the past.”
“MacNeal,” I warn.
He crouches down, leaning in only a few inches from Nikolai’s face. “You can’t kill her, mate. That bastard Zolkov tried. Again and again. He drowned her. He shot her. He beat her black and blue.”
What in the hell is he doing? Memories are flashing in my mind, moments I’d rather not think about right now.
“But he couldn’t kill her.” He holds the blade against Nikolai’s throat. I feel my pulse racing in my own throat. “Who are you?”
Nikolai’s watching my face. His eyes widen as I start to shake. His mouth opens, and I expect him to recite his 'primary target' nonsense, but instead, he lets out a gasp. “Get out of here, Penelope.”
I flinch.
Did he just say that?
Claymore looks to me, so shocked he actually drops his knife, and I know I didn’t imagine it. “What are you—?”
“Get out before they hurt you! I won’t let them hurt you. Get out!”
Claymore waves his hand in front of Nikolai’s face. He doesn’t even blink. He’s not really seeing me or the forest around us. He's somewhere else.
“What’s going on?” I ask, moving closer.
“Hey.” Claymore snaps his fingers in front of Nikolai’s face. “Mate.”
“No,” Nikolai says, his entire body taut as he struggles against his binds. “No! Don’t hurt her! Don’t you dare hurt her!”
He screams until his voice goes hoarse, screams until he’s out of breath.
“What’s happening?” I whisper to Claymore.
“Conditioning by way of torture,” he says. “The combination of seeing your face and being tortured probably unlocked this loop inside his head.”
Nikolai sags against the rope around his chest and takes a deep breath before launching into the same nightmare again. “Get out of here, Penelope.”
I plop on my butt in the grass, my knees suddenly weak. “That has to prove it, right? It’s him.”
“It proves they convinced him he's Zolkov, and they tortured him into submission with memories from Zolkov’s life. Nothing more.”
“Why are you so resistant of this?”
“Because you’re buying too deep into this shit too fast, Shade.”
“I am not.”
It’s a lie. I know it is.
He grabs my hand. I don’t even realize I’ve been rubbing Nikolai’s calf.
“You think he’s our old friend?” Claymore asks. He bunches the sleeve of Nikolai’s shirt up, exposing his left arm. Without warning, he slices his knife through the skin.
Nikolai is on the verge of tears, still screaming my name. It hits me square in the chest. I can’t watch.
“Nuh-uh,” Claymore says, clutching my chin in his hand and forcing me to look at the wound. “Watch.”
The blood congeals almost immediately and forms a wall within the cut. The two pieces of skin merge back together in a matter of seconds. I touch the spot, amazed at what I just witnessed.
Claymore lets go of me. “He’s not even human, Shade.”
His skin feels warm and rough, just like it always did.
“What do I have to do?” Nikolai asks in a hollow voice. His eyes are pools of darkness—a night sky with no stars. “What do I have to do to keep her alive?”
I pride myself on having few emotions. I feel all of them, but I don’t allow any to reach my heart. The look on Nikolai’s face, knowing he’s telling whoever is torturing him that he’ll do whatever they want to keep me safe…
A tear slides down my cheek.
“He’s more human than either of us,” I say, stumbling to my feet and walking away.
 

 
“Isn’t it wrong, sir?” I ask, staring through the scope at the outline of a head. It’s just a flat paper target, but I’m picturing a person in its place.
General Zolkov stands behind me, leering like the giant gargoyle that he is. “Taking a life is a sin, yes.”
“Then why do we do it, sir?”
“Just because you don’t want to commit a sin on your own soul doesn’t mean your soul is free from anyone else’s sin.”
I roll my eyes. He’s full of that shit, spouting off wisdom like the damn underside of a Snapple cap.
I pull the trigger, and the bullet rips through the center of the target, impaling the imaginary victim’s brain, less than a second later.
“You’re gifted with the gun, Recruit Vincent,” he says.
I’ve been here two months, and that’s the first time he’s given me anything near a compliment. I feel sick to my stomach as I say, “Thank you, sir.”
“Don’t look so worried,” he says, shoving my gun so I’m aimed at the victim’s heart. “You’ll learn to like sin. I promise.”
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Hours later we check into another motel, now in some obscure place in Ohio.
Nikolai has gone into some sort of comatose-type mental break. His eyes are open, but he’s not seeing anything. Every now and then, he whispers, “What do I have to do?”
He’s now handcuffed to the bedposts. Claymore and I sit at the tiny table in the corner, eating Chinese food out of takeout containers. I dip my eggroll in some soy sauce, casting my sight everywhere but on the two men. I can feel Claymore’s glare every now and then. He’s regretting helping me. I know it.
“I’m going to go find an electronics store,” he says, tossing his chopsticks onto the table. “We need to check him for a chip, just in case.”
I swirl my eggrolls in the black sauce, never once looking up at him. I can hear the judgment in his voice. He wants us to dump Nikolai. We aren’t going to get any information from him and keeping him with us is like painting a target on our backs.
“Aye, right," he mutters, walking away from me. "See you soon.”
He storms out the door. I cringe when it slams behind him.
“What do I have to do?”
I throw some broccoli beef on a plate with the last eggroll as I debate. The pendulum controlling my emotions has swung back around to logic. I can’t explain any of it—why he heals so quickly, why he hasn’t aged, or why he’s even alive to begin with. We’re in the middle of a race to stay alive, and he’s a speed bump meant to stop us. I know I need to cut him loose and keep moving forward.
He taught me that.
I walk over to the bed, sitting down on the edge by his side.
He cowers and shakes, closing his eyes. “Please don’t hurt her. I’ll do whatever you want.”
A big part of me hopes to hell this isn’t Nikolai. I don’t think I can survive the guilt of knowing he’s allowed himself to become this for the sake of protecting me.
“Are you hungry?” I ask, stabbing a piece of beef with a plastic fork.
“What do I have to do?”
I hold the meat an inch from his lips. “Eat.”
With his eyes still closed, he sniffs the offering a few times before giving in and taking a bite. He chews twenty times and swallows. I keep the fork in front of his face and prompt him to eat again. We repeat the process until the plate is empty.
He isn’t any less agitated with a full stomach. Something in the set of his jaw warns me that he doesn't trust my kindness.
“It wasn’t poisoned,” I say. “If I was going to poison you, I wouldn’t waste good broccoli beef with it.”
I wipe the napkin over his lips.
“You sound like her.”
The words are so soft that if my hand hadn't been touching his lips, I probably wouldn’t have realized he spoke.
“I am her.”
He doesn’t say anything else. I take that as my cue to head back to the table.
Claymore returns an hour later with enough electrical devices to open up his own Radio Shack. He sets up a mad scientist rig in the bathroom, taking most of the stuff apart only to reconstruct it all as something else. I have to admit that though I can make just about any computer program my bitch, I don’t know much about the physical components of a computer. I know the basics, but I couldn’t do what he’s doing right now.
“I’m building a small EMP emitter,” he says when I join him.
EMP. Electromagnetic pulse. The emitter will send out a wave of electromagnetic energy that neutralizes all electricity within a certain radius of the device. Militaries have hard-ons for them in the field. It’s easy to guess why. Kill your enemy’s ability to communicate, their ability to drive, and even eliminate more sophisticated weaponry with just a click of a button. In a matter of seconds they go from Twenty-First Century to Fred Flintstone.
I close the toilet lid and sit on it. “Is that going to kill the possible chip?”
“Aye.”
The air between us is thick with tension that I don’t want to deal with. A small line of smoke travels up from his work as he solders pieces together.
“I know what you’re thinking, you know.”
“Don’t do that,” he says, never once looking at me.
“Don’t do what?”
“You can’t know what I’m thinking, Shade. Don’t go putting make-believe in your head.”
I bite my tongue and count to ten, which only gives me ten seconds to get pissed. “You think I’m an idiot and that there’s no point in us going through all this trouble.”
“I told you not to do that,” he says, his eyes narrowing as he works.
It’s irrational, I know it is. He’s focused intently on building this stupid thing just so Nikolai isn’t a hazard for us.
But I don’t like being ignored.
“You hate me. You think it was a mistake to ever help me. You’re trying to figure out how to sneak out in the middle of the night and just drop—”
“Bloody hell, woman,” he shouts. I hear the clank of Nikolai’s handcuffs in the bedroom. Claymore finally looks at me. I expect anger and hatred, but all I see is exhaustion. “I’m not thinking any of those things. And I’ll thank you to stop thinking them yourself. If I wanted to be done with you, I would be. I ain’t shy about that shit. I don’t hate you, and short of you cutting my throat in my sleep, I doubt I’ll ever hate you.”
He hisses and jumps, dropping the soldering iron to the ground. A bright red mark swells on the back of his hand.
I hop up and run a washcloth under some cold water, silently handing it to him.
“Thank you,” he says, wrapping it around his hand. “I don’t want us to get caught with our pants down. You get that, aye?”
I nod.
“I loved the guy, too, Shade.”
I look at my hands, at the floor, anywhere but his face. “He was a good mentor.”
“Aye.” He cups his hand around my chin and forces me to look up. “He was more like a father to most of us, though.”
I see the way the edges of his eyes squint as he watches me. He’s trying to ask, without asking, what exactly my relationship was with Nikolai.
“I loved him," I say, "but not like a father.”
The words hang in the room for a few seconds. I look him in the eyes, and he doesn’t blink.
He’s no idiot. He’s put this shit together a piece at a time. If all the clues I’ve been giving aren’t enough, the fact that Nikolai has been begging to save me, specifically, has to give it away.
“Aye.” He lets go of me and picks back up his project. “How long?”
I blow a shaky breath between my lips. I’m not in the business of sharing secrets, this one least of all. “You remember my eighteenth birthday?”
A goofy smile pulls his lips. “Aye, Millie, I do.”
I’m silent until he glances at me.
His eyebrows go up. “Really?”
“Yeah… kind of… he told me he wanted to try dating that night.”
He gets this look—part frown, part impressed as hell. He holds up his fist, and I bump it with mine.
I’ve never had girlfriends or done the whole slumber party bullshit. Sitting on a toilet with Claymore as he builds a homemade EMP and gossiping about my love life is as close as I’ll ever come to it, I suppose.
I’ll take it.
“Fair turn?” I ask.
He tosses a finished piece down and searches for the next bit he needs. "Aye?"
“When did you and Marko start… whatever it is you guys have?”
“We have a profoundly committed relationship with the understanding that he’ll never know what I really do for a living and I’ll never know… who he does when I’m not around,” he says. “And, uh… six years.”
Six. A year before I met Marko. “You started tapping that when he was nineteen?”
“When did General Sourpuss start snaking your pipes?”
The way he looks at me makes me blush. “Touché.”
We both laugh.
“Go check on him,” he says. “I’ll stay in here with the door shut… and the water running, if you want.”
He finishes by waggling his eyebrows.
“That won’t be necessary,” I say, kicking his side playfully as I stand.
“Damn. I see what Marko likes in you.”
I miss a step as I exit the bathroom. I don’t know if he’s just teasing or if he’s hitting a nail on the head with that one. I close the door behind me.
Nikolai is staring at the ceiling when I near the bed. He flinches when he realizes I’m there.
“Sorry,” I say, holding up my hands. “You can sleep if you want. We won’t hurt you.”
He moves his arms, rolling his wrists within the cuffs. Normally there’d be bruising on his skin, raw wounds where the metal rubs, but his wrists look immaculate.
“How do you heal like that?” I ask.
At least this time he doesn’t close his eyes. He looks at me, but I don’t think he sees me. He doesn’t say anything. I wonder if he even knows what his body can do.
I remember when he first taught me how to punch. It felt like years of nothing but him beating me. His fists were hammers that never missed an inch of my skin. And then one day, I hit him. I know there were lessons. I know I trained my muscles to bend and flex the way I wanted them to. I know my eyes followed every movement he made, processing it into output within my own body. I know I was conditioned to learn how to fight.
But that didn’t make the first time I actually succeed at it any less mind-blowing.
That gives me an idea. Nikolai always had a way of talking to us during training. It distanced us from our humanity and made us capable of rebuilding our minds for our missions.
I’ve been talking to him all wrong.
“What is your mission?” I ask, planting my feet shoulder’s length apart like General Zolkov always did. My voice is firm, commanding.
And he responds to it. He straightens up a little. “Codename: Nightshade. Primary target.”
“What are you to do with the primary target?”
“Public elimination,” he says, tugging slightly on his restraints. He doesn’t seem to like that command. I wonder if he comprehends who Nightshade really is. “With covert capture and delivery to headquarters.”
What the hell?
“If you eliminate primary target, how can you capture and deliver? Are you to kill primary target?”
Another tug on his binds. Some part of his mind is not on board with killing me. “No, target is to be presumed dead but to be delivered alive.”
I don’t like the sound of that. “Where is the delivery site?”
He tilts his head, narrowing his eyes. “Headquarters.”
“Where is headquarters?”
He blinks but says nothing.
All right, next question. “What is your course of action if your mission is compromised?”
“Compromise is not an option.”
Compromise is not an option. Nikolai used to tell me that. You focus on completion, Poppy. Compromise is not an option.
“You have been compromised,” I say. “What are you to do now?”
His left cheek twitches, and my eyes are drawn to the scar. “Primary target is still in play.”
“Yes,” I say, adding more force to my voice. “But you have been compromised. What is your next course of action?”
If we’re compromised, our only course of action is send out an S.O.S. and either meet our fate or go underground and wait for backup. I’m not sure what his programming tells him to do.
He looks confused as he tries to riddle out my question. “Primary target—”
“Is the one who has compromised you, so what's your next course of action?”
His eyes widen, and he stares at something I can’t see as his breathing grows heavy. “I… report to my handler for reeducation.”
Reeducation. What in the holy seventh ring of Hell does that mean?
“What happens if you don’t report?”
He’s a terrified kid lost in the dark right now.
But I push him one more time. “What happens? Tell me!”
The last bit I shout. It sounds like a bark. I don’t mean to be so rough, but I need answers only he can give.
He flinches, tries to swallow, and whispers, “I don’t know.”
He’s breathing so hard I’m afraid he’s about to have a heart attack. He pulls against his handcuffs, frantic.
“Hey, hey,” I say, rushing to the bed, leaning down in front of him, holding his face between my hands. “It’s okay. Just breathe.”
I exaggerate my own breaths over and over until he matches his to the rhythm.
“That’s it,” I say. “In.” Inhale. “Out.” Exhale.
He’s staring straight into my eyes. His head is heavy in my hands. I don’t know what just happened.
“You don’t have to report back to them,” I tell him. “You don’t have to complete any more missions. You’re free.”
He shakes his head, closing his eyes. “No.”
I press my forehead to his, unable to keep my cold detachment. He’s so much better at that than I am. I love him too much to be mean.
“Shade.”
I jump at the sound of Claymore’s voice. My eyes sting, and I shield Nikolai with my body.
Claymore holds up the thing he’s been building. “I need to run this over him.”
I nod a few times and press a kiss to Nikolai’s forehead. I don’t care that both men in the room look at me like I’ve lost my damn mind when I do it. My emotions are on top of my skin, in the air around me like a fog.
“Unlock the cuffs," Claymore says. "I don’t want to electrocute him.”
Right, we’re about to fry everything inside of his body with a device my friend built in the bathroom.
Claymore tosses me the keys and I lean in to unlock Nikolai’s right hand first. His face is inches from mine. I feel his gaze burning into me. Feel his warm breath against my cheek. This could be a big mistake. I can free this one hand and he’ll snap my neck before Claymore can do anything about it. I don’t tell him not to. I don’t hesitate. I release his hand and rub his wrist. He obviously won’t bruise, but that doesn’t mean this wasn’t uncomfortable.
His hand hangs limp for a second and then his fingers close over mine. It’s not aggressive. It’s almost like he’s touching me to make sure I’m real.
My eyes meet his eyes before I move to unlock the other one. I bring his two hands together in his lap when I’m done. There’s no fight in him, just confusion.
Claymore gives me a look when I climb off the bed. It’s an act, his eyes tell me, but I can't find it in me care if it is.
Nikolai never gave up on me. I’m not about to give up on him.
“I’m gonna just touch this to your chest, mate,” Claymore says, holding up the EMP.
Now there’s a fight in Nikolai. It’s not the same as before. This is a caged animal, afraid to get beat. I can’t really blame him. Claymore did drive a knife through his foot a few hours ago. He doesn’t do much except ball his fists, but I know he’ll attack Claymore if he gets any closer.
“How does it work?” I ask.
“I’ve never gotten to use one,” Claymore says with a pout on his lips.
I sigh, taking it from him. “What do I do?”
“First, make sure you’re not wearing anything metal that can react to it… and, uh, we should probably strip him of anything metal, too. Though, I doubt it would hurt him too much.”
Nikolai’s glare is lethal.
I try to not smile when I see it. “Right, zippers and buttons and all the things that make clothes so easy to wear.”
“Aye.”
Nikolai’s wearing standard ops clothes—a black turtleneck and black cargo pants with black boots.
“You mind if I undress you?” I ask.
Claymore clears his throat. “Bloody hell, it’s a damn soap opera.”
“You mind waiting in the bathroom some more?”
“Aye, I do,” he says, but he walks back into the connecting room, anyway. “Just yell 'I was thinking with my pussy' if he attacks you.”
I flip him off and toss the EMP beside Nikolai. He moves away from it like it’s going to bite him.
“It’s okay. I don’t think it will hurt you.” That’s as reassuring as I can be about that. As much as I would like to continue the fragile progress we seem to be making, I know time is of the essence right now. If he does have a tracker on him, which I’m assuming he does if he has a handler, then we might already be under surveillance. “I know a girl should really buy you dinner before asking you this, but I need you to take off your boots and your pants.”
He watches me for a long moment. His cheek twitches. I can tell he’s debating something, but I’m not sure if it’s to do what I ask or to kill me.
Eventually, he scoots forward and starts unlacing his boots.
I exhale slowly, thanking whatever force talked him into still trusting me. He places his boots together next to him and slips out of his pants, folding them meticulously before laying them beside his boots.
My palms sweat as I look at him. He's wearing black boxer briefs with his turtleneck. His legs are so pale it’s like they’ve never seen the sun. That’s nothing new. I used to tease him about how white he was.
I shake the memories from my mind and focus on the job at hand. “You sure this won’t stop his heart or anything?” I shout to Claymore.
“I’ve never used one before,” Claymore shouts back, enunciating each word slowly.
Right. He told me that a few minutes ago.
I climb onto the bed, picking up the EMP again. My hand shakes.
Nikolai notices. His fingers brush the back of my hand softly.
My throat goes dry.
“What are you going to do?” he asks.
I’m stunned into silence for half a beat and then catch myself. “It’s an EMP. Do you know what that is?”
The corners of his eyes squint. He does that when he’s trying to process info, I’ve noticed. “I think I do. Will it hurt?”
“I hope not,” I say, shoving him so he lies down. He’s being obedient. I shove up his shirt, placing the device in the center of his chest. I’m not sure where a chip would be planted if they put one in him, but Claymore suggested we put it on his chest so I’m going with that.
“How does it work?” I shout.
“Push the button on the side to charge it up,” Claymore answers. “A green light will glow in the center when it’s ready. Push the button on the front when it does.”
He was able to build that sophisticated of a device in the bathroom in less than an hour? Claymore can’t be human.
I push the side button and count the seconds as it charges. Nikolai swallows noisily and stares at the ceiling.
“It’s going to be okay,” I say. “They won’t be able to hurt you anymore after this.”
“I don’t care if they hurt me,” he says, his eyes still looking up. “I just don’t want them to hurt her.”
My heart stalls for a second.
The light turns green.
I swallow.
“Close your eyes,” I say, pushing the button.
In my mind, I’ve built this up to be an explosion of sorts. I don’t know why. I’ve witnessed an actual EMP strike in the field. You don’t feel it or even notice it. Everything just stops working all of a sudden. It’s how I imagine death is to a body. One second everything is going along, running fine, and the next it stops.
So, I’m not exactly surprised that nothing happens, but I am wary. The green light glows brightly for a few seconds. I assume that means it’s doing something. Nikolai’s eyes are closed, his lips pursed in a hard line. I hope that means he’s just concentrating and not trying to keep himself from screaming from the pain.
I know I should remain focused at the task at hand, but I scan what I can see of his chest automatically, narrowing on the hint of a red flower tattoo above his heart. Memories press against the doors locked in my mind, and I unconsciously touch my finger to it.
Any doubt I had that the damn thing was doing anything ends the second an electric shock zings up my finger. My muscles lock up like I’m having a seizure. The wire in my bra and the zipper at the back of my skirt grow hot. I remember Claymore telling me to remove all the metal from my body and curse myself for not listening to him.
It’s not that bad. It’s just a light sting all over my body. The heat is getting intense but the layers of fabric are keeping my skin safe for the moment.
The green light dims after a few seconds before sputtering out.
I take a deep breath. “You ok—?”
I can’t finish the question. Pain strikes my upper abdomen, under my right breast. The underwire has melted through the fabric and is scorching my skin. I yelp and jump, tearing at my shirt.
“What is it?” Nikolai asks.
“Ow… ow… ow!”
“Shade?” Claymore shouts.
I hear the bathroom door open just as I rip open my blouse. Nikolai sits up, seeing the growing redness and shoves his hand between the bra and my skin. If anything, that hurts more, but I don’t say anything. His hand is on me and the world stops turning for a second.
“You’re okay,” he tells me. I see less confusion, less pain in his eyes.
He’s more like my Nick right now.
“How did I never notice this before?” Claymore says, breaking the moment with his signature sarcasm. “Were you two always this hot and heavy back then and I just never saw it?”
I want to tell him to go to Hell, but I’m sitting next to a half-naked Nikolai with my own shirt ripped wide open and his hand cupping my boob. We must look like that scene in a porno right before the dude watching stops fast-forwarding.
“I don’t like the way he talks to you,” Nikolai whispers, massaging my skin. It makes the burn worse, but I don’t mind it so much.
I’ve always gotten a sick thrill out of this man hurting me.
 “It’s okay. He means well. He’s my best friend. He’s just a pain in the ass.” I say the last part extra loud so Claymore hears me.
“You two talking about me?”
I hear his knife twirling in the air. He doesn’t trust Nikolai right now any more than Nikolai trusts him.
I don’t have time for peeing contests.
“Well,” I say, tugging on Nikolai’s wrist until he removes his hand. “I think your thing worked. It sent out an electrical wave, if nothing else. My tit can attest to that.”
I flash the welt at Claymore as I climb off the bed.
He looks pissed. “What did you do to yourself?”
“Licked a pole in a lightning storm,” I say with a grin that only pisses him off more. “How do we know if it worked?”
“We don’t,” he says. “I honestly was about eighty percent sure it would just microwave his innards.”
Nikolai growls from the bed, and I throw the used EMP at Claymore, who easily dodges it.
“Strip and pack,” Claymore says. “We’ve been stalled here for too long. We need to hit the road.”
I agree and get to work removing all traces that we were here. Nikolai redresses and sits on the bed, obediently waiting. It weirds me out how docile he's being.
Nikolai was many things, but submissive was never one of them.
“Grab the handcuffs, will you?” I ask him. He follows my command without question.
“Hey, Shade, I have some guns in the car,” Claymore says. “You wanna just give them to him now so he can go ahead and shoot us?”
His deadpan expression makes me want to punch him so hard he loses his accent for a week, but I just flip him off.
In five minutes flat, we have the car packed and ditch the room. Claymore insists that I drive this time, and Nikolai requests he sit up front if I’m going to. Claymore isn’t thrilled about that idea and starts to keep the keys.
I feel like I’m living an eternal game of musical chairs with these two.
“I’m driving,” I say, grabbing the keys from him. "You two sit wherever you want."
Claymore concedes to let Nikolai ride up front, and no one in the car thinks it’s for any other reason than the fact that he can keep a gun aimed at Nikolai’s back the entire time we’re in it.
“Where are we heading?” I ask, pulling out onto a main highway.
“We still don’t have any clue what we’re on about, do we?” Claymore says. “We have the attacker but minus the reason for his attack.”
I know a little bit about his attack now. I know I was his main target. “If I was the primary target,” I say to Nikolai, “did you have secondary targets?”
His cheek twitches. Come on, baby, tell me what you know.
“He’s not going to tell you anything, Shade.”
I glare at Claymore in the rearview mirror. Everyone shuts up after that, and I fiddle with the radio to get some noise in the car, landing on a classic rock station. I wouldn’t say I have any particular favorites when it comes to music genres. I’ll listen to just about anything when I’m in the mood for music. I know Claymore favors classic rock.
And Nikolai always loved Mozart.
“Veltriv,” Nikolai says a few miles later.
Claymore scoots forward so his face is between us. “You were after Marko, too?”
There’s a protective edge to his voice that I might have missed before I knew what Marko meant to him.
Nikolai stares out the windshield in front of him, never once acknowledging that Claymore even spoke. I shove my hand against Claymore’s face until he begrudgingly sits back.
“Was Marko Veltriv a secondary target?” I ask.
Nikolai turns to me. “No, Roman Veltriv was my secondary target. I was to eliminate and capture you, and kill Roman.”
Claymore is twirling his knife in the backseat, and our eyes meet in the rearview mirror.
“Did you succeed with the secondary target?” I ask.
Nikolai's eyes narrow, and his mouth works up and down a few times before he says, “I don’t know.”
We were so focused on Countess’ death that we didn’t bother looking up information about Roman.
“What did Marko’s mother say when she picked him up?”
“Nothing. She was in a damn hurry to be gone.”
“If he had been shot,” I say, trying to make sense of the events surrounding that night. “I don’t think she would have risked stopping to pick up Marko.”
“They travel separately. Always have, for specifically this reason.”
“Marko’s always telling me about the family’s private jet. Wouldn’t they both fly in that?”
“No, his mother and he take the jet. Roman flies commercial, under assume names, and always with a bodyguard.”
It’s quiet then as I soak in that information.
“He might be dead,” Claymore says eventually.
“That would have hit the news,” I counter. 
“Aye, unless something bigger was already taking up all the coverage.”
Countess. They burned her and linked her to a global terrorist threat to cover up Veltriv’s death. If he’s dead… A million possibilities are unfolding in my head. Everything points to Marko’s father knowing something he shouldn’t, but where do I fit in all of that?
I drive us to the next town and pull into a motel. Claymore hops out to get us a room. The sun is going down, and I know this will be another night without sleep.
Claymore walks to the new room, and Nikolai and I follow him in a few minutes later.
“We need to ditch that car before the police start looking for it,” Claymore says, closing the curtains.
I kick off the heels. “We need a plan.”
Nikolai sits on the bed with one hand clutched to the headboard. He hasn’t been handcuffed since before the EMP, and I don’t think he’s okay with the freedom.
“First things first,” Claymore says. “We need intel.”
“I can try to hack another computer bank and—”
Claymore holds up a hand. “They’ve doubled the security since then and you know it. They’ll be trolling for us with bait this time.”
I can’t argue with that. Standard protocol requires once a hack has been detected that the traps be set out. That’s how the FBI caught me when I was a kid.
“Then what?” I ask, sitting on the bed beside Nikolai.
His body stiffens, and he stares at the floor.
“We split up,” Claymore says, and I have to remind my heart to stay calm. He’s not cutting and running. He’s just working on the next step for us to figure this all out. “I have…” He pauses to blatantly glare at Nikolai. “…avenues I can follow. You stay with him. Stay mobile and see if you can get anything else out of him.”
It’s a good plan, with one kink. “What if something happens to you?”
His smirk is as cocky as ever. “Aw Shade, don’t worry. We’ll have our Titanic moment before I ever let death take me.”
I snatch a pillow from the other side of Nikolai and launch it at Claymore. He laughs as he easily deflects it. “Honestly, though, I’ll cover more ground alone. No one knows I was the one who took you. You’ve got a big Russian target on your ass.”
Nikolai’s hand that’s closest to me tightens into a fist. I cover it with my hand. “I’m good. And you didn’t report to your mission two days ago. They’ll know something’s up with that.”
“Oh, aye,” he says as if that should be self-explanatory. “I called Marko’s mum by way of the Russian-American consulate the night I picked you up. The powers that be know I was the one who broke his ass out, but they don’t know jack about you.”
That’s a solid cover then. He can move about and find out information freely without having to worry about either Nikolai or I drawing undo attention. Nikolai’s hand relaxes under mine.
Maybe being alone with him will help with whatever is waking him up.
“How will you know where to find me?” I ask.
“I’ll find you.” Claymore winks. “I always do.”
That’s it, that’s all he says. He gives me a look that warns I need to keep my eyes open, blows me a kiss, and leaves. I hear the car pull away and drop my head in my hands.
“What do we do now?” Nikolai asks.
Keep moving, keep changing. That’s the only way to stay alive, Poppy.
My voice is muffled as I keep my face braced in my hands. “We keep moving. I need to get us a car and some money and some clothes… food… get to another town and find some place to sleep.”
He’s quiet for so long I look up to make sure he’s still there. He’s staring straight ahead, his cheek twitching like he’s trying to work something out.
“Have you ever had to worry about that? Clothes, food…where you’re going to sleep?” I ask. It might be sick, but I’m starting to like pushing him when I see his vulnerability creep in. I don’t like to torture him. I just like the pay off when he opens up again.
“I don’t think so,” he says. “I don’t know.”
“Do you know your name?”
“No.” He turns two of the most tormented eyes I’ve ever seen on me. “Do you know it?”
I lose the ability to speak for a minute. He asked me to give him a name once, and I stupidly gave him the same name he already had. I realize now that he can’t be anyone but Nikolai to me. No matter what changes him, no matter how far off the reservation they take his mind, he’ll always be Nikolai to me.
“Nick,” I say, forcing enough breath out of my lungs for him to hear it.
“Nick.” He repeats it a few times, scowling like it doesn’t fit right in his mouth.
“Do you know my name?” I ask.
His eyes roam my face once, twice, three times, landing on my lips as he says, “Poppy.”
I close my eyes, drowning in the sound of his voice. It’s been so long. I can’t hold back the emotions that it brings.
I cry.
A knot I didn’t know was tangled so tight inside of me starts to unwind. I feel like the pieces of me that were stitched together when he died are breaking open again.
His fingers brush my cheek, and I gasp, opening my eyes. He’s not as lost now, not as hurt. Wonder has filled his eyes. I’m lost in it as his fingers wipe away my tears, traveling down my cheek, to my jaw and back up to my lips. They part for him as they’ve been locked and his touch is a key.
His index finger traces my bottom lip. His eyes narrow on my mouth. “Penelope,” he whispers it like a prayer. “You’re name is Penelope.”
My heart is racing out of my chest, my lungs locking with each breath.
I’m insane. This can’t be happening.
“That’s right,” I say with a small nod of encouragement. “Do you remember me?”
He moves closer. I can feel his breath against my lips. I hold my own breath, wishing he’d just close the last bit of space between us.
This is torture.
He pulls away with a sharp inhale, clutching the headboard again. He’s shaking from head to toe, eyes suddenly unfocused and wild.
I give my heart five seconds to bounce back.
Ten years. It’s a hell of a long time to overcome.
A lifetime that he may never recover.
 

 
“Congratulations, Recruit Vincent,” Secretary Williams says, holding out his hand.
I thank him, shaking his hand with a forceful grip.
“General Zolkov has given you the top ranking for the class.” I know. “Have you decided on your codename?”
I’m standing in Secretary Williams’ office a week after Nikolai told all of us that we had completed the recruitment training. We were told to report back to our countries to receive our official ranks and codename assignments. I don’t know what my fellow recruits are going through right now and that unbalances me. I know Nikolai trained us to be individual soldiers, but I grew attached to that team.
They are the family I never had.
I consider my codename. I wanted to be Poppy, but that wasn’t right. That name is for Nikolai alone, nobody else. So I selected something similar.
Nightshade.
It’s also a beautiful flower with poisonous properties. An alluring shell that hides a lethal center. That’s me. In many ways, it’s deadlier than the poppy. I like that. I own that, standing here, ready to go off on my first mission.
“Nightshade, sir.”
“Nightshade,” he echoes. “I like it.”
His approval is not required, but I’m glad for it. It’s odd to me to think this man, not Nikolai, is my ultimate CO. I’m been programmed to wait and listen for Nikolai’s next command, and I’m again feeling out of place here.
“We, unfortunately, can’t do any pomp and circumstance for you,” Secretary Williams says. He sits on the edge of his desk, talking to me like we’re old friends. “Shame, too, because you’re about to become this country’s best asset.”
No pressure there, Penelope.
“I’ll do my best, sir.”
He smiles a fatherly type smile, like he’s proud of how I think and conduct myself. It makes me feel weird. I’ve gained a different type of confidence than I had the first time I met him. Back then I was cocky, self-assured that I was the smartest person in the room. Now I have the confidence in truly knowing myself, knowing every aspect of my mind and body and how to control whatever situation I’m in.
I’m a different person.
He approves of this person.
I can’t deny the pride that gives me.
“Now, I’m sure General Zolkov briefed you on this, but it’s required that I go over it again. No one can ever really know who you are or what you do. Your parents, of course, know you, but they can’t be involved or informed of any missions you take.”
“Understood, sir.”
“It’s probably best to limit you contact with them.”
“Not a problem, sir,” I say, and I mean it.
I have nothing to do with Hassan already. Limiting my contact with him will be easy. My mother and I have never had an easy relationship, and I can’t imagine trying to build one with her now. Like I said, I’m a different person. The world I have existed in the past two years has altered my perception. I can’t be even the little slice of normal she always tried to make me be anymore. I can’t sit on the couch and watch TV without wondering if all the doors and windows are secured, wondering if the phones are bugged. I’ve seen the nuts and bolts and screws that make up the world. I can’t go back to just seeing a complete cabinet anymore.
“Excellent,” he says with a strained smile. I wonder if it bothers him that I’ve let that part of my life go so easily. It’s a curious sensation, realizing that I’ve become the person he envisioned when we first met. I’ve let it all go and evolved. I can’t even remember the old Penelope.
“Get some rest, Penelope. The council will have a mission for you soon, I have no doubt.”
“Thank you, sir,” I say.
A mission. A real honest-to-God mission.
I never dreamed this is where my life would lead me, but it feels like the right place for me to be.
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I get us on the road again with a new car, some cash, new clothes, and a bit of groceries. It’s pushing midnight, the road so dark and empty that my headlights seem too bright, like a giant spotlight warning people where to find us.
We’re somewhere in Indiana, keeping to the main highway like it’s the only road that exists. I know I should stop and find a motel. A solid night’s sleep and a warm shower sound like something worth selling my soul for right about now.
I glance over to the passenger seat. Nikolai is passed out with his head against the side window. He strikes an odd profile in the new clothes I got him. A navy blue T-shirt that hugs his wide shoulders tightly, a pair of jeans that are a little loose around the waist, and a pair of black Nikes. I like being able to see his neck and arms. They’re thick and sinewy, lethal-looking even when he’s unconscious. They are exactly the same as they were ten years ago.
It’s strange that he hasn’t aged since then, but I’ve come to the conclusion that the regenerative properties of his skin are probably the reason for it. I do wonder about the scar on his face and his tattoo, though. Both are wounds that didn’t fully heal. How is that possible when everything else, including aging, is fixed by his skin?
I don’t care what Claymore says. He’s basically an X-man. Probably should have told him to do some research at a comic book store to figure out what’s going on with Nikolai.
I laugh softly as I pull into a campground and park. It’s around two in the morning. The world around us is asleep. I would very much like to join them.
I’m just going to rest my eyes. Just a few minutes so they stop crossing when I stare at the road.
Bright light stings my eyes when I eventually open them. I shield my face with my hand and realize the sun’s up. Great. I slept in.
I stretch, scrubbing my hands over my face. “How was your sleep?”
Nikolai doesn’t respond, and I look over to find his seat empty.
“Nick?” I check the back seat and the front seat several times as Claymore’s numerous warnings run through my head.
You know better than to drop your guard, Shade.
The keys are still in my pocket, so he didn’t take them from me. I jump out of the car, checking the tires. All four are fine, no punctures or flats. I unlock the trunk and check the supplies. My backpack is there, weapons still inside. The food and extra clothes I bought are all accounted for.
Where did he go?
I scan the remote space. There’s one trailer parked ten yards away, but other than that, we’re alone. It’s morning, but still early. The sun is just starting to rise. I don’t see any people.
That doesn’t mean he didn’t find someone and kill them and take their car.
No. His priority mission was to take me in. He wouldn’t leave without taking me with him.
Unless he’s programmed to return to his handler in the event that he’s been gone too long. He left twice before without taking me in.
I throw on the black leather coat I bought, tucking my gun in the pocket. I’m dressed in almost an identical outfit to Nick’s. My shirt is black, my jeans are snug, and I wear a pair of black Converse shoes that pinch my toes together. I’m highly aware of all the bruises and scrapes on my body. My leg is still tender with each step. The burn spot under my boob itches as I walk, my bra rubbing against the bandage I put over it.
I search the immediate woods near the car. I don’t know why. I just have a feeling he’s not gone. It’s that time of day when everything is hushed. I can hear animals scurrying in the trees and around the ground, but most other noises are silenced. A light, misty fog clings to everything, dampening my hair.
If he walked into the woods, he didn’t leave a discernible trail for me to follow.
Damn.
The further I walk, the more I sense I’m not alone. I can’t hear him. I can’t see him. But I feel him close by.
I hold tight to the gun as I survey every inch around me.
A twig snaps behind me, and I react.
I spin, holding the gun up, ready to fire. Before I can register who’s there, he hits my wrists, twisting the gun from my grasp and aiming it at me. Disarmed in two-point-five seconds.
Shit.
I hold my hands up in surrender as Nikolai points my own gun at my face. His eyes are narrowed, his muscles taut. His reaction was every bit as instinctual as mine had been. It’s an automatic pilot neither of us can entirely switch off.
“It’s okay,” I say. “It’s me. Penelope.”
That doesn’t seem to mean anything to him right now. He releases the safety.
“It’s me, Nick,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady. “It’s Poppy.”
Poppy. That does it. He blinks, and the hardness is gone from his face. He snaps out of it like he just woke up from a long nap.
Poppy is a trigger for him.
His eyes widen as he sees me with my hands in the air. He locks the safety on the gun and turns it over in his hand, giving it back to me. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t apologize,” I say, tucking the gun back in my pocket. “It’s not something you can control. I know.”
He looks agitated, on edge as he tries to agree with me. His eyes nervously roam the forest.
“Why were out of the car?” It sounds like more of an accusation than I mean it to be. I didn’t command him to stay in the car, didn’t handcuff him to the dashboard. He was free to do whatever he wanted. Still, I didn’t like waking up to him gone.
“I had to…” He waves to the trees.
“You had to go hiking at six in the morning?” I guess.
He shifts his weight, rubbing the side of his neck as he shakes his head. “No, I had to… relieve myself.”
He cringes as he says it, like he’s embarrassed to talk about stuff like that with me.
If only he knew everything I’ve ever done with that part of his body…
“Right, peeing,” I say, and my bladder decides it would like to join this part of the conversation. I could go myself, but I’d rather get back on the road and find some civilization before I do. Toilets really are a girl’s best friend.
He watches me intently with his hands hanging at his sides. I can’t get over how weird that is. Nikolai was always the one in control, always the leader. I can’t reconcile that with the meek creature waiting for my next command.
I motion in the direction of the campground. “Let’s get back on the road.”
He follows me without question. I keep the gun in my pocket but take the coat off, tossing it in the backseat before I climb behind the wheel. He doesn’t ask me where we’re going or what we’re doing. He stares at the window like the world around him doesn’t matter.
“Are you hungry?” I ask.
His response is, “Should I eat?”
I try not to feel like he’s punched me in the heart with those words. He’s been programmed to be a drone. He doesn’t have any free will. I know this. I’ve realized it from the minute I got him talking in the motel.
That doesn’t make it easy for me to accept.
I find a place to stay, ushering him into yet another motel room. He doesn’t have comments about the scenery, doesn’t give a shit that our lives are reduced to driving and crashing at places you can rent by the hour. He has no real concept of a life.
“Why don’t you take a shower while I fix us some sandwiches,” I tell him.
I toss him a bar of soap and a bottle of shampoo. He stares at them as if they're bombs he can’t deactivate.
“This one you scrub your body down with,” I say, pointing to the bar. “And this you put just a small amount in your hair and rinse it out.”
He doesn’t look overly confident when he heads to the bathroom, but as long as he gets naked and stands under the water for a few minutes, that’ll be better than him not taking a shower.
I lay out the ingredients for ham sandwiches. I’ll never be on the cover of Martha Stewart Living but I can slap some ham and cheese between two slices of bread. I make one and eat it as I make a few others.
I consider waiting for him before I eat another, but my stomach isn’t down with that plan. I shove the second sandwich in my mouth, chewing just enough to choke it down. I realize I haven’t heard the water turn on yet even though he’s been in the bathroom for a while.
“Nick?” I say, knocking on the door. “You okay in there?”
That’s when I hear a groan. Thankfully, he hasn’t locked himself in. I push the door open, shocked to find him sitting on the edge of the tub, stark naked and shaking.
“Hey,” I say, kneeling in front of him. “What’s wrong?”
He wrings his hands so hard I’m afraid he's going to dislocate the joints. His cheek is jumping hard. I can see restraint in every muscle in his body. He’s fighting something inside of him.
“What’s wrong?” I ask again. “What do you need to do?”
He stares at the ground as his body jerks uncontrollably.
“Look at me soldier,” I say with force. His eyes blink and turn toward mine. “What do you need to do?”
“Report to my handler for reeducation,” he says between spasms.
Damn. His programming is resurfacing. The longer he doesn’t do what he’s supposed to, the less control he has over himself.
I really want to find the bastards who did this to him and skin them alive.
“Dismiss that order, soldier,” I say. “You have a new mission.”
It’s a stretch, but I figure it can’t hurt to try.
His body twitches again, but he’s not fighting what I’m telling him.
Trust me, baby.
“I am your new handler.”
It’s not a magic wand, but his body stops shaking as much.
“Do you understand me, soldier? You will follow my commands now.”
That slows him down more until the tension in his body eases. “Yes,” he says with a slow breath. I know his programming goes deeper than I can with just commands right now, but I hope I’m giving him the ability to assert his own control.
“Good,” I say. “Now take a shower.”
I don’t hang around to see if he breaks down again. I need a minute. I lean against the wall, staring at the closed bathroom door. I don’t know how he did it. I don’t know how he had the strength to break us down and rebuild us as recruits. I know he cared about us. Even pain in the ass Ace meant something to Nikolai, but he never let that show during training.
I’m not strong enough for it. Not yet.
I tell myself he needs me. He won’t respond to anything but me.
I have to find the strength.
He takes ten minutes in the shower. He emerges with a towel wrapped around his waist, wet hair dripping down his forehead.
“Get dressed while I shower, soldier,” I tell him.
I strip at lightning speed and wash quickly. I consider forgoing washing my hair, but I feel disgusting. I’m mid-shampooing when I hear the bathroom door open. I don’t need to look to know he’s watching me. I don’t know if it should feel creepy. 
He’s seen it all before. 
“Do you need something?” I ask, turning to him as I rinse my hair. I feel his eyes trail the water as it runs down my body. It’s not sexual. He’s watching me like he’s trying to find some piece of me that’s wrong. 
Some part of me that proves I’m not me. 
I turn the water off, stepping out without trying to hide any part of my body. “They’re real,” I say, reaching next to him for a towel. “Wanna touch them?”
I thrust my boobs towards him, trying not to laugh when his hand twitches. 
“You’re good,” he says, crossing his arms in front of him. He’s dressed, but his shirt clings to his chest, and his hair is still dripping into his eyes. 
“You have no idea,” I say, drying my body.
“You sound like her. You fight like her. And you look so much like her. It's almost believable.”
He takes a step into the room, pinching a lock of my hair between his fingers. “She had hair just like this.”
My hair falls just below my shoulder blades. Reasonably, I should cut it. Either keep it short or always keep it tucked in a neat bun. It’s a weakness that can be used against me in a fight. But Nikolai always loved my hair this length. He loved to wrap it around his fist and tug.
He releases my hair and leaves the room.
His moments of lucidity, if that’s what I should call what just happened, are hard to anticipate. He was fine in the woods but flipped getting into the shower. He seems to have swung back to fine for the moment, but I can’t let my guard down and expect it to last.
I redress in the same clothes, searching through the grocery bags for the brush I bought. Nikolai sits on one of the beds, munching on a sandwich.
Didn’t have to tell him to eat this time.
I run the brush through my hair, working out the knots as best as I can. He’s watching me again, committing every move to memory. I walk to the bed and run the brush through his hair. It’s a few inches longer than I remember from that night in Norway. He always kept his hair short, just long enough for me to run my fingers through.
His eyes close as I comb his hair back. “That feels nice.”
I’m giddy to the point of having to slap my internal schoolgirl and tell her to get a grip. “I am her, you know,” I say, dropping the brush onto the bed and running my fingers through his hair. “I am Penelope.”
He looks up at me, and I know he doesn’t believe me. “I’ll believe the lie… just don’t hurt her.”
From giddy to broken-hearted in a matter of seconds. The moment’s over as I move back to the table and clean up the mess.
“What do we do now?”
He asked me that after the EMP episode. I wonder if it’s a sign that he’s more in control or if it’s his obedient side taking over.
“We get some rest and then keep moving.”
“Keep moving,” he repeats. “You even think like her.”
“That’s because I am her,” I say, tossing the unused food in a bag. I don’t want to be pissed at him, but I’m frustrated. I’ve reached the end of my rope with being called a liar about who I am.
“You can’t be,” he argues.
“Why not?”
“You’re old.”
You’re old. I’m twenty-nine. In six months, I’ll be thirty. With the exception of a few wisecracks from Marko over the years, I’ve never had anyone call me old. I’m not in line for Social Security, and last I checked, he was born five years before me.
“You’re older,” I say, proud that I refrain from sticking out my tongue.
He laughs. Laughs. It’s not the same as the cocky bastard who recruited me when I was seventeen, but it’s damn close. “Hardly, what are you? Twenty-eight?”
I don’t know if I should be offended that he thinks a year younger than my actual age is old. “Something like that,” I say, making sure not a speck of our presence will be left behind.
“Then you’re three years older than me.”
I dropped the bag I’m holding, turning to look at him. “What did you say?”
“I said I’m twenty-five.”
He’s wringing his hands again, not as aggressively as before, but I can tell it’s a nervous tick.
“You think you’re twenty-five years old?”
He gives me a look then that I remember from my past. It’s the look that Nikolai used to use when I said something so stupid he didn’t feel the need to comment.
I can’t fathom what he’s saying. “It’s been ten years…”
His cheek twitches. “What’s been ten years?”
It occurs to me that he doesn’t know. What little bit of Nikolai that might still be in there hasn’t moved along with the world outside his cell. He has no idea how long he’s been gone.
“What year do you think it is?” I ask.
His hands work together harder. “2004.”
I shake my head slowly, and he mirrors the movement.
“What year is it?”
“2014.”
His body rocks forward and back, over and over. I don’t think he even realizes he’s doing it. He looks like he wants to laugh at me again, but his eyes are devastated. “No,” he says. “No. No. You’re wrong.”
I wish I were. I wish he’d only been gone a few months. I wish I had thought to look for him. I wish had rescued him.
But we lost ten years.
“No,” he says again. “No. Don’t do that. Don’t make me think I lost that much of her.”
Don’t make me think I lost that much of her.
My heart squeezes so hard I’m afraid I’m having an attack.
The rocking grows more frantic, the wringing as painful looking as it had been in the bathroom. He looks on the verge of hysterics. “No. Please, take that back. Don’t lie to me like that.”
His breath hitches in the middle of his plea, and I feel like I’ve been stabbed in throat.
I’m on the verge of tears again. I don’t know what to say. “They told me you were dead.”
His face pales. “No… No… God… Don’t take that away from me.”
I know I’m only making matters worse, but I can’t help it. I feel like I’ve abandoned him, and I want him to know I would have saved him if I had known. “Kulzkoff told us you were killed. Your star was hung in the Pentagon—”
“Stop,” he shouts, jumping to his feet. He looks ready to beat me into silence, but he just stands there with his fists at his side, glaring at me. “Don’t do this.”
I don’t know what’s crueler: to tell him the truth until he believes it or to take it back and let him believe nineteen-year-old me is still out there, waiting for him. Either choice guts me, and I hold my hands up in surrender as I climb on to the bed next to him. I grab the remote control, turning the TV on.
Ten seconds pass.
Twenty.
Thirty.
I don’t push him, and he doesn’t fight with me. I flip through the channels, finding an old black and white movie.
“Do you know which one this is?” I ask, pointing to the screen with the remote.
Another ten seconds.
Twenty.
Thirty.
The bed dips next to me, and he scoots his back against the headboard, pulling his knees against his chest. “Streetcar Named Desire.”
I sit with my legs spread out in front of me. My hands rest in my lap. “That’s the chick from the movie with the guy who doesn’t give a damn, right?”
I’m only partially playing dumb. I’m not big on the oldies. Nikolai loves the oldies. I used to tolerate them because they had a lot of potential for making out.
“Yes,” he says, a reserved humor in his voice. “That’s Scarlet O’Hara.”
“Is that her real name?” I ask, turning to him.
His hands grip his knees tightly, his chin resting on top of them. He keeps his focus on the screen. “No.”
No. He doesn’t bother with the full explanation. Nikolai wouldn’t have bothered before, either. He knows I won’t commit it to memory.
“What’s this one about?” I ask, tossing the remote onto the nightstand and snuggling into the pillows behind me.
“Scarlet,” he says, his lips twitching when I glance at him. “She’s visiting her sister.”
“The one talking to her right now?”
“Yes.”
He’s patient with me. I expect my interruptions to bug him, but I think the only thing that bugs him is that I’m so much like me when I do it.
“The hot dude in the sweaty shirt,” I say. "I know him."
“As in you’ve met him in real life?” he asks. “I said you were old, but I didn’t know you were ancient.”
I side-eye him and notice he’s smiling. He’s teasing me.
I ignore the way my skin tingles.
“No, like I’ve seen him in something else.”
“He’s a famous actor,” he says. “He’s been in a lot of movies.”
I stare at the man’s face, noting the way his mouth moves when he talks, the mannerisms of his hands. I realize this is a much younger version of him than the one in my mind. By the next time he’s on the screen, I have it narrowed down.
“The Godfather,” I say. “He was the Godfather dude.”
“Gold star for you.”
Gold star for you. That’s not something Nikolai used to say. It’s something I say.
He’s quoting me now?
“So why he is so sweaty?” I ask, leaning my head back against the pillow and looking up to Nikolai.
His hands relax as he rests his head back. “It’s hot there. Don’t you sweat when you’re hot?”
I scrunch my nose. “Girls don’t sweat.”
That gets me a laugh. “Girls might not, but women do.”
Women do. Something about that distinction riles me up. I wonder if Nikolai considered me a girl or a woman back when we were together. I was a virgin, clueless and inept.
I wonder what it would be like for us to be together now.
He relaxes more, stretching his long legs out in front of him. “It’s a visual cue,” he explains. I knew the movie nerd couldn’t stay bottled up forever. I roll onto my side, not paying the movie any attention anymore. He’s far more fascinating to watch than it, anyway. “These people are all frustrated and tortured. They want more than they can have, and they all carry secrets that are leaking out against their will. Like sweat.”
It’s amazing. I fought him. I kissed him. I commanded him. But this the first time he’s really let all the guards down and just become Nikolai. He’s not worried about returning to his handler, or that he has to kill someone. We’re talking about movies—it’s so trivial in the grand scheme of things. It’s Nick like I remember him.
“Well, I bet they stink, too,” I say.
There’s that smile I haven’t seen since the night he said goodbye.
My smile. The smile he reserves for the moments like this, with just the two of us.
I don’t care what it takes or how many trials are ahead of us.
I make it my mission to keep that smile on his face.
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Two days.
We’ve been on our own for a little over forty-eight hours. I’m itching to contact Claymore, hit up an internet search for something about Marko’s father, or see if there are any new developments in Countess’ case. I’ve never had to deal with this part of the job, not in total radio silence. I’ve gone underground, sure, but I always knew I could turn to my teammates to keep me informed.
Claymore is the only one I trust right now.
Claymore is the only one I’m willing to put in danger right now.
A big part of me hopes someone finds us soon. I’m so bored I’m looking forward to a fight.
We settle into a motel just outside of Springfield, Missouri. I know protocol is to keep moving, but something tells me to stay put.
Nikolai bounces between his various mental states with just as much unpredictability as he has since we caught him. As long as the television is on and he’s watching a movie, he seems to relax. It’s probably the most normal activity he’s encountered since he was tortured.
Was he tortured? I don’t know. I assume so. He says stuff, passing comments and pleas, that make me think he’s highly aware that someone is fucking with his mind. But then there are moments when I ask him to tell me what he knows and he has nothing but a blank stare.
That has to be so terrifying. To know your mind isn’t yours anymore.
We’ve crossed into November, but the cable companies still think it’s Halloween. Nikolai sits on the bed, eating a bowl of cereal and watching Nightmare on Elm Street. This one I know. I’ve watched it quite a few times. It still scares the shit out of me.
“I fought a guy in Romania who had gloves like that,” I say. “Bastard stabbed me in the kidney.” Nikolai tilts his head as he looks to me. “Thank God we come with two, right?”
I say it with a smile, even though it’s not technically a joke. I did lose a kidney from that one.
His lips open and close, his brows knitting together, as he tries to come up with the right words to say. “What?”
I shouldn’t find that as funny as I do. I fight a smile and explain. “Diamond thief, Vladimir Dalca. Is it just me or are all dudes from Romania named Vladimir?” He’s still looking at me like I’m bat-shit insane, so I add more exposition. “He was stealing diamonds to fund terrorist bombings of government buildings in Bucharest.”
That’s all I’m going to give him. I don’t discuss missions with anyone except the council. I’ve said more than I should already.
He stirs the contents of his bowl, shaking his head like he wishes that would rattle some sense into what I’ve just said. “She would’ve been the one I sent on that mission, too.”
He says shit like that a lot. I’m still working on letting it roll off my back. It’s only been two days, but when everything I say, do, think, don’t say, don’t do, is judged and weighed against the me in his head, it’s hard to not let it get to me. I get that he doesn’t believe I can be me. In so many ways, he really did die ten years ago. But he’s giving me a complex.
I want to beat myself—prove to him that I’m the best and the Penelope in his head was a kid who still had a lot of growing up to do. I’m not her anymore. I’m better. It’s ridiculous. A decade later, I’m still trying to prove myself to this man, and the only way I can is to convince him that I’m better than myself.
I glance at the door. Boy, it’d be nice if some ninjas just descended on us already.
“Yeah, well, she wasn’t available,” I say, pretty damn snippy even to my own ears. “So I had to take that one.”
He’s done eating, done talking. His knees bend in front of him, and he hides behind his leg cage.
Two giant steps back, Penelope.
“What do you want from me?” he asks. His eyes are on the TV, but I know he’s talking to me.
“Nothing. You’re free. Figure out what you want to do and be. I’m just keeping you safe until the guys who had you are exposed.”
“This is an all-time low, even for Heinrich.”
Heinrich. “Who?”
His cheek twitches. “I know you’re not her.”
Great. This bullshit again. “My mother would disagree with you.”
“I’ve never heard of that man. I never sent her on that mission.”
Sent her on that mission. I forget that Nikolai used to be more than just a team member. He was team leader. The council gave him the authority to assign our missions. He knew all the details of everything each of us did. After his death, the council deemed that too dangerous. They speculated part of the reason Nikolai had been targeted was his intel. We gained a new Russian operative after that, but we never regained a team leader.
“You’re right,” I say. “You didn’t.”
We shut up and watch the movie. For the first time, I’m not scared watching it.
 

 
He falls asleep a few hours later. The TV and the lights are off. I sit back at the window with my gun on my lap and my feet propped up on the AC/heater unit. I’m facing the glass, but my mind keeps floating behind me to the man on the bed.
Heinrich.
The name rolls around in my mind. I’ve never heard it before. I can’t place him in the military or with any of the missions I’ve been on. I can’t even place him as some bad guy out in the world. He used it so flippantly, like I should automatically know who he was talking about because that’s the dude pulling my strings.
I need to know more.
Research will require tech of some sort. That’s not advisable at this juncture. Even a TracFone can be hacked and traced. I’m ready for a fight, but I’m not stupid. I don’t need to go borrowing trouble when I have plenty sleeping on my bed right now.
I think of Claymore, wonder what he’s found out. I wonder where he is.
I know these things take time, but day three is dawning, and I have a bad feeling in my gut.
This is low, even for Heinrich.
 “No,” Nikolai says in his sleep. It’s not the first nightmare he’s had. Usually he works the terror out on his own if I just leave him alone long enough. “No… not her. Please, anything, but don’t hurt her!”
Another complex he’s giving me. I know I love him. I know he was… is everything to me. But I feel like my commitment to him is inferior to his for me. I would have gladly taken any punishment to keep him safe. I would have jumped in front of a bullet for him. I still would. I mourned him, am still mourning him. But at some point in the past ten years, I had to make myself move on, keep living. Every time he says it, it cuts me. He’s hasn’t moved on. He put me up on this pedestal, this perfect angel he doesn’t want the demons to touch.
I let the demons take him and didn’t doubt when someone told me he was dead.
I’m no angel.
He starts thrashing around. “No… stop…”
That’s my cue.
I lay the gun in the chair and walk to the bed. He kicks his legs, swinging his fists as he fights something I hope I never understand.
“Nick?” I don’t touch him. It’s a rule that can keep you alive around people who like to snap necks and ask questions later. When we’re freaking out in an unconscious state, we’re going to wake up and react violently. Keep your distance. “Nick, wake up. It’s a nightmare.”
“No.” He moans as I turn on the lamp next to the bed. His bangs cling to his forehead, and his cheeks are shiny with sweat. “No… Poppy, get out of here!”
He would never have a damn dream where he’s only concerned with getting himself out.
I’m about to break my rule. My hand’s halfway to his shoulder when he says, “If you hurt her, Heinrich, I’ll tear your head off.”
Heinrich.
That solidifies my theory. He’s involved with Nikolai’s torture. I gently rest my hands on the edge of the bed, careful not to touch him, and lean in close to his ear. “Who’s Heinrich?”
His body tenses as he bares his teeth with a hiss. “You promised,” he says to the ghosts in his head. “My life for hers. My freedom for hers.”
The words are sharp daggers driving through my heart. “Who is Heinrich?”
He’s breathing hard, ready to fight, as he shouts, “Go to Hell!”
“Who is Heinrich,” I shout in my commanding voice. “Tell me, soldier.”
“No,” he screams, awakening and grabbing my shoulders. He throws me on the bed in a flash, pinning me under him. His eyes are wide, his nostrils flaring as he stares down at me.
I can tell sleep still has him in its clutches. He doesn’t really see me.
I lie there without fighting, or even talking. I just watch him.
Slowly, the tension eases from his body. His breathing becomes more even.
I worm my hand under his shirt, pressing it to his chest where I feel his heart hammering hard and fast against his ribs. “Get this under control, Nick.”
The words, the situation, everything kindles a memory in me. I see the exact moment it triggers in him, too. He lowers his lips toward mine, swaying at the last second. He’s a millimeter from my mouth, his breath hitching as he whispers, “Poppy.”
“It’s me,” I say, grabbing the sides of his face to guide him back.
I don’t get a chance to initiate the kiss.
He does it for me.
This isn’t that dead fish kiss I got in the bathroom the other day. This is what I remember. This is Nick and me as we always were. His tongue slides into my mouth, and I moan. His knee presses between my legs, and I rock against him. I haven’t been shy about my body since I lost my virginity to this man a decade ago. It took a few years after he died before I wanted to do it again, and once I did, I embraced it. I needed it. Sex with Nick helped me balance this darker part of me that the job required. Without the outlet, I became too withdrawn, too violent, and even unstable. I drank. I started fights. I planned out assassinations for fun. It feels ridiculous to admit that until I got good and laid again, I was a live wire ready to burn the world down. I found some good partners over the years, Marko being one of my favorites.
But nothing compares to this.
He bites my bottom lip, and I squeal. I’m giving it up like I’m an inexperienced, eager Girl Scout again. So much for convincing him a mature woman is what he really wants now.
“I’ve missed you,” I say when he breaks away to catch his breath.
“Where have I been?” he asks. His finger traces my lips, and I’m captivated by the easy smile on his. His fingernail scrapes the middle of my bottom lip—along a scar I often forget I have. Marko gave it to me during a rough night of play. He bit me so hard I needed a few stitches. I realize now that’s probably what keeps reminding Nikolai that I’m not his Penelope. I didn’t have that scar before.
As if on cue, the sight registers with him, and the last bit of sleep clears from his eyes. He blinks a few times, licking his lips slowly.
God help me, but that only turns me on more.
He doesn’t say a word. He pulls away, taking all the warmth in the room with him. I hear the bathroom door slam, and I roll on to my side.
It started out promising, but this was nothing like that night we both remembered.
 

 
I tap on his window, watching the grounds in the dark. It’s after midnight. Curfew was four hours ago. The only people walking around are the nightshift, and they rarely make it all the way to the old barracks.
Nikolai is the only one crazy enough to sleep in them. They say they’re haunted. Nikolai says he doesn’t mind sleeping among ghosts.
I raise my hand to knock again and hit something softer than the glass.
“Come on in,” Nikolai says with a laugh.
He offers me his hand, but I tell him I’ve got it and grab on to the windowsill to pull myself in. He stands back and lets my ass topple over with an ungraceful thud.
“Thanks,” I say, rubbing my shoulder.
He shrugs, damn cocky smirk on his lips. “You said you had it.”
I bounce up, hopping from one foot to the other with excitement. “Well? Well?”
He leans his ass against the windowsill, arms crossed in front of him. “Well what?”
The bastard is playing dumb, and I find nothing attractive about it.
Although, his fitted black tank and black boxer shorts almost make up for it.
“You know what,” I say, smacking my right fist into the palm of my left hand. “Did you hand in the rankings?”
He holds that confident smile in place, but I can tell he’s trying hard to not laugh out loud at me. “Maybe.”
Maybe. Damn him. He knows I’m too wound up about this to be patient. “And?” I prompt more of a response with a wave of my hand.
“And… they will post the results in the morning, at breakfast.”

I bat my lashes. “But you can tell me now.”
“Cannot.”
“Can,” I insist.
I walk to him, swaying my hips with each step. “Come on, Nick, I know you want to tell me.”
“Doesn’t matter if I do,” he says, his face dead serious now. “I can’t tell you, Penelope. Rules are rules.”
Rules are rules. Unless the rules are about fraternizing with your colleagues, sleeping with your insubordinates, or just about a billion other things that he and I have done together over the past year. I’m pretty sure what I let him do to me in the custodial storage bunk last week is illegal in more than one state.
But this rule he abides by.
I frown. “Really?”
“Really, Poppy. This rule is the only thing that keeps this,” he says with a wave between us, “from being an incident. If you knew information early, they would ask how and why and investigate. And if this is ever exposed—”
“I know.”
It would be a scandal and a black mark on both our records, but he would bear the brunt of the punishment as the older party, the officer, and the one who had a responsibility to follow the rules. They’d call him things that could never be erased all because of my age and rank.
No one would understand this the way we do.
“So it’s best that we not lead anyone to speculate that I’m sleeping with you.”
I roll my eyes. “But you are sleeping with me. And a lot of help it’s doing me.”
He takes a step away from the window, clucking his tongue. He knows I’m teasing him, and he’s taking up the challenge of teasing me back. “Are you saying you’re only sleeping with me for intel, Recruit Vincent?”
“No,” I say with a pout.
He taps his finger against my bottom lip, mirroring my pout. “But you figure because you are, you deserve to know before your team?”
Truth is, I don’t think I deserve anything more than Nikolai. Sleeping with him is already a bonus. Just having him as a friend is more than I could ever expect in this world. On a very serious level, I would never ask for anything extra than just these moments with him. I’m not greedy.
I’m acting like a child. He’s right. It’s too risky and not worth it. I’ll know in a few hours what the results are. “No.”
“So you can wait?” he asks, resting his hands on my hips.
I nod, pressing my hands to his chest. “Yeah.”
“Think of it like Christmas morning.”
Christmas morning. The one time of year when my mother and I were most aware of how little we could afford in our lives.
I know he’s thinking of a nicer version of that holiday than what I grew up with, so I just shine him on. “Sure.”
“So,” he says.
“So.”
His arms wind around me, hands brushing over the curve of my ass. “Is that the only reason you came here tonight?”
His lips touch my throat, and I hook my arms over his shoulders.
“Yeah, pretty much,” I say. I’m distracted by the idea of what the results will be, mentally calculating how many minutes until breakfast is served. I worked my ass off for this team. If I don’t score high enough, I won’t be able to serve as the American operative. I want to know now if my best is good enough.
He pulls back. “Really?”
I’m confused by the look on his face, so I run his words back through my mind.
“Oh.” I blush, “No, I wanted to see you, too.”
His smile melts the awkwardness away. “This really is bugging you, isn’t it?”
“Yeah.”
He pulls me back into his arms, nuzzling my neck. “And how can I help take your mind off it?”
I rest my head on his shoulder. “Dunno. I tend to get tunnel vision when I’m focused on a goal.”
“Hmm.” He works his hands under the waistband of my pants, squeezing my ass. “I think that was a challenge.”
I try to remain composed. We’re having one of those banter-leading-to-hot-sex moments, and I want to be cool like the chicks in the movies who pull off being all sarcastic and snippy before the dude fucks her senseless. It’s not working, though. We’ve done this a lot over the past few months. So much so that some days I’m surprised people haven’t caught on that we’re an item. I can’t look at him and not picture him naked. I can’t be in the same room with him and not fantasize about what we would do together if no one else were around. I never knew how horny I could be until Nikolai kicked down the door and let this part of me out.
I want to play the part of the calm, collected badass who can hold her own against this man in the bedroom as well as she does in a fight.
One of his hands moves around my side, caressing my stomach, and I mew like a cat in heat.
So much for being strong, or composed.
I feel his body shake with laughter. He knows what he does to me. He knows my body instantly responds to his touch.
This was never going to be much of a challenge for him.
Before I can make a remark to contradict my body’s reaction, his lips are on mine.
Damn him. He always has to win.
With me, he always does.
We make out for a few minutes. When he leans back to look at me, there’s this mischievous glint in his eyes that I mildly want to smack away.
Confident bastard.
He pulls the hem of my shirt up and over my body, tossing it away and discarding my bra just as quickly. He stares at my breasts with a hunger that tightens my skin.
I never think much about my body. I think about what I’m capable of. I think about my strengths and my weaknesses. I never think about parts of my body being attractive to someone else. With the exception of Nikolai, I’ve never had someone pursue me in that way, either. I mean, boys used to look at me, and the old pervert who rode the same bus as me would stare at my chest, but no one looked at me the way he does. He looks at me like he’s in pain and I’m the only thing that can sooth him. Or maybe that’s what I see because it’s how I feel when I look at him.
He’s a man of few words. You have to know how to read his actions. His eyes are always watching, assessing. Over the past two years, I’ve learned his looks for disappointment and approval while in training. In the past fifteen months, I’ve come to understand his private looks. The ones he only shows when he drops his guard. The ones that tell me he’s just as afraid of things as I am. The ones that tell me this is just the beginning of what we have together.
A peaceful contentment softens the hard lines of his face. “Krasotka.”
Krasotka. Beautiful. Goosebumps rise along my arms and down my back. My skin is cold and tingly, and my blood is hot beneath it. I feel friction in my own veins as he stares into my eyes.
He makes me feel beautiful.
His hands frame my chest, fondling the sides of my breasts. His thumbs brush over my nipples. The combination of it all, the look in his eyes and his touch spark my body to life. I’m a live wire about to fall into a tank of gasoline and explode.
He wraps his hands around the back of my thighs, lifting me up as he kisses me again. I wind my legs around his waist and clutch his shoulders for balance. I’m not afraid of falling.
Nikolai will never drop me.
He alternates between kissing me and sucking on my nipples. The sensation it’s causing is making me crazy. I’m rubbing against him in desperate need. Begging him with whimpers each time he moves his mouth.
His lips meet mine, and I deepen the kiss, locking my arms around his neck. He takes that as a sign that it’s time to move to the bed.
I always want Nikolai to get rough with me during sex. We’re both very aggressive fighters. So many times in training I’ve felt the same ache in me that I feel right now. I wonder what it would be like to fight and fuck. It thrills me to picture us tearing at each other and giving over to a darker side I know we both have.
But Nikolai is never rough with me in these moments. I don’t think he has the ability to be. Not here, not like this. He treasures me. He treats me like fine crystal.
He lays me down so slowly that I almost miss the exact moment my back hits the bed. He plants a trail of kisses down my body, undoing my pants and discarding the rest of my clothes in a flash. My eyes close, and I savor the feel of his lips on my skin.
His hands slide up my thighs, spreading my legs further apart as he returns to his spot between my legs. His fingertips explore me, dipping into the wetness a small part of me is still slightly embarrassed of. It’s not a matter of me feeling embarrassed that I’m horny. I got over that when I was thirteen and bought my first vibrator. It’s more that I can’t hide what he does to me. I can hide everything about me—my name, my age, even my nationality. I can hide the fact that I can kill, hide the fact that I detest someone.
But my body has no lies from this man.
He touches me, and I get wet. Simple as that.
He plays with me, rubbing my clit and sliding deeper, then stroking back to tease me again. My heart beats so hard I feel it pulsing in my fingertips, along my skin, and even in the tips of my nipples. Tight, short breaths are all my lungs can manage. He sits on his knees, fondling me until I’m senseless. He doesn’t touch me anywhere else—unless you count the touch of his eyes. He stares at me with the intensity of a panther watching his prey. The hunger in his eyes is so intense now that I’m soaked when he adds a second finger to between my legs. He pumps his fingers in and out, stroking my clit with his thumb. It’s not the same as having him inside of me, but I give myself over to it, anyway. I ride his hand, clinging to his forearm as the pressure begins to build. Just a few more strokes and I cry out as I come.
“Yebat’,” he says.
Yebat’. Fuck. I can’t agree with him more. He rests his hand on my lower abdomen as I try to catch my breath. It’s hard to come back down from the pleasure. I feel like I go someplace else when he does that to me. I wonder if that’s a normal every girl’s orgasm kind of thing or just something Nikolai gives me. We all have our special skills. Maybe his is mind-blowing orgasms. My vision blurs a little, but I can see his mouth hanging open, and the hunger has turned into a wide-eyed desperation that reminds me of myself a few minutes ago.
“What?” I ask, feeling too satisfied to be self-conscious.
“Do you have any idea how sexy you look when you fall apart like that?”
My brain is goofy with endorphins. I want to tease him, tell him, “Sure, I often rub one out in front of the mirror just to see my sexy come face.” But he looks so serious in his need right now. I don’t think he’s any more aware of what he’s saying than I am of what I’m doing now.
I slip my hand under the hem of his tank, surprised to feel his heart hammering hard inside his chest.
I smirk. “Get this under control, Nick.”
That spurs him on. He’s off the bed, undressing and back between my thighs in a matter of seconds. He gives me no warning, no extra foreplay, before he slides right in. We both moan, and I’m spinning higher into the whirlwind of sensations. For a second, I hold my breath, bracing myself for him to be more aggressive than he has before. I can feel his body vibrating with lust. I’m excited to feel him unleash it.
And then he pulls out and reenters so slow it feels like torture.
Sweet, sweet torture.
He doesn’t fuck me so hard I bruise, and I’m okay with that. He makes love to me, caresses me, and reminds me I’m his comfort in the chaos. I lose track of how long or fast it is. I know when I start to feel the climb inside again, he’s meeting me groan for groan. I topple over the edge, and he falls with me, both of us covered in sweat and out of breath when we’re done.
He tells me to stay, to sleep in his arms. He’ll have me up and dressed long before anyone notices me missing. I give in. Not because it’s what he wants me to do, but because I don’t ever want to leave his arms again. Tonight’s the last night I’ll be here. The last night of training. The last night of this chapter in my life. Tomorrow, I find out if I get to become Soldier Vincent or Agent Vincent.
Tomorrow, I’ll no longer be his student. I’ll be his equal.
He presses a kiss to my ear. “Goodnight, Poppy.”
I yawn, big and wide, and smack my lips as I say, “Night.”
It’s quiet for a few seconds. Sleep starts to take me just as I feel his breath at my ear again.
“Poppy.” I make a noise, too far gone to speak. “I ranked you number one in the class.”
I nuzzle my face into his chest. The words are just words. I’m fading into dreamland and can’t make sense of them. They’re not important. Nothing is as important as his scent in my nose and his warmth wrapped around my body.
I’ll ask him to tell me whatever it is he just said again, tomorrow. Maybe at breakfast.
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“Why do you hate your father?”
I step out of the shower, finding him sitting on the bathroom floor as he asks me that. I gave up hoping I could shower alone after the second day of us remaining here in Missouri. He follows me in here, not to watch. I think he’s just afraid to be alone.
I don’t know what prompted this question. He knows why I hate Hassan. And he knows damn well I don’t call him my father. “I don’t have a father.”
His fingers drum on the floor as his cheek twitches. “Why do you hate Hassan?”
He’s a man with no morals. He’ll sell out anyone around him for any sort of gain. He supplies evil men with the means to do evil things. That’s not the explanation he’s looking for, though. Those are all valid reasons for anyone to hate Hassan, but Nikolai knows my anger goes deeper than that.
I’m willing to do anything for this man to help break his mind free of whatever Hell he’s been through, but this crosses a personal line for me.
I dry off and get dressed, counting to ten in my head as I lead us back into the bedroom.
Then I give in. “Because he let my mother leave him when she was pregnant with me.”
He knows this story. He knows every detail of my childhood. I don’t know if this is his way of proving I’m who I say I am or if he really has forgotten it.
“Your mother wasn’t happy with him. She wanted to leave.”
“My mother has never been happy, period,” I say. “Leaving him meant…”
I swallow down the rest of the words. My past is behind me. I’m not her or Hassan’s daughter anymore. I’m Agent Vincent. End of story.
“Leaving him meant going back home,” he says.
Home. I never had a home. I had a mother who worked two jobs to pay for a parking spot in a good garage that wouldn’t kick us out when we slept in the car. I had constant looks and offhanded remarks that if she didn’t have a kid to worry about she might be able to get back on her feet. I had a walk to a bus stop and a sixteen block jog back to her apartment every time I flew back from visiting Hassan, followed by an, 'oh, that’s right, he doesn’t want to keep you.'
It’s irrational. I know. I should hate them both. In lots of ways, I do. But I blame Hassan for not holding onto her. My mother tried, but she wasn’t meant to be a mom. I stopped calling her on my birthday when I turned eighteen, and she hasn’t tried to contact me since.
Hassan still sends me monthly invitations for visits.
Maybe that’s why he’s easier to hate. He cares. I know hating him hurts him in some way. My mother preferred a world where I never existed, especially once I became a problem in school. 
“I hate that he got her pregnant.”
That’s the truth. That’s what he’s pushing for. That’s what I admitted the night I lost my virginity to him. I told him my hatred of Hassan had everything to do with me feeling like I should never have been born.
And he set out to prove to me that my life meant something… everything… to him.
He’s quiet as he sits on the bed, and then he shakes his head. “How do you know that?”
I sit in the chair by the window. “You know how.”
“She wouldn’t have told anyone else that,” he says, hands wringing in his lap now. Another conditioning attack is about to strike.
I try to talk him through it. “I’ve never told anyone else that. Just you.”
“How is he doing this?” he asks, rocking forward and back. “Am I unconscious? Is he making me come up with this in my head?”
I’ve narrowed down the 'he' in these rants as Heinrich and speculate that he’s the main overseer of whatever was done to Nikolai. I don’t know if he’s a doctor, or a soldier, or just a cruel person with a dungeon on hand.
But I know one day I’ll kill the bastard.
“This isn’t in your head. This is real. I’m real.”
I stand and catch the flicker of red and blue lights out of the corner of my eye. I peek around the curtain. Two squad cars and an unmarked SUV are parked directly in front of the room. I don’t see any uniforms, but I’m guessing they’re assessing the best way to overpower us.
Damn.
I knew staying put would bite me in the ass, one way or another.
I run past a still-rocking-as-he-mumbles-to-himself Nikolai and check the bathroom. There’s a window barely big enough for my boot to pass through up high in the room, but there's no other exit.
“Nick,” I say, arming my gun and slinging my backpack over my back. “We have to get ready to run.”
“No,” he says. “You can’t know these things unless you have her somewhere.”
Sweet zombie-loving Christ. We’re about to be caught by the people who scrambled his brain and want to put me six feet under, and he’s got to choose now to go full-metal delusional on me?
“Where in the hell are you, Claymore?” I mutter, holding my gun to my forehead as I send up a prayer to whatever power might be looking out for us. 
The PA system on one of the cars clicks on with a loud whine. “Penelope Vincent, this is the Springfield P.D.”
Penelope Vincent. Not Agent Vincent. Not Nightshade. I remember seeing Countess’ face on the news. I suddenly imagine mine gracing the cover of The New York Times tomorrow morning.
I’ve been burned.
The council has turned against me.
“Miss Vincent,” the officer says. “We know you’re in there. Please come out, unarmed, with your hands up, and we'll make this as painless as possible.”
How did they get the slip on me? I know we should have stayed mobile, but I don’t know how I was tracked here.
I assess possible outcomes, everything leading to the fact that I’m going to have to turn us in.
“Where is she?” Nikolai asks. “Where’s Penelope?”
“Nick, I really need you to snap out of it,” I say, peeking through the curtain again. Now there are more uniforms than I can count. And though the squad cars are stationed closest, I see Army fatigues in the background. They have a sniper positioned on the roof of the drug store across the street. “Get low,” I warn him. I can’t make out the rifle from this distance, but I’m sure they brought in heat-seeking tech.
How the hell did they find me?
“Miss Vincent,” a different voice says over the loudspeaker. This one isn’t from around here. His accent is foreign. Austrian… maybe German? His voice is nasally high-pitched. “By now, I’m sure you are well aware that this is more than just a local authority’s raid. You are in possession of something that belongs to me.”
I don’t have anything that belongs to anyone. I’m in possession of a gun that Hassan gave me. I don’t even know who that guy is. I can’t see him from this viewpoint, and I’m not about to give the sniper more confirmation on where I am in the room.
I turn back to check on Nikolai. He’s given up his tirade against me, going silent once the German guy started to talk.
He’s a damn statue. Every inch of him is frozen except the twitch in his cheek.
“Nick—”
He grunts, and I see genuine fear in his eyes.
“Do you know who that is?” I ask, nodding toward the window.
He doesn’t speak, but I can tell he does.
Something that belongs to me. “Is that Heinrich?”
The twitch in his cheek intensifies.
“It is in your interest to comply with surrender. I will give you to the count of five to come out.”
“Nick—”
“One,” Heinrich says.
“Look at me, Nick. Stay with me. You don’t have to go back to this.”
“Two.”
He’s struggling against the restraints his mind is putting on his body.
“Fight it, Nick.”
“Three.”
He moans and forces his lips apart. “Go.”
“I’m not going anywhere,” I say.
“Four.”
He starts to whimper, his breathing accelerating. We both know what’s coming.
“Five,” Heinrich says.
I stand up, leaving my gun on the floor. I walk to Nikolai. “This isn’t your fault, and I’m going to do whatever it takes to get you free.”
“Very well, Miss Vincent,” Heinrich says. “You have chosen your fate. Mak.”
Mak. Russian for Poppy.
The fight drains from Nikolai instantly. My Nick is gone as the assassin takes over. His hand wraps around my throat, and he charges forward. My back slams against the door with enough force to rattle the hinges.
Damn, that hurts.
“Bring her out alive,” Heinrich announces over the loudspeaker.
I have a hundred pleas on the tip of my tongue that I want to throw at Nikolai. I know he’s in there. I’ve brought so much of him out over the past week. But I know Heinrich just turned on the flood that washed all that away. I’ve had seven days up against ten years of programming.
I never had a chance.
He drags me by the grip on my neck as he opens the door and steps out. There's no huge show of force. Each squad car contained only two cops. The SUV carried Heinrich and a few dudes in gear like what I found Nikolai in a week ago.
Always figured I'd go out in a blaze of glory, but I should have known better. The people I kill don't even know I'm watching them. I shouldn't have expected anything different with my own death.
They don't want to kill me. They want me alive.
Nikolai leads me to the furthest SUV, where a tall, thin man dressed in a long black coat stands waiting for us.
Heinrich.
The middle of his body is too long for the rest of him. His arms stick out like the arms of a T-Rex. He’s got narrow shoulders and no hips to speak of. His head is shaped like a cylinder, rising from his shoulders at the same width as his scrawny neck.
Heinrich sizes me up before he speaks. He looks from me to Nikolai and back again twice before he settles on addressing Nikolai. “Well done, Subject A.” Subject A. Nikolai doesn’t even have a real name anymore. Heinrich’s accent is heavy, like the leather boots he wears that I’m face to face with. “Ms. Vincent,” he says, staring down at me with beady eyes. “It is an honor to finally meet you.”
I’m suddenly struck by what he reminds me of. He’s a Muppet. He’s a goddamn Indiana-Jones-Nazi-bad-guy-wannabe Muppet.
Please tell me I’m not about to be taken into the custody of a cliché.
I blow a stray strand of hair from my eyes, achieving my best Harrison Ford impersonation as I say, “Can’t say the same for you.”
Heinrich smiles, but it’s not a smile. It’s a calculated evaluation manifesting in a display of emotion. I’m reminded of Dr. Stevens. The researcher has discovered his first fact about the rat.
“He always said you would fight the hardest.”
Nikolai’s hand hasn’t left my neck. I know I can fight him. I might even get as far as the end of the parking lot before someone shoots me with something. Conclusive assessment of the situation says it’s smart to not fight. Not yet. They want to take me alive.
I don’t struggle when I feel the zip tie secure around my wrists. “Whoever he is, he’s smart,” I say.
Heinrich looks to Nikolai. He wears glasses, the same ones Dr. Stevens wore. They really must get those with the PhD. His eyes are blue, so vibrant they don’t look real. A few strands of pale blonde hair fall across his high forehead as he says, “She thinks you’re smart, Subject A.”
I know Nikolai’s brilliant, but I keep that to myself.
“I fear I must apologize, Ms. Vincent,” Heinrich says.
“Agent Vincent,” I correct him.
“Ms. Vincent,” he repeats, emphasizing the words with a sharp glare down at me. “You were not scheduled to be taken yet, but your abilities have grown out of proper control.”
Out of proper control. What the hell does that mean?
“Do not worry, Ms. Vincent,” he says as if he can read my mind. “You won’t understand any of this shortly. Your worries will disappear.”
He’s going to mess with my mind.
That does it. I’ve reached the point where survival means more than not being shot. I fight, twisting far enough around to bite Nikolai’s wrist. He lets go, and I land a hard kick to his legs as I jump to my feet. My hands are tied behind me, but that doesn’t affect my legs. I dodge two more guards and sprint.
My heart beats hard between my ears, and I know… I know I’m fucked, but I run for all I’m worth.
I don’t even feel it. It has to be a dart, or a bullet of some sort. It hits me so quickly that it blends with the adrenaline pumping through my blood. It’s only when my feet go heavy and clunky under me and my eyes start to close that I realize I’ve been drugged.
“No… stop…” I’m trying to say, but my lips are heavy. My throat is closing up.
The edges of my vision are going dark. Nikolai is above me then. He’s not trying to help me. He looks ready to strangle me completely now. I focus on his eyes, clinging to words he once branded into my brain.
You will be taken hostage, Poppy. It’s not something those in our line of work can avoid. But that doesn’t mean you’ll be a victim.
As long as your mind stays strong, they can’t break you.
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I was asleep.
That’s the only thought running through my head as I thrash within the stronghold wrapped around me. There’s something covering my face. It’s thin enough that I can hear through it, made of some sort of cloth. A pillowcase, maybe? It stinks with the tang of sweat and something else… a harsh chemical smell that singes my nostrils each time I inhale.
I’m disoriented. My feet aren’t touching the ground, but I can feel that I’m in motion. I was unconscious. I don’t know how long I’ve been out, what’s moving me, or in what direction.
I try to move. Whatever’s around me tightens.
I can’t breathe.
“Let me go,” I say. It’s meek and coated with the last trace of sleep in my system.
“Keep her quiet,” a voice says. I can’t tell if I recognize the voice.
The more I wake up, the more terror laces each of my breaths.
What’s going on?
I was asleep.
They hit me at my weakest, took advantage of the one vulnerability every human has.
I can’t tell how many are around me. One holds me, and one told him to keep me quiet, but is that all?
Your first priority is to assess your situation, Recruit Vincent. You can’t fight what you don’t understand.
I try to take a deep breath. I can’t.
I can’t breathe.
The chemical smell is nauseating.
I can’t get a handle on the situation, can’t assess shit. I pray that this is just a drill. That hardass Zolkov warned us that all bets were off starting yesterday. I wouldn’t put it past him to kidnap me and call it 'training'.
We move for a few more minutes, and I hear a loud whine of metal against metal followed by a loud thunk.
A door opening, maybe?
“Put her in the chair.”
That’s the same voice that told the one holding me to shut me up. I think.
Everything feels like it’s moving too fast and yet slower than normal at the same time. My heart is beating so fast that my body vibrates with adrenaline. It’s years before I feel the chair underneath me, but once I do, the voices around me are speaking at a speed that only the Chipmunks can understand.
Pain rips through my cheek, and I scream.
My hands are secured behind me, my legs tied to the front of the chair.
“Please,” I say, my voice trembling. “Please.”
I don’t know what I’m begging them to do. I just want to go back to sleep.
I just want this to be a bad dream.
More words fly at me. I can’t process them. Another hit, this time to my shoulder. Something in my brain snaps. I want to cry. I want to scream. My mouth opens and the disgusting stench pours in, all the way down to my guts and pulls the vomit back out with my next breath. I throw up, and whatever covers me face catches the puke, suffocating me with it.
I hear more words, something that makes me hope they’ll at least uncover my head. A few seconds, or another year, I don’t know, and my face is liberated.
I draw in a deep breath, coughing as the last bit of vomit clears from my throat.
“You’re a disgrace,” the voice says.
It’s no longer distorted by my fear and the pillowcase. It’s clear as a bell tolling over a graveyard in the dead of night.
I’m pulled out of the memory, sucked free of the effects of the drug Heinrich hit me with.
I smell the tang of stomach acid and know I threw up this time, too. Last time it was from inexperience. This time I’m guessing it’s from whatever was in my system.
I’m not afraid of being kidnapped anymore.
Nikolai taught me how to handle it.
“I’m the best,” I say, locking my breaths under control. I realize the chemical smell was external from the memory. It’s in the room I’m in now, permeating the air like a cloud.
I can’t see anything but a bright light that shines directly in my eyes to distort the rest of the view. I hear feet shuffle around me, telling me more than one person is in the room. A drip echoes in the far right corner. I don’t know if it’s real or for the effect of slowly driving me insane. I pinpoint the chemical as chlorine. If I didn’t know better, I’d say we were sitting in a pool cleaning supply room.
I hear the motion of his hand the exact second I feel the slap on my cheek.
It’s sick. I’m sick.
My insides tighten in a way that’s opposite from what I should be feeling. I know that hand. I know the force of his hits. I know this isn’t some scene he’s playing with me. At the end, he’s not going to untie me and tell me how I’m the best little soldier under his command.
But I can’t help the natural response I have to this moment.
“You’re pathetic,” Nikolai says. His voice is deeper, harsher than I remember. He has more anger in him now than he did training me.
I wonder if Heinrich utilizes that rage or if he’s oblivious to it.
“I’m not the one who had to tie a girl up to beat her.”
That earns me another slap and a growl.
“Enough,” Heinrich says. “Leave us.”
The light remains in my eyes, and I rely on my other senses to figure out how many have left the room. I hear only one pair of feet circle around to my left side.
“Where did you go, Miss Vincent?”
Let the mind games begin. “You can’t break me.”
“And why is that, Miss Vincent? Do you believe your mind superior to any other?”
My mind is above average, and my training prepared me for anything he can throw at me. “You can’t break me.”
“I find myself lucky. Many of my colleagues can no longer appreciate the concept of humor.” He takes two steps, and I imagine him standing in front of me as he says, “Perhaps they just haven’t worked with such… funny subjects as I.”
“You think I’m joking?”
“Oh, I know that you believe your words, Miss Vincent. I know that there is a place deep inside of you that somehow clings to a universal truth that was once taught to you. But on the matter of whether or not you can prevent me from getting inside your head and controlling you…” He takes a few breaths for dramatic impact. “Well, that is the joke, Miss Vincent.”
I close my eyes. “Laugh it up, ugly. It’s only the last laugh that matters, anyway.”
“Where did you go, Miss Vincent? I have to admit, my curiosity is on the edge of its seat to know.”
I don’t want to give him an inch. He’ll make it a mile that I’ll have to backtrack from. “You tell me,” I say. “I was unconscious. I have no idea where we are.”
“Where are my manners?” He claps once, and the light shuts off. Another clap, and the room is illuminated by light shining up through the white panels of the floor.
I blink a few times, glancing around. There’s no leak in the corner, but I see the speaker that emits the sound of one. The chemical smell deepens, and I taste the traces of bleach and ammonia along with the chlorine. The room is sterile, white empty walls surround me, beaming with the light from beneath me.
“Do you not remember this place, Miss Vincent?”
Remember it? Other than thinking I’m stuck in a bad Alien autopsy flick, I can’t imagine ever coming to this place.
Heinrich holds a neutral expression on his face, but his eyes are betraying that humor he talked about. “You have been here before, Miss Vincent. Many times.”
He’s playing me, pushing ideas into my head to get under my skin.
“You can’t break me.”
This time, he laughs. He looks young when he does it, barely in his twenties. “Fight it all you want, Miss Vincent, but you have been here before. I have been training you longer than General Zolkov. I broke your mind before you started building your pathetic attempts to shield it.”
Not possible.
“Fuck off,” I say.
That makes him downright giddy. “Where did you go?”
This shit again. I clench my teeth together.
“Let me clarify,” he says. “I know you prefer clarification.” That side comment unsettles me. I’m a literal person. Any psych eval of me probably indicates that about my personality. I do prefer to have things spelled out for me. But he hits my nail on the head with his first swing. I shouldn’t let it get to me. I can’t let it get to me. “When you woke up just now, where did you think you were while you slept?”
You can’t break me. The words are on the tip of my tongue, but instead I say, “Recruit training.”
“Interesting.”
He says it like I’m a chemical reaction that just turned hot pink in the test tube or something.
“How old were you?”
I look down, staring at the lit floor. I’m not giving him any more information.
Heinrich waits three seconds then sighs. “You can cooperate, or I can get information from you my own way, Miss Vincent. It is, as it always is, your choice.”
As it always is. He says it casually like we’ve done this a hundred times before. I don’t believe it. I can’t believe it.
I’ve never been in this room before.
“Fuck off,” I say, cutting my eyes back to his face.
“Your choice.” He looks over me, and I hear a door open and close. “Have you ever heard of SP-117, Miss Vincent?”
SP-117 was an urban legend out of KGB bio labs back in the Soviet era. It was rumored that the stuff loosened lips and had no traceable properties.
I laugh without humor. “Truth serum? You call my words a joke, and you come at me with truth serum?”
He drapes my hair over my left shoulder. I smell alcohol as I feel something cold touch the right side of my neck.
“You might find what happens next hilarious, Miss Vincent. We shall see.”
A pinch stings the same spot on my neck. Something heavy flows into my vein. It’s like lead as it slowly moves down across my chest. He moves away, and by the time he stands in front of me again, I’m highly aware of the weight coursing through my system.
He’s fucking with me, giving me the suggestion of thinking whatever this is with force the truth out of me. It’s classic torture 101. The power of an idea is more effective than the actual act.
“Look, if you just put some thousand island dressing in me, I feel I should let you know I prefer ranch.”
He sneers. “I assure you, Miss Vincent, it is not salad dressing I just injected into your body. You’re feeling it now, yes? The heaviness. Your shoulders are so heavy. Just relax them. Give in to the weight.”
I want to laugh again, but I can’t deny my shoulders really do feel heavy. It’s like Nikolai is standing on them. I slouch forward against my will. I don’t want to give in. I don’t.
But it’s so heavy.
“That’s it, Miss Vincent.”
I want to remind him of my rank, but more than that I want him to stop saying anything. I’m tired of my own name. Tired of hearing his voice. I just want the pressure to go away from my skin.
“It will feel better if you just give in,” he says. “Just let go of the fight and open up to me, Miss Vincent.”
“Fuck off,” I say. Or, well, I hope it’s what I say. My lips are floppy, and my tongue is swollen.
“Now, Miss Vincent, there’s no need to be so angry. I’m here to help you. I like to help you. I’ve always been here to help you.”
That’s a lie.
Isn’t it?
I don’t remember when I first met him. My thoughts are all boulders piling on top of each other, building a mountain I’m too tired to climb.
“Fuck off.”
“What’s your name?” Heinrich asks.
I want to say something sarcastic. He knows my name. I know he knows it. I want to say, “Marilyn Monroe.” My brain tells my mouth to say it. But the words are too heavy. They drag my lips and tongue down.
“What is your name?”
Just say Penelope. Just thinking my name lightens everything around me. “Penelope.” Yeah, that helps the clear the heaviness. I take a full breath.
“What is your mission?”
Again, I tell myself to lie. I’m not currently on a mission. I bite the inside of my cheek.
Just tell him the truth.
My shoulders are bricks. Sweat drips down my forehead.
Just tell him the truth… tell him you don’t have a mission right now. The voice in my head promises this elephant on my back will go away if I just tell him the truth.
I lock my teeth together.
“You fight too hard, Penelope,” Heinrich says. “Your struggle is difficult… heavy.” My body bows forward when he says it. “Lighten the load. Tell me what your mission is. You can rest once you tell me.”
What’s your prime objective when taken hostage? Nikolai’s memory asks me.
Keep your secrets secure.
I bite down on my lip until it bleeds.
“You don’t have to tell me everything you know,” Heinrich says. “I know all the details.” That’s not possible. “I just want you to confirm what your mission is.”
He can’t know anything about my missions.
Can he?
He touches me—his hand cradles my chin as he lifts my head up. I don’t want to look at him. Looking at him makes the pressure intensify.
I’ve never felt more compelled to do something than I am right now.
“What is your mission, Penelope?”
I don’t want to give in. I don’t want to keep fighting.
I just want to rest.
I want King Kong to stop sitting on my shoulders.
“I don’t have one. I’m in between orders, on medical leave due to the attack.”
Relief washes over me, and my lungs sting as I breathe too quickly.
I hear the door behind me open and close, and Heinrich steps away from me. Another relief.
“You should be proud of her, Subject A,” Heinrich says.
Nikolai is in the room.
“She lasted longer than you did.”
I count his steps as he circles around me. Ten of his long strides are all it takes to stand in front of me.
I look up, feeling failure seize me. This man taught me how to fight what I just rolled over for. He busted his ass… my ass… to make me strong. And I just bent over and took it up that ass from the Devil.
“I’m sorry, sir,” I say before I can stop myself. Right now, he’s not my General, and he doesn’t think I’m really me.
But I am sorry I’ve failed him.
His cheek twitches, but otherwise, he shows no sign that he even heard me.
“I have business to attend to,” Heinrich says. “Do you have everything that you need, Subject A?”
Everything he needs for what?
Nikolai’s eyes shrink to two black slits. His skin is paler than I remember it being in the hotel. He’s back in his black leather gear, contempt rolling off of him like a scent in the air.
He’s the ghost again.
He’s here to torture me.
He cracks his knuckles, just like he did the day I met him. “Yes, I do.”
 

 
I come to with a rush of sights and sounds, screaming as I sit up.
“Calm down, calm down,” a voice keeps saying. “Look at me, Recruit Vincent. Deep breaths.”
I stare into his black eyes, matching my breathing to his instructions.
“What happened?” I stammer. I remember being taken. I remember throwing up. I remember being terrified out of my mind.
“You had a seizure.”
A seizure? He didn’t just say that. I couldn’t have had a seizure. “I’m not epileptic.”
“I know you’re not,” General Zolkov says. I’m a child he’s scolding, and I don’t know why. “You were scared to the brink of losing control, so your body seized.”
Scared to the brink of losing control. “What happened? Did you catch the guys who—?”
My question trails off as I look at him. He’s telling me with his eyes and the set of his lips that it was just a drill.
A test.
I failed.
“Are you really ready for this?”
I don’t know how to answer that question. I think I know what he’s asking, but I don’t know what to say. “You guys made it sound like I would be cracking codes and breaking into computer systems.”
“You can’t crack the kind of codes we’ll need you to crack if you can’t stay alive long enough to crack them.”
“Then I don’t know.”
“You don’t know.”
The room we’re in is quiet other than this continuous beep from a monitor over my head. I don’t know if I’m in a hospital or just the base infirmary. I don’t care. If this is the shit he expects me to put up with then I need to leave.
I knew this was deep shit I was stepping in when I agreed to join the super-secret spy club, but I hadn’t anticipated this.
Zolkov leans his elbows on his knees and stares at me. He reminds me of this hawk that used sit on the lamppost outside my mother’s apartment building. It sat there, day in and day out, watching, waiting. I never saw it catch whatever it was stalking, and sometimes, I wondered if it was waiting for me.
Now he stares through me, slicing down to the part of me he wants me to prove is there. “Can you handle this?”
My defenses go up. I want to slap him. I want to crawl under the bed and hide. For twenty-four hours, I thought I was badass, but now I feel like a dumb kid. “I don’t know.”
“Figure it out,” he says. “Now.”
I throw my hands up in frustration. “What the hell is there to figure out?”
“You wanted a challenge, Recruit Vincent.” I feel like a toddler being asked if she can’t handle going to school or if she should stay in daycare, eating crayons.
It pisses me off. “I don’t know.” I enunciate each word with so much anger I’m shaking.
“That tonight,” he says, waving toward the door. “That was nothing. That was just a taste. So I need to know… can you handle it?”
I clench my hands into fists. I can still taste bile in my mouth. I remember how insane I felt when I woke up with that cover over my head. “Obviously not.”
It’s a pathetic confession. I hang my head.
“Give me a goddamn break.”
I look up as he stands. He starts pacing between the door and the bed, glaring at me with each pass.
“What?” I ask, genuinely confused by his reaction.
“Not too many people can really tick me off,” he says, his voice little more than a growl. “But it seems you have natural knack for it.”
Is he for real? “I’m sorry. My body can’t handle it. I’m too afraid—”
“That’s bullshit,” he shouts, stopping with a finger pointed at me. “Fear is something you can control. Your body is something you can control.”
Why is he being such an asshole? “Why are you being such an asshole?”
I don’t exactly regret saying it, but I do cower back as he rushes the side of the bed.
“Why are you acting so weak?”
“I am weak,” I defend. “I can’t handle it.”
“So that’s it? You give up the first time it gets hard? I didn’t think that was the kind of girl you were when I met you.”
“Clearly, you don’t know shit about me.”
He braces his hands on the side of my bed, leaning forward. He’s so angry I can feel it radiating from his body. His lips curl into a sort of sadistic smile. “Oh, I know everything about you, Penelope. I know that you’re a spoiled little princess who pouts when she doesn’t get her way.”
This Russian son of a bitch. “You—”
“Asshole,” he says, waving his hand like my words are too stupid to hear. “I might be an asshole, but at least I’m not a coward.” That stings. “You want to run home to your mother? You want to go back to your easy life?”
“Easy?” What part of my life is easy? That proves he doesn’t know shit about me.
He nods as his eyes narrow. He’s getting whatever reaction out of me that he wants. “Yes, easy. You had to fabricate Hell in your world, distance yourself from a father who dotes on you so much he would build you a castle just so you could burn it down.”
I laugh. He clearly doesn’t know shit about Hassan, either.
“What you went through last night? People in your father’s country go through every day. Children are kidnapped from their homes at night where I grew up, forced into slavery… forced to do things that your sweet little head would spin from witnessing. Your pride would demand that no one could dare do it to you, and you’re right.” He shoves away from the bed, holding his hands up in mock surrender. “Walk away and fold back into that simple, easy life, and you’ll never know those horrors again.”
I’m confused. Is he trying to bait me into not walking away, or is he trying to sell me on the idea of leaving, because right now leaving sounds like a dream.
“You can be so much more,” he says. He’s against the wall by the door now. Damn, the man moves fast. He leans against the beige plaster as he breathes like he just ran a mile. “You can help stop the people who do those evil things to innocent souls.”
I’ve only known this guy for a few days. I don’t know what his deal is, but he takes this shit so serious that it terrifies me almost more than being kidnapped did.
“Huh,” he says once he caught his breath. He doesn’t look at me like he’s dissecting me anymore. Now he’s staring at me like I’m a total stranger. I’m so confused. “I guess I was wrong about you, Penelope. You can’t handle it.”
Tears sting my eyes. I don’t know what to say. I never wanted to be a hero. I don’t want the responsibility of other lives in my hands. I just wanted to crack some codes.
I just wanted to fit somewhere for once.
He storms across the room, catching me off guard in my moment of weakness. His hands are around my throat, squeezing every last miserable breath from my body.
“Fight back,” he says.
I won’t. I can’t.
I’m weak, and I just want it all to end.
His hold tightens. His eyes swell into two swirling black holes. “Fight me.”
I try to shake my head.
He lifts me in the air, tossing me across the room.
The memory shatters as I fall to the floor.
“Fight me,” Nikolai demands, stomping toward me again.
“You never told me to fight you that night,” I say, remaining docile on all fours. “You told me to pack my shit and leave or report for training the next morning.”
He kicks my side, and I choke on my next breath as one of my ribs pokes at my lung.
“You’re not her,” he says, shoving me until I’m lying flat on my back. He rests the bottom of his boot on my throat.
“I don’t think he wants you to kill me,” I say.
“Then fight me.”
I won’t. I’ve lost track of how long I’ve been here. The past keeps blending with the present. The only thing that makes sense is the rage in Nikolai’s eyes. I won’t fight that.
I want him to keep it.
I stretch my arms out on either side of me, palms facing up. “Kill me, Nick. Do it.”
He snarls and shoves away, pacing the room like a trapped tiger. “What’s the point of this one?” 
He’s not asking me, not asking anyone outside of his own mind. He’s trying to riddle out what mind-fuck Heinrich is playing on him now.
“Rewrite history… he tells me to rewrite history… but you’re not her. You’re too old to be her.”
Rewrite history. The memory flashes make a little more sense to me now. Heinrich is trying to confuse my brain, convince me that Nikolai and I have been working with him this whole time.
“It’s not real,” I say. To me, to him… to the world in general. Nikolai roams around muttering that he doesn’t get the point, and I mumble that none of it is real.
We’re the hottest couple at the loony bin.
“She would fight me,” he says with a decisive nod that makes me laugh.
“I gave up.”
He stands over me with that steely glare that I’m beginning to find endearing more than threatening. “You’re not her.”
“You know why I showed up the next morning?”
He clenches his jaw in response.
“I wanted to learn how to punch so I could hit you in the face.”
I’m not being sarcastic. That was honestly my motivation that morning. I spent the entire night in the infirmary telling myself to quit. I’d become an emancipated minor when I joined the Army. I knew I would be completely free if I just walked away. It was tempting.
And then I thought of what it would feel like to punch that bastard in the face.
I endured every torture he came up with, landed back in the infirmary more times than I can remember, and every day I told myself to get back up so I can hit him back someday.
The corner of his lip twitches. “You’re not her.”
I put my hands behind my head, closing my eyes. “You just keep telling yourself that.”
The door opens and closes. I can smell the chemical stench that clings to Heinrich’s clothes.
“Thank you for your assistance, Subject A,” he says. “That will be all for now.”
I keep my eyes closed, tracking Heinrich’s movements with my other senses. He circles the room a few times once we’re alone. I don’t have to see him to know he’s scheming.
“Why do you continue to fight me, Penelope?”
The worst thing about being mind-fucked is the exhaustion. I’m pretty sure everyone who’s ever given into one has done so because they’ve finally reached the I’m-just-so-fucking-done point. He’s messing with my awareness of time, he’s even confused my hold on reality, but it’s really this shit that gets to me. The ‘why won’t you just be my friend, Penelope’ crap. It pisses me off.
“I’m not your puppet.”
“Do you believe that he is?”
I know what he’s really asking. I think I’ve had three different episodes with Nikolai in this room since I got here. Each time, I get a little closer to finding the Nikolai who was in the motel rooms with me.
And each time, Heinrich swoops in to push me to understand there’s no undoing what he’s done.
“Nope,” I say. “I think you’ve done a great job of convincing him the world is a different place, but a mind can’t be controlled without conscious will. You’ve controlled his world, never his mind.”
I open my eyes then, because I want to see his reaction.
He keeps it under tight lock, I’ll give him that, but I can tell I piss him off just as much as he does me. That’s why he says, “So he was protecting you.”
I don’t understand what he’s talking about, so I keep my mouth shut.
That doesn’t bother him. “When Subject A was turned.” He gives me a look that warns I’m not supposed to argue the validity of that statement. “I told him I wanted to know the name of the smartest person on his team.”
“Nick’s the smartest person I know.”
“General Zolkov was above average intelligence, yes, but it has confused me all of these years. He knew my specific request, and he claimed he was that member of the team. I deemed the …transition too rushed, figured he lost too much of his awareness to complete the tasks I put before him. That was, until President Pishkar’s death.”
“What the hell does that have to—?”
“You, Penelope, have the higher-level thinking this test needs. Your mind can help calibrate all of my work.”
I shake my head. “You’ve either got a hearing or a learning impairment, doctor. Unless you want to do what you did to him and change the world—”
“Whether within or on the outside, the fact still remains, Penelope—”
“Agent Vincent.”
He grits his teeth, but complies. “Agent Vincent, you have to admit that even you could not stop yourself from following my commands if the… context of your reality was altered.”
“I’ll kill myself before I let you use me as a weapon.”
There’s that slimy smile of his. “But how can you trust that you’re actually killing yourself, Agent Vincent?”
Like I said, the exhaustion is what gets you.
“Look,” I say, sitting up. “You’re wasting your breath with me. I’m the rat that will eat the poisoned cheese… get lost down the same wrong corridor of the maze… I’ll even electrocute my brain to feel the orgasm… I’ll turn myself so insane the context won’t matter anymore.”
He looks giddy then. Somehow, I’ve just given him Christmas morning. “Oh, I mourn the years wasted without you here.”
My skin crawls from the way he says it. Probably because he looks like he’s about to make a skin suit out of my body.
The door crashes open, and a big black blur rushes in. Before I can process what’s happening, Heinrich falls over, blood oozing from his chest.
His attacker turns to me. I’m torn between shaking the dude’s hand and defending myself until I look up and find Nikolai standing over me.
“Come on,” he says.
“What’s going…?”
He doesn’t let me finish. He pulls me to my feet, planting a hard kiss on my lips. I’m too stunned to do anything but stand there.
“You okay?” he asks, touching his fingers to the sides of my face.
“What’s going on?”
“I remember.”
He says it with so much sincerity that my muscles give up all at once. Nikolai holds me upright as he explains. “We have to get moving. The guards will figure out I’m not on patrol soon.”
I remember. The words wash over me.
“Can you run, sweetheart?”
I nod, even though I’m pretty sure I can’t. He’s awake. My Nick is awake and here, saving me.
He remembers.
He holds the gun in his hand out to me. “You’re the better shot.”
That strikes me as odd. Nikolai has always been better with handguns. I’m a sniper, not a shooter.
I remember.
“Come on,” he says, moving toward the door.
I stand there, holding the gun, staring down at Heinrich’s limp body.
“What?” Nikolai asks.
“You never forgot me. What did you have to remember?”
He tilts his head. “What they did to me.”
That makes sense on one level, but I still feel off on every other. Nikolai knew he was being used. He knew Heinrich was controlling his mind. He might have given up on fighting it, but he never forgot it.
“So… just like that, you remember?”
“Not just like that,” he says, taking a step back into the room. He’s agitated, anxious. I don’t care if we get caught right now. This isn’t adding up. “Having you here, watching what he’s doing to you. It… broke the spell. I remember what happened. I know who you are.”
He’s always known who I am.
He’s just never believed it.
That snaps the truth into my head, and I raise the gun, aiming it right at his chest.
“Penelope… what are you—?”
“You’re not him,” I say, pulling the trigger.
The room shifts around me. I’m not standing anymore. I’m lying on a bed, ankles and wrists tied down so I can’t move.
Heinrich’s face is above me. That sleazy smile is on his lips again. “Oh, Penelope, your brain is truly amazing.”
I don’t take that as a compliment. “It's Agent Vincent.”
My throat is scratchy, like I’ve been screaming.
How long have I been in this bed?
He leans closer to me. “Why don’t we just change it to Subject B? Shall we?”
I don’t want to feel it. I fight it with everything left in me.
But the terror grows too strong.
I hear a monitor beep behind me as my body begins to spasm.
As I slip into the darkness, I pray I won’t come back.
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I don’t die.
God, I want to.
I’ve never wanted it as much as I do right now. I don’t know how much time has passed, or if time has even passed at all. For all I know, this is the only real room I’ve been in at this place.
I’m strapped to a gurney in the middle of what I’m pretty sure is an autopsy room. Ironic, really. I wanted to die, and I woke up in the morgue.
Don’t tease me like that, Death.
Heinrich stands at the foot of my makeshift bed, talking to people that I can’t see. He speaks German to them. I wonder if he knows that I can understand every word he says.
“Prep her and move her into the observation room,” he says in what I’ve decided must be his native language. “I have very important guests here today.”
He pats my ankle, and I want to peel my skin off. “You will be my crowning achievement, Subject B.”
That he says in English.
Dumbass. Do your research. You don’t know shit about me.
A needle shoves through the skin at the bend of my elbow. It’s painless shit, really. I don’t notice any change in my system or my senses. It creeps over me like an invisible skin.
Which makes it five times scarier than something as violent as a bullet.
Maybe that’s why I prefer to shoot things. I like to give someone the heads up that Death’s on their back. Sure, it’s barely a second. They die before it really registers with their brain. But it’s announced and clear. There’s no bullshit about a bullet. It cuts through skin, rips open tissue, and spills blood in its wake.
I like that. No bullshit.
This crap that they feed into my veins here is pure Grade-A manure.
I count seconds in my mind and watch the ceiling. I don’t know why I do it. I don’t even pay attention to the number of seconds. It has to be a side effect of the drugs. When I finally stop counting, I find myself seated on the floor in the white room, no awareness of being moved.
The door opens and closes, and Nikolai is looming over me with a glare.
I hate this part.
“Not today,” I say. “Please. Not this. Not today.”
He huffs. “You knew if you came back I wouldn’t go soft on you.”
“Sure,” I say with a nod. “Let’s do it again.”
True to form, he’s across the room, tossing me to the wall like I’m a shoe and not a grown woman. I don’t fight him. This isn’t real. There’s no point in fighting him.
I feel bones break in my chest, feel the sting and taste copper in my mouth as my nose bleeds.
He’s shouting about how pathetic I am, reminding me that I’m nothing to no one. I’m useless. I’m a waste.
I should put everyone out of their misery and just kill myself.
That suggestion triggers a response in me.
He throws me again, and I see the silver revolver on the floor by the door. It’s so clever to show up right when I need it.
I crawl to it, ignoring his shouts of protest.
He told me to do it.
I press the barrel to my temple, closing my eyes.
“Mak!”
The sound of Heinrich’s voice cuts through the room. It stalls me. I open my eyes and see only Nikolai in the room with me. There are no speakers in here, unless they blend into the walls.
I don’t think the simulation is over, but Nikolai isn’t trying to kick my ass anymore. He’s on his knees, breathing like his lungs are stuck on 90 mph. His eyes terrify me. The contempt is gone—replaced with fear.
He watches me with so much horror that I lower the gun.
That settles him a little. He glances around. He reminds me of a kid waking up from a nightmare.
“This one was real,” he says. It’s low, mumbled more to himself than anything else.
This one was real.
I almost really shot myself.
Goddamn, I can’t catch a break.
The door opens and closes, and Heinrich is standing inches away from me in the next second.
He’s smiling.
I feel sick to my stomach.
“Wonderful job, Subject B,” Heinrich says.
I hate it when he praises me.
He walks to Nikolai, inspecting him. He shines a light in Nikolai’s eyes, and my own narrow as if it’s my eyes he’s surveying.
“Excellent as always, Subject A,” Heinrich says. “I think it’s safe to say the damage from your previous mission has been corrected.”
Damage. Corrected.
I didn’t damage Nikolai by trying to break him from this spell. This isn’t right. Everything about this place is wrong.
Heinrich returns to my side, holding his hand out. I’m half tempted to use the gun and shoot us all. I toy with the hammer.
“It’s not loaded, Subject B.”
Teasing asshole.
I drop the gun into his waiting hand. “Thank you. Now please stand.”
I follow his command. I don’t know any more if it’s real compulsion or if I’m just incapable of coming up with my own thoughts.
I wipe the blood from my upper lip, shocked to find my nose doesn’t hurt.
Heinrich must notice my surprise because he laughs. “Side effect of the chemicals.”
That’s why Nikolai healed so quickly.
The door opens again and hands close around my arms, steering me out into the hall. I stare at the ground. Just like counting the seconds before, this isn’t something I consciously tell myself to do. I’ve somehow been conditioned to do it.
He doesn’t want me get a layout of the building.
Heinrich walks in front of me. I see his shiny black shoes for a few seconds, and then he rushes forward out of my sight.
I shuffle on bare feet, thinking that the floor is cold.
I can hear voices ahead of me in the hall. Heinrich is speaking.
The man loves to hear himself talk.
“Whoa.”
My attention is drawn to that low exclamation. I peek up as the guys in white suits lead me around the corner, seeing a face I never expected in this place.
Marko.
Everything inside of me stalls.
I’m seeing things.
Heinrich is in my head, making me see things.
He knew I was protecting Marko that night in New York. That’s how he knows I would recognize his face.
I’m forced down another hall before I can really process what just happened. That couldn’t have been Marko standing there, talking to Heinrich like they were old pals.
Marko has nothing to do with this world.
Marko’s the only safe place away from all of this.
Isn’t he?
 

 
It’s midnight in the middle of Paris. Snow’s lightly falling. I’m watching the white flurries attach to the tips of the iron gate in front of me.
I’m not sure how I ended up here.
I remember the plane ride, the walk along the river, even the mission that sent me to this city, but there’s this empty spot inside of me that’s eating up the reason why I’m here.
Focus, Poppy.
I keep my hands tucked in the pockets of my black trench coat. My right hand grips the .45 glock I was issued this morning by Ace.
“They want it brutal,”
he'd told me. “As public as possible.”
I know he meant the discovery of the body needed to be public, but I’m momentarily lost in the idea of killing in the midst of a crowd.
It would be thrilling.
The control, the focus, knowing everyone around me trusted me while I took one of their lives.
You’re a sick fucking person, Penelope Vincent.
A light melody of laughter echoes from a distance to my left. I hear several pairs of high heels click against the cobblestone road.
What’s it like being out on the town with friends, having fun?
Doesn’t matter. I’m not here on a social call. I don’t really have any friends.
I check my watch—five more minutes until I go into play.
The group of girls gets closer, and I see two men in between four girls. I watch them, daring them to see me.
Convert means you were never there, Poppy.
They cross behind the car I’m standing beside. And the two girls closest to me trade space with one of the guys. He cuts his eyes my way just as I look to him.
He sees me.
I’m not concerned he’ll remember me. It’s dark, and the black silk scarf wrapped around my head conceals me.
I continue to stare at him as his company turns down the small alley across from me. He glances back a few times, even misses a step as one of the girls grabs his arm.
Poor kid must find me attractive.
I spare a few seconds to consider his looks. He’s gorgeous, no two ways about that. He’s also very young, barely in his twenties, if that. He wears expensive clothes, probably has a trust fund that would make a girl’s head spin.
As if, Junior.
I check my watch again.
Game time.
I walk to the gate, watching the area on the other side. It’s a typical park—grass, benches, and trees. The walkway curves onto a small bridge over a duck pond in the center.
Hope that’s public enough for them.
I assess my objective and walk through the archway at the center of the gate. I opted to not use a silencer. It’ll make getting away without being seen difficult, but it’ll also guarantee this thing gets noticed immediately.
I pass a collection of stone benches, imagining families sharing a picnic in this park. I wonder if Vixen ever came here as a kid. She grew up in Paris, after all. This could’ve been one of her family’s regular stops.
Vixen’s family.
The memory of another silver star added to the wall of no names fuels the anger I need to tap into for what I’m about to do. I’ve only done this two other times and both of those were with rifles from rooftops.
This time is different. Not just because it’s face-to-face. Not just because I was given the mission only twelve hours ago. Not because it’s in the snow instead of the desert. And not because it’s not some political official I’m gunning down.
This one is personal.
My heart pounds so hard my hands shake with the release of adrenaline.
Get that under control, Poppy.
I walk to the end of the bridge and wait, counting my breaths. It doesn’t help to calm my nerves.
Nothing can do that now.
“Who wants it?"
Secretary Williams had asked. We all sat in a semi-circle, digesting the news of Vixen’s death. “If we find the bastard who killed her, who wants the kill?”
My hand was in the air before I realized it.
One year later, and I’m standing in the freezing cold, waiting for a murderer.
In the distance I hear the faint sound of footsteps. I continue to count.
Five.
Ten.
Fifteen breaths later, I watch as a hulking shadow stops at the other side of the bridge.
The cover is easy. I’m here to sell him intel on some agents investigating a newly formed terrorist cell, massing across Europe. It’s what Vixen was assigned to. At least, that’s what Ace told me.
What’s the range of your gun?
The glock has a fifty-five yard effective firing range. That’s nothing compared to what I’m used to. I could probably shoot from here and take him out. But I know this guy can’t be stupid enough to just let himself get shot.
I don’t have to see it to know he’s got a gun trained on me, too.
He got the drop on Vix. That’s enough to warn me that I have to control this situation.
I take a deep breath.
One step.
Two steps.
Three. Four.
He matches my strides, meeting at the center of the bridge in six steps.
I don’t want to notice anything about him, so I focus on his eyes. Every part of me is covered except for my eyes. It seems like a good balance to ignore every other part of him.
He’s nothing. He’s just a target.
My stomach knots, and I taste acid in the back of my throat.
Stay down, lunch.
“The terms,” he says, holding up a briefcase that I see out of the corner of my eye.
I never take my eyes off of him.
I’m surprised that he has an American accent. I don’t know what I expected. I don’t have a defined vision of evil. We’re all evil in some way.
The gun is cold in my hand. Our breaths create fog in the air between us. There’s no light except that from the half-moon above us.
Focus, Poppy.
“I…” My voice cracks as the reality of what I’m about to do sets in. “I could only get you one name.”
His eyes narrow as anger creeps into his stare.
My heart’s thudding so hard I can’t hear anything besides my own pulse. The gun catches on the corner of my pocket.
“It better be a good goddamn name, then,” he says.
I know right then that I’m going to die. If don’t shoot him, he’s going to kill me. He wants the name and then to back out of the deal.
I start to speak, and I taste the bile in my mouth. I swallow, hard, finally working the gun free.
Get your shit on lock, Poppy.
He’s impatient, huffing like he might just shoot me without the name.
“Oh, it’s good,” I say, taking a deep breath. The world slows down, everything narrowing to his eyes as I pull out the gun. I aim, saying, “Monique Lacroix.”
His eyes grow wide just for a second. In the next, I pull the trigger.
I see the bullet slip through his forehead in slow motion. I see dark blood and chunks of his head splatter away from behind him. It falls like the snow as he drops to the ground.
I never look at the rest of him. My knees shake, and I lose my battle with my stomach. Luckily, I make it to the edge of the bridge and puke into the water. It’s half-frozen, and the vomit sits on the surface like a sign of my weakness.
Dunno that I’ll ever get used to this.
Sirens are already wailing. A woman screams. And I’m running. I tear the scarf from around my face, tucking it in my pocket. I’m out of sight, ducking down the alley the kids strolled through earlier, before the police are on scene.
I don’t have an exact exit plan. This isn’t a sanctioned assassination.
It’s a vengeance hit.
Ace told me to lay low and sneak out of the city tomorrow morning. It’s not really the best idea, but it’s all I’ve got.
I get a few blocks away and wipe down the gun with the scarf. I toss it in the next trashcan I pass. It’s quiet down this block, practically empty. I keep moving.
The key to staying alive is to keep moving, Poppy.
My eyes sting.
I tell myself to push through it. Dwelling is only going to get me in trouble right now. The sirens stop, and I know they’re inspecting the scene. Soon they’ll fan out and look for anyone suspicious.
I hear laughter ahead of me, followed by the loud lump of bass. Picking up my pace, I find a nightclub with a crowd that looks like clones of the kids from before. I have nothing on me but my coat. No money. No ID.
I’m fucked.
I move closer to the club, weaving through the small groups of people, standing around talking and smoking. The bouncer at the door is huge. I see him turn two people away before I give up on the idea of sneaking past him. I work toward the edge of the crowd, keeping my face down.
The sirens have started up again. They’ll drive by soon.
I watch the street, my heart thumping to the beat of the techno music spilling out from the open door. I catch the glimmer of blue lights in the distance and turn away, slamming into something solid. “Whoa, easy sweetheart.”
That voice.
It stalls my heart. “Nick?”
I look up. Snowflakes land in my eyes, and I shake my head to clear my sight.
Not Nick.
He’s tall, and pale, with dark hair. In the right light, he might be Nick—long ago, long before I knew him. He has the same accent.
I blink a few more times, clearing Nikolai’s memory from my mind, and realize it’s the kid who was staring at me near the park.
He smiles. “I’ll be whoever you want me to be, my dear.”
The siren cuts through the noise from the club, spurring me into action without thinking. I rise up on my tiptoes and kiss him. If he’s stunned, or offended, he gets over it fast, throwing himself into the exchange with eagerness. My head spins a little. The adrenaline is still pumping through me, and I’ve been on edge from the second Secretary Williams told me they’d found Vixen’s murderer.
I groan when he wraps his arms around me, deepening the kiss. He feels like Nick. Our height difference makes me feel small in his embrace. He even smells like Nick.
It’s been four years. I haven’t even fooled around with a guy since then.
What am I doing?
I pull away from the kiss, keeping my hands around his neck as I try to catch my breath.
“They’re gone,” he whispers in my ear.
“Who?”
He presses his lips to the side of my neck. “The police. I’m guessing you were running from them, right?”
He leans back far enough to look me in the eyes. He’s a cocky son of a bitch. I can tell just from the smirk on his face.
I want to slap that look away.
This is stupid. I fucked up. Not only am I in the middle of a crowd of people, but this kid can also place me at the scene before the shooting, and he can identify me as hiding from the police after.
I need to kill him.
My tactics shift immediately.
I lean my weight into him, smiling that smile that I know always worked on Nick as I ask, “You got a room nearby?”
Junior is even prettier close up, especially when he flirts. His hands slip south of my waist, forming to my ass. He’s got impressively long fingers.
“Just so happens I own the hotel up the road this week.”
He owns the hotel up the road this week. What in the hell does that even mean?
“Can I request a private tour?”
Of all the agents, I ranked lowest in the art of manipulation by way of flirting. Vixen and Ace tied for most adept at taking down their mark with their charms. I could never pick up the knack for it, but for some reason, the kid agrees to take me to his hotel.
He keeps his arm wrapped around me as he steers us down the block. Thankfully, we escape unnoticed by any of the other patrons. I have enough blood on my hands tonight. I don’t want to add more needless killings on top of it.
It’s going to be bad enough to kill this kid.
We walk in a straight line for five minutes before crossing the street to a small but expensive looking hotel.
“There are only twenty rooms in this place, can you believe that?” he asks as he swipes a keycard at a terminal by the front door. The lobby is empty as we walk to an elevator a few feet from the door. I keep my head down, angling away from any corners that might contain security cameras. “Last time I let my father talk me into coming to Paris.”
I don’t ask him about his father, or why, or how he can buy out an entire hotel. I don’t want to know anything about him.
I just need to kill him.
He punches the number three—the top floor. It’s a short ride, made to feel longer by the intensity in his stare. He doesn’t ask me my name. He doesn’t ask to know specifics about what I was doing, or what we’re about to do now.
If I didn’t know better, I might suspect he’s an agent, too.
I follow him to the master suite at the end of the hall.
He removes his coat and drops it on the floor of the entryway. “You thirsty?”
I really wish he’d stop speaking with Nick’s voice. He stands next to a well-stocked bar, holding a bottle of Grey Goose in his hand.
Vodka. Of course.
I don’t feel right as I stand here, nodding for him to fix me a drink. Maybe it’s because I got rid of the gun. I look around the room and assess at least six different ways I can kill him with just the tools in my immediate surroundings.
It’s not the lack of a weapon that has me feeling off.
It’s me. It’s my emotions. They were already on the surface because of the importance of this mission. Because of what I felt this mission might help me get over.
Junior takes a big swig from his glass as he walks mine over to me.
“Damn,” he says with a cringe. “That shit’s harsh without something mixed in it.”
I take my glass and toss the contents back with one swallow. It burns all the way down to my uneasy stomach. “It’s not so bad if you shoot it quick.”
He nods, taking a small sip from what’s left in his glass. “I prefer to let things linger.”
I don’t have words for the sensation that flares inside of me as he smirks and takes another sip. He’s teasing me.
And I like it.
Kill him, Poppy.
I walk past him, shoving him a little so I can refill my glass. “Don’t you know lingering leads to misery?”
He shrugs. “I have a pretty high tolerance for pain.”
I slam another shot. I’ve come to appreciate alcohol in the past six years. It deadens the rest of me to match my heart. I never drink on the job, though. And that’s what I am, right? Still on the job. But this kid inspires me to sin a little. My head’s already growing fuzzy, my shoulders relaxing.
High tolerance for pain. Nick used to tell me I confused pain for pleasure.
Nick’s dead.
This kid should be dead already, too.
I refill my glass again, walking away from the bar. Away from him.
My eyes continue to sting. I thought avenging Vix would ease this ache in me—the need to find the one who took him. I hoped killing that guy out there would help me move on.
No, Poppy, you hoped it would bring me back.
I’m standing in front of a large window, watching the snow fall, and I catch the sight of his reflection in the glass. 
He’s not Nick.
He’s not.
But he is.
“Whatever it is,” he says. “Whatever you’re running from, I don’t care.”
“You should.” 
I hear him set his glass down. I test the weight of mine in my hand. If I brought it down with enough force on his head, in the right place, I can knock him out, maybe even do some real damage. I could choke him with his tie after he’s unconscious.
Warmth seeps into my back as he steps behind me. His hand closes around my glass, and I relinquish it to him.
I’ll find another weapon. The glass would’ve been too bloody, anyway.
He steps away for a second, and I’m cold until his warmth returns. I don’t recognize the me I see in the window. She’s relaxed and calm—complete opposite of how I feel inside.
I’m all chaos and fear.
Those long fingers of his work the front of my coat open as his lips tease my neck.
“You got a death wish, Junior?” I don’t mean to say it out loud. Until he stops what he’s doing and glances at me in the window, I’m not sure that I did say it out loud.
“Maybe.”
He sucks on the skin just below my ear, his hand sliding into my coat.
It’s been so long since someone touched me like this. So long since I let anyone get close enough to try to touch me like this.
He’s not Nick.
He is Nick.
I don’t care anymore. I just need Nick.
I let him take my clothes off. I don’t stop him when he gets naked. We stand there, in that same spot. I’ve turned to press my back to the glass of the window.
Not the best way to go unnoticed, Poppy.
“You okay with this?” he asks, standing a foot away from me in all his naked glory.
My eyes travel down and back up every toned, virile inch of him, lingering on his erection. “More than okay.”
We fuck. It’s not what I’m used to. There’s no emotional connection between us. There’s lust… God, yes there’s plenty of that. But it’s hard and deep. He shoves me against the glass with a force that takes my breath away.
Nick was always gentle with me.
He never got like this.
I lose myself, lose focus of what I’m supposed to be doing here. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I’m saying I’ll kill him after. I’ll break his neck. I’ll drown him in the bathtub.
He pounds into me until I’m a squealing, crying mess.
When we’re done, he steps away, breathing hard. It’s weird… or at least, I think it should be. Nick always pulled me close afterward. He would hold me so tight I’d feel like I was melting into him.
“Wow,” he says. “Where have you been all my life?”
I roll my eyes. “How long have you even been alive, Junior?”
He grabs our glasses, strutting back to the bar without any shame. “I’m old enough, Grandma.”
Grandma?
Why, this little shit…
I stomp after him, stalling when he holds a refill out to me.
“Marko,” he says.
I snatch the glass, glaring at him. “Polo. You weren’t that hard to find.”
He snorts as he takes a sip of his drink. “Marko’s my name, not the game I want to play.”
His eyes trail over me as I shoot back whatever’s in my glass. The burn is little more than a tickle now, but the heat of his stare is scorching.
“What game do you want to play, Marko?”
God, his smile is sinful.
What am I doing with this kid?
“How about you tell me your name.”
Kill him. Kill him right now, Poppy.
My thumb slips along the beveled edge of the glass in my hand. I could still do it. I could kill him with this.
“Poppy,” I say, handing my glass to him. “Call me Poppy.”
“Poppy.”
The way he says it, the accent… six years instantly sweep away, and I’m with Nick again.
I’m crazy.
I’m selfish.
I’m stupid.
I can’t leave him alive and hope to walk away from this still breathing myself.
His hands are on my body again. His lips. His tongue. I don’t know how I end up in his arms, why I keep giving into this need. I just know he makes me forget. I’m not wound up anymore. I’m not dwelling on the destruction I just caused.
I’m not mourning Nick.
I’m free.
He passes out just before sunrise, and I slip out of his bed, dressing quickly. I don’t debate it, don’t turn around to rethink it. I just leave.
It might come back to bite me in the ass.
It might not.
I don’t care anymore.
For the first time since I lost Nick, I feel like I can breathe. It’s temporary, I know. I doubt it will even last the day.
But it’s what kept me from killing him.
Whoever that Marko kid is, he’s something special.
And for that, I’ll let him live.
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I remember.
The first time I was kidnapped, I lost myself in the fear. Every time after that, the fear lessened more and more until the last time we ran the drill. I was so clear and calm that they didn’t even make it to my bed. They never laid a hand on me.
I neutralized the threat long before I was ever in danger, and I had Nikolai to thank for that.
It wasn’t just that I knew to sleep light, or to put precautions out to warn when someone was close. Those aided me, but they’re not what gave me the upper hand.
He taught me how to read people.
I knew from the way Ace and Claymore sat at dinner that night that they’d come for me later.
I remember smiling when I went to bed that night. Claymore told me I looked like the damn Joker from Batman.
I hit him first.
It’s funny how memories fade and then return at the oddest times. Strange how the mind utilizes moments in your life to throw back at you when you least expect it.
I didn’t anticipate this. I didn’t put down precautions, didn't strategize how I would take apart this threat before it got to me.
Heinrich’s right. Maybe he’s been playing me all along. I don’t know when he started using Nikolai. Maybe Nikolai has been taking part of me hostage since I met him. A part of me that Heinrich knew how to walk right in and corrupt.
I’m not clear anymore.
I’m not afraid, either.
I’m numb. Empty.
I’ve killed Nikolai so many times I’m not sure if he was ever even alive. That time on the run with him and Claymore feels more and more like another one of these tricks.
It’s insane—me, an assassin? I’m Penelope Nobody. My one skill is pissing off my parents. I’m no hero saving innocent lives. I’m no secret agent with a set of special skills.
“It must be Monday,” Heinrich says.
I close my eyes. I take comfort in not seeing his face.
“Subject B is always more morose on Mondays. Interesting.”
“Fuck off,” I say. I’m numb, but I’m not complacent. I don’t want to be here. I don’t want to think the things he makes me think.
I just want it to end.
“I want to run some variables today,” he says not to me but to the others in the room. There are so many others in this place. Men and women of all sizes and races. All of them wear white suits, white gloves, white masks over their mouths, and white paper booties over their shoes.
They leave no trace of their presence behind.
“Prep her and move her to the questioning room once she’s ready.”
The questioning room. The little white box that he shoves me into to watch as my mind falls apart.
“I don’t feel like dancing for your enjoyment today, asshole."
“I appreciate your emotions, Subject B,” he says, “but I don’t care how you feel.”
I wonder if I should have a comeback for that. I usually have something sarcastic to say when the bad guy has me against the ropes, don’t I?
“Doctor, your visitors have arrived,” a female over my left shoulder informs him.
Heinrich seems torn between relief and frustration. “Very well. Prep her, anyway, but don’t begin any of the psycho-stimulants until I return.”
“Aye, sir,” a male voice says on my right.
I’m surrounded by faces covered in the same white masks. I don’t bother looking into their eyes, don’t bother trying to tell if one is a woman or another is a man. What does it matter? They think of me as nothing but a test subject.
I think of them as nothing but the Devil’s minions.
“The boys down the hall said the room needs a cleaning,” the one on my right says to the one on my left. “Why don’t you go help with that, and I’ll finish her up.”
This confuses the one on my left. I can tell from the way their eyebrows flex and pull. “Was the room used without my knowledge?”
The one on my right shrugs. “I was sent in here to relieve you so you could sort it out.”
The one on my left makes a noise that I feel describes my current mood as she storms out of the room.
“Bloody hell, I thought she’d never leave,” the one that stayed behind me says.
I glance to my left. Are we alone?
“Look at me,” the nondescript mask-covered face commands, forcing me to turn that way.
A light shines in my eyes. I resist, blinking, feeling tears well at the corners of my lids.
“This isn’t how you prep me,” I tell them. “You stick the needle in my arm and drag me down the hall. Then you leave me alone to let my brain tear me apart.”
I hear the person swallow and see the color drain from what little patch of their skin that is exposed. “What have they done to you?”
You should know, I want to say. You’re one of them.
I can’t get the words out before I feel a warm hand touch my forehead. It brushes my hair away from my face in a soothing motion that doesn’t make any sense.
“It’s alright,” they say. “It’s going to be alright now.”
I’m not able to be afraid anymore. What’s left to fear? Death? I welcome it with open arms if it means I get Heinrich out of my head.
I hear the door open and close.
“It is clear,” a new voice says.
“Aye.”
That word. The one standing closest to me said it earlier to Heinrich. Three little letters that are worming their way through my ears and into my system. My muscles jerk as I tug against the restraints.
“No,” I say.
“It’s okay,” he says. His hands on my forehead again in reassurance.
“No.” I moan the word. I was wrong about fear. I do fear this. I’ve feared this from the moment I realized he could make Nikolai appear in these dreams.
“Shade, it’s me,” Claymore says, tugging the mask from his face.
God, he’s a sight for sore eyes. For a second, I let myself see him, let myself believe this is real. He unties my restraints, and I sit up, allowing myself to touch his face.
He feels so real.
“My God,” the other voice in the room says.
I don’t have to look to know who that is.
Hassan.
Heinrich has come up with some outlandish scenarios for me to survive, but the idea that Claymore and Hassan would work together to break me out is almost laughable.
“Are you alright, daughter?”
I press the top of my head to Claymore’s chest. I miss my friend. I hadn’t realized how much I’d come to rely on him over the years. Maybe that’s where this dream is coming from. Claymore always knows when I’m in trouble, always finds me before I even think about sending out the SOS.
I need him to find me now.
I hear Hassan move closer. “What have they done to her?”
“You know better than me,” Claymore says. “Whatever it is… she ain’t herself.”
She ain’t herself. He doesn’t know the half of it.
“Listen, Shade,” he says, wrapping his arms around me as he leans closer. He even smells like Claymore. Old Spice and some sort of oil that I think he uses to polish metal like his knife. “We don’t have much time before the distraction runs out of ideas to distract.”
“You can’t break me out of this,” I say, my voice muffled by his shirt.
He shoves against my shoulders until I look up. “The hell I can’t.”
I tilt my head to the right as I stare at him. “Where were you? They found me. They took me. Where were you?”
I hate myself for the tears in my eyes. I’m not a child who needs protecting. I can’t blame him for my shortcomings.
“I’m sorry,” he says, sincerity in his voice. “By the time I found out what was going down, they already had you. I had to work this angle. I couldn’t risk them killing you.”
That makes me laugh, loud and long and with hysterical glee. “I’d really rather they killed me, MacNeal.”
“We don’t have time for this,” Hassan says. “The boy is not skilled in deception or politics. Our window is shrinking by the second.”
“Aye,” Claymore agrees. “Can you stand, Shade?”
Can I stand? My legs dangle over the edge of the high medical bed I’ve been strapped to for who knows how long. I stand a lot in my mind. I run… in circles. I jump, but the walls are too high.
“I don’t know,” I say in all honesty.
He braces his hands under my arms and helps ease me to the ground. My legs stay strong under me. Claymore is excited by it while, for me, it confirms even more that this isn’t real.
“I will go ahead of you,” Hassan says. “The transport will be waiting at the rendezvous point. Have her there, or I will do what I warned from the beginning.”
“Why are you even here?” I ask.
Hassan doesn’t stop to explain. He just gives me the same look he always gives me when I see him. He returns his mask to his face and leaves.
“Why is he here?” I ask as I follow Claymore to the door. “I don’t get why he would be here.”
“Look, I know you have a billion questions about all this.” I honestly only have one—what’s Heinrich’s end goal of this illusion. “All I can tell you is this thing goes deeper than we thought. Deeper than anyone could imagine. And your father—”
“He’s not my father.”
He sighs. “Hassan has a lot of the answers we need.”
Of all the dreams he’s cooked up, nothing has been this spot on to my current world. I usually see Nikolai, usually see memories or scenarios that regard to just this place.
I don’t know how he knows Claymore would be the one to come get me, or what we were looking for before I was taken, but this feels authentic in context.
My hands start to shake. “I want this to end. Give me a gun.”
Claymore stops next to the door, eyeing me like my head just fell off. “No.”
That response confuses me. They’ve always given me a gun. Every simulation of reality has offered me the ability to end the dream whenever I want—all I had to do was kill Nikolai.
He’s not in this one.
Why?
Claymore puts the mask back over his face, wrapping his arm around my waist. “Keep your head down and follow my lead.”
I do as I’m told, feeling a strange sensation in my mind as strategic reasoning takes over. If I’m not allowed to shoot him, how do I end this game?
We work down a bright white hallway that I know well. This leads to the rooms where I’m watched and inspected. He turns down a second hall I’ve never seen before. More white. Oddly, it strikes me that everything’s so clean and clear.
Seems like the blood would stain through eventually. Maybe that’s why they keep everything so white—they can just bleach their sins away.
I’m losing control of what little sanity I’ve retained in this illusion when we reach a closed door.
“Security panel,” he whispers. “Damn.”
“Four ones,” I say.
“What?”
“The code. It’s 1-1-1-1.”
“How do you know that?”
I stare at the floor, realizing offhandedly that I’m barefoot. I always have shoes in the dreams with Nikolai.
“Shade,” he says, shaking me to catch my attention. “How do you know that’s the right code?”
“The tone. They punch the same keys to open every door, and the tone is for one. It beeps four times.”
“You have numeric tones memorized?”
I shrug a shoulder. “I’m a freak.”
“Bloody hell,” he mumbles, punching in the code. “You’re worse than Pretty Boy when he gets wasted.”
A random memory is sparked by that. I see Ace looking down at me with heavily hooded eyes and feel his hands cup my ass as we sway to some God awful 90s grunge music. The scent of stale beer fills my nose.
“Don’t get all handsy or this dance is done right now,” I'd told him.
He hummed, moving his hands up my back to pull me in closer. “You know what I’m going to call you?” I remember I shook my head. “Pineapple.”
The face I made amused him. “My name is Penelope.”
“Nope. Pineapple. You’re hard and prickly on the outside, but I bet you’re sweet as fuck on the inside… juicy.”
I gave him a black eye that night. And he’s called me Pineapple ever since.
Drunk Ace is a pain in the ass.
The door unlocks, and he thanks me for my freaky brain. He holds it open as I shuffle through.
I take one step inside and double over as a disgusting odor hits me. I heave, holding my hand over my mouth.
He runs into my back as he tries to follow. “What are you…? Bloody hell, that’s a powerful stink.”
I take several deep breaths, wishing my sense of smell would just disappear. I look around once the urge to puke fades. We stand in a huge empty room. Metal columns are spread every few feet, supporting bare metal framework above. It’s like the place was only half-built with the bones but no real structure inside. Somewhere, something is dripping. The ground squishes under my bare feet.
I feel like I’m being slowly digested by this part of the building.
This can’t be real. First Claymore and Hassan are working together, and now I walk through a doorway from a typical medical facility to… an abandoned warehouse.
“I thought this was the exit,” he says as he explores further ahead. “The map shows this as the exit.”
I’m still taking in the smell. I recognize it. Death isn’t something you forget once you’ve tasted it with all five senses.
Claymore wanders through a doorway on the other end of the space. I work my way to the side. Sunlight fights through cracks in the walls. I’m thankful not more can get in. I don’t think I want to see what exactly is under my feet.
One patch of ground is lit up. I hesitate before stepping closer. To my relief, the ground is just mud and a few weeds, at least in that highlighted spot. I stall a few steps away when I see the reddish orange flowers.
Poppies.
I wonder where we are, whether they’re indigenous to the area. I kneel down, inspecting them. They’re growing from the mud. How?
“Damn,” Claymore says. “This must be a façade of some sort. There’s a door up there, but it’s rigged shut. We gotta work our way back.”
I’m still caught up in staring at the flowers when I hear the familiar whoosh of his knife twirling in the air. My stomach sinks as a thought fills my head—not a gun with him. I'll have to kill him with his knife.
“Come on,” he says, not bothering with helping me up. He knows I can walk on my own.
He never babies me.
I’m noticing a pattern with the men in my life.
I grab one of the flowers, clutching it tightly as I hop up and follow him. We walk back down the side hall and take another hall to the right. I have no idea where we are. My focus is entirely on the flash of metal I see over his shoulder each time he tosses the knife into the air.
Unlike every time a false Nikolai has been shoved at me, I’m reluctant to kill Claymore. I don’t know why. I love Nikolai in a way I can never love anyone else. I don’t love MacNeal like that. I do love him. He really is my best friend. Maybe that’s my answer. Maybe I’m okay with false friends so long as I’m not alone, but I can’t have a lie about Nikolai live in this world.
Goddamn, the crazier I am, the more poetic I get. 
“Maybe we should try one of these doors?” he suggests.
Why is he asking me? I’ve never once tried to escape this place. Never paid attention to anything but the walk to and from my cell.
He enters the code at the first door we come to and ushers me inside.
It’s a bust. We’re standing in a room with rows of computers. A few servers are situated in the back. I stare at all the blinking lights from the towers. I can’t help but wonder what sort of information is transmitted from this place.
“Oh, bloody fucking hell,” he says. “I should have studied that map harder.”
“Not really,” I say, ambling over to a computer. “You should have just followed the path you took to get in.”
“Aye, I followed Hassan. I dunno how he didn’t get lost.”
I sit in one of the blue plastic chairs. “He’s a rat. He’s used to getting out of mazes.”
“You know, from all the shit you’ve talked about the guy over the years, I have to admit he’s surprised me.”
“He’s a good liar.”
“Aye… but you might be surprised to find he has reasons for it.”
Anger rattles me from deep inside. I see the reflection of the knife in the monitor in front of me.
Maybe killing him won’t be so hard, after all.
I touch my fingers to the keyboard in front of me. I can’t remember the last time I used a computer.
“What the hell’s wrong with you?” he asks.
“What do you mean?”
He pulls out the chair next to mine and sits. “This isn’t you, Shade. Why haven’t you tried to break out? Why aren’t you participating in figuring out our next move? Look at me.” He shoves my shoulder until I turn in his direction. “Don’t you want answers about how I found you? Don’t you want to know what’s going on?”
Honestly, I don’t. I’m tired of the traps springing on my hands.
“Do you have any idea what we’re dealing with here?”
I stare directly into his eyes, letting all the horror I’ve witnessed fill mine own. “Do you?”
He stares back, determined to not let me get to him. “DMG.”
I’m really starting to hate those three letters.
“This is a facility ran by them, testing chemical warfare of some kind. It’s sanctioned under military funding.”
Why doesn’t that surprise me? “Is that why they’ve tested us from the start?”
His face scrunches with confusion. “Why who has done what?” He shakes his head, giving up on my answer without asking me a question. “Russian military, Shade. That’s what Roman was running from. They wanted him to get on board with the next wave of this shit, and he ran.”
I’m impressed. My brain—or rather, Heinrich’s program—is coming up with info that sounds authentic enough to explain everything. 
“So what? Are you saying DMG is a Russian outfit?”
“Not directly. It’s a terrorist organization with plants in different countries, you know that already. But this?” He waves his hand around the room. “This is protected by the Russian military. And I’d wager not with the known consent of the Russian government.”
I can’t help it. My mind likes a good riddle. I play along for the moment. “How can the military fund a program that the government is unaware of?”
“Well, that’s something I couldn’t come up with either until I talked to Hassan.”
Hassan. Of course. The poison that infects the healthiest of bodies.
“What did dear old dude-who-knocked-up-my-mother have to say about that?”
He gets this look in his eyes that I’m used to seeing now. Heinrich has it. The minions have it. And now he has it, too.
She’s too far-gone to help.
He twirls his knife one last time, tucking the blade between the handles before he sets it on the table in front of him. He boots up the computer. “Do you think we can access the internet with these things?”
I think we can access satellites and WMDs with these things, but I don’t tell him that. I just nod. I have no doubt that these are monitored on a system that will alert the hub that someone is accessing information from this location. No security alarms have triggered, but I don’t expect any to. First of all, this is a dream, not reality. And secondly, I’m pretty sure this is the kind of place that just quietly closes all the doors and traps you inside.
“What are you looking for?” I ask, eyeing the knife. It’s only a few inches away from my hand. This doesn’t have to keep going. I can end it right now.
I just have to kill my best friend.
No biggie.
Just one more sin on my soul.
You’ll learn to love sin, Poppy.
My hand tightens over the flower in my fist. I don’t know what it means. Poppies are symbols of death. They grow on the graves of fallen soldiers. Maybe my mind is trying to be too literal for its own good.
We’re all gonna die.
We’re all going to die someday, Shade.
He taps on the keys like he’s got a vendetta with them. It makes me cringe. The keys are our tools, not our enemies. It’s the one pushing them that needs to do all the work.
“I’m hoping I can bring up the map of this place,” he says.
It’s a futile search. Hassan probably had access to blueprints because years ago he sold some information to some Russian dude who had the layout of this building as collateral. It’s not something they store on their Apple drive for someone to hack into.
“Search abandoned Russian warehouses,” I say, more as a joke than anything.
“Aye?”
The trust in his eyes disarms me. Usually with fake Nikolai, I can pinpoint something that warns me a computer generated him. A look… a word… once I even realized he was walking with a limp. But I can’t find a single thing about Claymore that’s fake. This world around us, the circumstances of his partnership with Hassan, even the idea that the Russian military is behind this facility all feel too improbable for reality.
But not him.
If I didn't know any better, I’d swear he was the real deal.
Beware the Daeva.
“Yeah, the more specific to the area you can be, the more likely you are to find specs on the building.”
His fingers fly over the keys now, the search immersing him to the point of ignoring me. My hand scoots slowly toward the knife.
“By the way,” he says, glancing at me. I freeze, my hand flattening on the table less than an inch away from its target. “Do you know where we are?”
I shake my head. I don’t care to know. I’m in Hell. That’s all I need to know.
“We’re in the mountains… snow so damn deep it choked the snowmobile Hassan brought.”
I don’t know what mountains he’s talking about. I don’t care. The edge of my pinky touches the cool polished edge of the knife’s handle.
“Siberia.”
Siberia. This illusion is pulling out all the stops.
I’ve never been to Siberia.
Nikolai was going to take me there one day.
He starts typing again, and I tell myself to just bite the bullet.
“Shade, you do know that I see you reaching for that, aye?”
We have a moment. Just a moment. Our eyes meet, and his say he thinks it’s funny that I’m going to try to touch the knife. Mine say that I’m sorry I’m about to do what I have to do.
That’s all the warning he gets.
I grab the knife, slinging the blade out as we both jump to our feet. I have the advantage of not only his surprise, but his lack of wanting to hurt me in my favor. He goes on the defense and not the offense, holding his hands up in surrender.
“Shade, what are you doing?”
“I wish you were real.”
“I am.”
“No,” I say, before my mind can tell me more lies. “It’s never real. I don’t know where it stopped being real, but this…” I shake my head. "Not real."
“Shade,” he pleads, trying to ease me down. This really is Heinrich’s best attempt yet. “I don’t know what’s been happening here, but I’m real. This is real. I’m going to get you out.”
“I know,” I say, jumping off my last cliff of sanity. “But I can’t let you.”
I lunge forward, losing my nerve a second before I plunge it into his stomach and go for his thigh instead. I miss any major arteries. He could still die, but it’ll be a long, slow death.
He falls to the ground with a grunt, clutching his leg. Blood gushes from the wound, soaking his white suit and coating the white tile floor.
I’m mesmerized by it as I wait for Heinrich to show up.
“What the bloody hell is wrong with you?”
Claymore leaves the knife in, scooting as close to the table as he can.
I’m a neutralized threat. I put distance between us, pressing my back to the wall by the door.
“I’m sorry,” I say. “You deserved more mercy than that, but I couldn’t…”
“Wake the fuck up, Shade.”
“I am awake, Coogan.”
He makes a disgruntled noise at the sound of his real name. It strikes me as odd that he doesn’t fight me. Even now, injured, he doesn’t try to take me out.
“I’ve never been more awake in my life.”
“You’re sleepwalking, lass.” He crawls up into the chair. His breathing is labored. Sweat is beading on his forehead and cheeks. He leans heavily on the table as he fishes for something in his pocket. “I didn’t want to show you this. Hassan and I found it when we locating you earlier. I downloaded it for evidence.”
I stand serenely watching him with only half interest. The more blood he loses, the closer I get to this ending.
He plugs a USB into the port of the CPU and opens a file. A giant screen that covers the far wall lights up with a white title card with yellow letters that read Subject A Test 001.
Subject A. Nikolai.
I feel my right cheek twitch. “What is this?”
“Footage,” Claymore says breathlessly.
I start to ask more questions, but he shakes his head.
“Just watch it, Shade.”
The screen fades to a room—the observation room. It looks exactly like it does every time I’m in it. A single chair sits in the center. A door flies open, and two guards drag a large body in.
He doesn’t have to move for me to know who it is. Nikolai.
“Put him in the chair and strap the binds to his wrists,” Heinrich says as he follows them in. If not for the same nasally high-pitched voice, I wouldn’t recognize the evil bastard. He looks young, so much younger than he is now.
My cheek twitches.
“This is from…” Ten years ago. I can’t finish the thought out loud. When we were drinking shots in Nikolai’s office, toasting the life he lost, he was here chained to that chair.
The guards strap Nikolai in. He’s unconscious, his weight leaning heavily into the binds.
“Time to wake up, General Zolkov,” Heinrich says, snapping something open under Nikolai’s nose.
Nikolai’s body jerks as he wakes. He blinks several times, flinching when he sees Heinrich. “No,” he shouts, struggling against his restraints.
“Yes, General. Welcome to your new home.”
“What do you want?” Nikolai asks. The feed is fuzzy and the angle shitty, but I’m pretty sure he has bruises on his face from previous torture.
“I told you it is very simple, General Zolkov,” Heinrich says. “Give us a suggestion of which team member to recruit, and we will let you go free.”
“Go to Hell.”
The soldier standing behind him jabs the butt of his rifle into the base of Nikolai’s spine. He grunts, holding in the bulk of his pain, but it’s not hard to tell it had to hurt.
“This can be an easy exchange, General,” Heinrich says. “You have been through this process before. Many times.”
You’ve been here before, Miss Vincent.  The tick in my cheek intensifies.
Nikolai blinks with a stunned look on his face. “I’ve never… I would never…”
“You have and you would,” Heinrich assures him. “You just don’t remember.”
You just don’t remember. I feel ill, acid rising in the back of my throat. Which one of us was he lying to? Or is he telling us both the truth?
Nikolai’s hands wrap around the taut chains. I can tell by the look on his face that he’s trying to make himself remember whatever he forgot.
It’s not there, Nick. It’s not there.
His cheek twitches hard enough I can see it on the feed. Mine twitches, too.
“His cheek.” I point to the screen where the red line runs down the left side of his face. “That wound.”
“Aye, the scar that didn’t heal.”
Just like his tattoo.
“What did I tell you?” Nikolai asks.
“That is not of any concern right now, General,” Heinrich says, waving him off. “What I am concerned with now is your newly formed team of super spies.”
My hands unconsciously tighten into fists. Something’s not right. This isn’t the usual feeling I get when I realize Nikolai isn’t real. This is that feeling you get when you’re trapped in between sleep and alertness.
Nikolai looks fierce as he snarls. “I won’t tell you a damn thing about them.”
Heinrich sighs as if he’s bored. He waves for another soldier to hand him something. As he steps closer to Nikolai, I see it’s a syringe. “Do you know what this is, General?”
Nikolai doesn’t even offer the man a glance.
“This is something that your government provided us with. SP-117.”
I’m about ready to drop to the floor when I hear Claymore mumble something about that not being possible.
It’s possible. He used it on me.
“There’s no such thing,” Nikolai says.
“Then this won’t have any effect on you,” Heinrich says, jabbing the needle into the side of Nikolai’s neck. He rubs the spot once the injection is finished.
I count seconds in my head, watching Nikolai’s shoulders, his cheeks, even what little I can see of his eyes. One hundred seconds after he’s injected, I notice a slump in his posture. His breathing grows more labored.
I remember how that shit felt in my blood.
“Bloody hell,” Claymore says.
“Now, General Zolkov, are you a member of an elite team of super spies?”
“Fuck off,” Nikolai says. His words are slow and slurred.
“It will hurt less if you just tell me the truth, General. How old are you?”
“Twenty-five,” Nikolai says without difficulty.
“What country do you serve?”
“Russia.”
“What is your weakness?”
Nikolai swallows a few times before he can’t make his mouth close anymore.
“What is your weakness, General Zolkov?”
“Poppy.”
My heart stalls in my chest. I don’t want to see anymore. This is some sick joke. Heinrich is fucking with me.
“You have a poppy tattooed to your chest, do you not?”
“Yes.”
“What is the significance of that?”
Nikolai’s head hangs forward. His entire body looks too heavy all the sudden. “I lost a friend.”
“So your weakness is those you care about, yes?”
“Yes.”
I know that’s not the entire truth. He admitted that I’m his vulnerable spot.
“I don’t want to hurt your friends, General. I just want to talk to one, as I am talking to you now. Tell me, who is the best code specialist in your group?”
I’m lightheaded all at once. It’s me. Heinrich wanted him to give up me back then.
Your brain is truly amazing, Penelope.
Nikolai’s breaths are so strained that my lungs burn as I try to keep time with his. He sags against his binds.
“Who, General? Give me one name, and I will end your pain, let you rest.”
“Me,” Nikolai says.
“No,” I whisper. Heinrich wants a code specialist. He wants me.
“Are you volunteering to join our cause, General?”
“I’m the best,” Nikolai says. His breathing grows harder. He’s having a difficult time lying. “Me. I’m the best. I can do all of it… the best. It’s why I was recruited as trainer. You want me.”
I can’t argue with that. Nikolai does have proficiency in all of our fields, but he’s not the best at this. We both know he’s not the best.
I return to the seat next to Claymore. He’s slumped against his computer now. I wonder if I did hit an artery after all. I can’t be bothered to help him right now even if I did.
My focus is set on the screen.
“Very well,” Heinrich says, waving to a guard to give him another syringe. He stabs him in the back with it.
Nikolai’s labored breathing calms, his body relaxes, and the pain on his face clears.
He’s not Nikolai anymore.
“Release him,” Heinrich says.
The soldiers unlock Nikolai’s binds. He doesn’t try to fight, doesn’t do anything but sit there, staring at nothing.
“Stand General Zolkov,” Heinrich says and Nikolai follows his command without hesitation. “You will now become Subject A and begin your training.”
“Oh God,” I hear myself say. My hands shakes, my entire face twitching as I start to rock.
That’s me. It’s him, but it might as well be me. Right here, right now. I’m not fighting. I’m not questioning.
I’m his puppet.
“No… no… no…” I look to Claymore, seeing the blood run down his leg. “Please don’t tell me this is real.”
“Shade,” he says with a smile. How can the bastard smile at a time like this? “It’s good to see you again.”
“Oh God.” I fall out of the chair, onto my knees, and pry the knife free of his leg. It's a clean wound. Most he’ll need is some stitches and maybe some blood at this point.
He must just be a bleeder.
He shoved the mask down from his face long ago, and I rip it from around his neck, using it as a tourniquet.
“Keep your hands wrapped around that as tight as you can,” I say, cleaning the blade and my hands off on his pants.
“What are you going to do, Shade?”
I kiss his cheek. “I’m going to do what I should have done ten years ago.”
“What?”
“I’m going after Nick, and I’m not going to let him go.”
“I’ll just wait here and bleed to death then, aye?” he shouts as I run out of the room.
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I navigate my way back to the main corridor with crystal clarity. A major part of my mind is telling me to not trust this. It’s part of the game. He’s made it difficult.
He’s trapping me again.
The part of me that got back up every time Nikolai Zolkov kicked my ass down is telling the paranoid part of my brain to sit down and shut up.
I’ve got this.
The information Claymore gave me infiltrates my mind as I try to figure out where Nikolai will be this time of the day. We’re at a DMG facility in Siberia. When Nikolai was pronounced dead ten years ago, he was really brought here to be experimented on. I’m fairly certain what that adds up to, but I’m not concerned with solving that mystery right now.
I need to find Nikolai.
I hear footsteps ahead of me and slow my pace. Two minions cross the hall a few feet in front of me. They’re too absorbed in their conversation to notice me.
The security around this place really is shit.
I don’t remember seeing guards with weapons in the halls. The footage of Nikolai had some, but that was a decade ago. Heinrich found some other way to keep his secrets safe since then.
I remember what Claymore said about the snow outside, the remote location of the building. It makes sense that they wouldn’t feel as threatened within the facility. What’s someone going to do if they break out? Die of hyperthermia a few feet from the building?
I assess my objective, to find Nikolai, reasoning where he would be. Usually he’s two steps behind Heinrich. Heinrich left because he had visitors.
Where would he entertain guests?
He was prepping me for a game. It’s a stretch, but maybe I was going to be the presentation.
I work my way down the hall to the observation room. The four walls within look identical, but I’ve wondered from time to time if one is a façade that I can’t see through but someone on the other side might be able to see in. I press my ear to the door of the observation room when I get there. Hearing nothing, I move to the next door. Nothing again. I open it and walk in.
Bingo.
A table, some chairs, and monitoring equipment, including a camera on a tripod are inside this room. The set up faces a floor-to-ceiling see-through wall.
Memories of tortures done to me in that room surface, and I shove them down.
I need to find Nick.
No one’s in here, but as far as I can tell, no one was alerted to the fact that I was taken, either.
Think, Penelope
I was unconscious when they originally brought me in. I don’t know if there are other levels and floors to this building. I don’t know how many halls or rooms it contains. I’ve been pretty useless in the information-gathering department.
Work on that, Poppy.
I have to decide what to do and fast. Claymore doesn’t have forever to wait for me.
I exit the room, turning to head further down the hall when I hear the echo of leather soles against the tile floor. It’s more than one pair, and voices are added to the noise as they draw closer. 
“I’m pleased you gentlemen could make it on such short notice,” Heinrich says. He talks so loud it echoes through the hall. “As I explained in my report, Subject B is proving to be a worthy candidate. Over the past three weeks, she’s pushed further and harder through the program than Subject A has in over a decade.”
He talks about Nikolai and me like we’re just dishes he’s growing some fungus in. We’re byproducts, nothing more.
“What is demonstration you have prepared for us, Doctor?”
I recognize the heavy Russian accented voice, and it confirms the suspicions I had from Claymore’s findings.
The sound of their shoes stops for a second. I can imagine Heinrich stalling them for a theatrical preface.
“I thought it would be interesting to play both subjects off of each other. Subject B has been induced with a hallucinogenic suggestion many times that requires a specific trigger to free her from the effects. I’m interested to see if a placebo effect can be put into action.”
Placebo effect. He was just going through the motions of prepping me earlier, convincing me that this would be just another game.
He wants to see if I’d kill Nikolai of my own free will.
Well, his plan technically worked. I just stabbed the wrong man.
They start walking again, and I run into the observation room, situating myself in the far corner on the floor. I don’t have any place I can leave Claymore’s knife. They’re not big on giving you useless things like socks and shoes, or bras and underwear. I slide it behind me on the floor.
It won’t matter if someone sees it now. I’m going for the gold—free us or bust.
This isn’t how I wanted it to go down. I wanted to get him out quietly and get a head start before Heinrich even realized we were gone.
Very little ever goes the way it's planned.
I’m curled into myself, my forehead resting on my knees when the door opens. I don’t have to look up to know it’s Nikolai.
“Are you going to fight me today?” he asks.
You bet your ass, I will. I don’t say it. I keep my face pressed to my knees.
Something heavy hits the plastic chair in the center of the room. I peek up, seeing it’s a shiny revolver—just like the ones in the dreams.
My palms sweat. My cheek twitches.
I know this is real. I know killing him won’t do anything but actually kill Nikolai.
But conditioning is a fucked up thing.
I can’t count how many times I’ve been in this room. Had this sort of square off with this man and just walked up and pulled the trigger. So many times that there’s a habitual part of my brain that’s seeing me walk through the motions as I stare at the gun.
My hands shake. I clench them into fists.
I will not kill him. I will not kill him. I will not kill him.
“That seems a bit extreme,” I say, nodding to the gun.
“It’s what you’re here for, isn’t it?” he asks, cracking his knuckles. “All of this time. Ever since you compromised my mission to kill you, it’s all been about this. One of us completes the mission. The other faces final failure.”
Final failure. That sounds like a 90s video game I used to play.
“So you’re not going to let me make one last argument for who I am?”
His already angry mood darkens. “You’re not her.”
I spread my arms, touching my palms to the walls on either side of me. “You remember that last weekend in Norway?”
He didn’t expect me to ask that. He stops mid-step and stares at me like fire is shooting from my fingertips.
I slowly ease myself up, keeping my hands flat against the wall to help root me in the moment and not give in to the conditioning.
“You’re not her.”
I nod. “Yeah, I got that, but do you remember it?”
His cheek twitches.
“You remember that coffee shop? The one with the waiter who kept making your drinks too strong and bitter because he wanted to ask me out.”
He looks down, not at the floor, but at the memory I’m jogging in his head.
“You wanted to rip his head off. I could tell. But you were a gentleman. You even left him a generous tip.”
“She called me a…”
“A hero,” I finish for him. “You remember I bought you that dorky comic book on the walk back to the hotel?”
I’m overcome with a little ray of happiness from the memory. That was a good day. One of the best. It’s why I kept the comic after he died. I carried it around in my—
“Backpack,” he says. His voice is hollow, hushed. “It was in the backpack.”
“Yes,” I say just as quietly as he did.
His body jerks. I’m getting through to him.
“I don’t want to fight you, Nick.”
I will him with everything inside of me to break free. I know how hard it is. I know the only thing that feels right anymore is the comfort of the routine—even if the routine is something I hate.
He takes a deep breath, shaking his head.
“Please, Nick. Don’t make me fight you.”
“No,” he says, his frame tightening as he stands tall. “No choice. We fight.”
He charges toward me, bypassing the gun. Typical Nikolai move. He won’t go for the easy road. He’ll deliver an ass-pounding with his fists and boots, and then he’ll hand me the gun and encourage me to put myself out of my misery.
I know I have the knife. I can grab it and let him impale himself on it. That would end this before it even begins.
 I will not kill him.
I run at him, ducking as he swings his arms. I grab the back of the chair for balance and roundhouse kick him square in the chest. He gets a hold of my waist and yanks me away from the chair. My hands and face hit the ground as he drags me all the way across the room.
“I’m not your enemy,” I say, twisting out of his hold and rolling away.
“Doesn’t matter. My mission is to kill you.”
I crawl as fast as I can to the chair, reaching the gun just as he grabs my ankle.
“No,” I scream. He kicks my side, forcing me to double over and let go of the gun. I cough as I try to catch my breath.
Nikolai grabs the gun.
“That’s not your mission, Nick. Your mission was to help the innocent souls of the world. To be a hero. You told me that was all of our missions.”
I hold my elbow against my side as I try to sit up.
Nikolai points the gun at me.
“You’re the good guy, Nick. You’re the hero. You want to know how I know?”
He’s stone cold, still aiming at me, but he lets me explain.
Blood drips into my mouth. I oddly find comfort in the taste. Pain reminds me that I’m alive. “Ever since I was brought here… every time I realized the you I was seeing wasn’t really you, I killed you. Every single time. Hell, I want to kill you right now even though I know it’s really you.”
His smile is smug like I just proved his point and not mine. He thinks I’m giving evidence to support the fact that I’m not his Penelope. But he doesn’t know this version of me.
“But you,” I say, spitting out the blood pooled in my mouth. “You spent the entire time on the run with me, telling me I wasn’t me, and never once did you try to kill me.”
His eyes widen. I still get a thrill out of surprising this man.
“That’s why you’re the hero,” I say. “You’re the good guy. Me? I’m the one drowning in sin. I kill my friends. My enemies. People I’ve never met. I’ve become the evil you trained me to fight.”
His cheek twitches, but he’s not lowering the gun.
I’m out of words. I’ve pled my case. It’s in his hands now.
He takes one step toward me, and then another, and another.
I’m bracing for the shot when he kneels down, turning the gun in his hand and holding it out to me. “You’re wrong,” he whispers. His eyes shine with emotions. “She’s… you’re the only one of us who could do that. The only one who can touch that evil and still be good.”
“Nick?” I mouth, more than actually say.
I don’t think he’s broken completely free, but he’s done with this game.
“Save the day,” he whispers, smiling my smile.
I grab the gun and a fistful of his shirt, pulling him forward to plant a hard kiss on his lips. “If you insist.”
We jump up in unison. I turn and shoot directly into the center of the fake wall. A chunk of it explodes into the other room. I hear screams and shouts, a few curse words in Russian.
Heinrich presses his narrow face to the hole. It’s as wide as the black-rimmed glasses that frame his face.
“I hope this skews the hell out of your data,” I say, shooting again.
He ducks fast enough to miss the bullet, and I don’t stick around to shoot again. Nikolai and I take off running down the hall.
“How do we get out of here?”
He looks around, pointing down a hall that’s identical to a million others around here. “There.”
I trust he knows what’s what. “Okay, first we have to find Claymore.”
“Agent MacNeal? He’s here?”
“Yeah, he came to break me out.”
“He did?”
I nod.
He clears his throat. “You two are… close… aren’t you?”
Oh, I’m not even going to deal with that shit right now. “Just…follow me.”
“What are we looking for?” he asks as we turn down another hallway.
“Computer room… servers… large viewing screen.”
“That’s this way,” he says, grabbing my arm before I can make a wrong turn. “You get him. I’ll hold off the guards.”
Guards? I haven’t seen a single one. “There aren’t any—”
“All the technicians are armed,” he says, finishing my thought. His thumb rubs my elbow as our eyes meet. “Stay there. I’ll find you.”
I reach for him, but he’s already in motion. The man moves like the wind.
Nick, I love you. The words are stuck in my throat. I want to yell them, and yet I’m terrified of ever saying it again. He disappeared the first time I said it.
I shove all the emotional crap down. I have a job to do. Claymore needs my help.
I find the right door and ease it open. “Hey, you good to go?”
I take two steps into the room, stopping when I don’t see Claymore. I’m in the wrong room, I figure, but the dark red stain on the floor and pool of blood in the blue plastic chair that he sat in warn I’m in the right spot.
Was he dumb enough to try to come after me?
“MacNeal,” I say, keeping the volume of my voice low. Ducking down, I search under the tables to see if he crawled to the other side of the room. “Where are you?”
Wherever he is, it isn’t in this room.
“Damn.”
I head back out to the hall, the gun clutched tightly between my hands as I search. Nikolai is out of sight, MacNeal is missing, I don’t know where we actually are, and worst of all, I have no idea how we’ll get away from this place without being caught.
I know the protocol at this point. My training tells me to get myself out, contact help, and hope for the best for my team. Maybe it’s the weeks I’ve spent out of the game, or maybe I’ve just always had a problem with authority, but I ignore what I should do and head toward the observation room.
I’m halfway there when a loud bang behind me stalls me. I spin on my heel, holding the gun up.
“Are you lost, Subject B?”
My shoulders tense, and my hands shake around the gun. Heinrich stands there, flanked on either side by two technicians brandishing the weapons Nikolai warned me about. Other men stand behind him—his guests, I assume.
My cheek twitches. “That’s not my name.”
“No? Are you sure?”
He’s trying to get under my skin, trying to confuse me.
I won’t let that happen.
“My name is Penelope Vincent. You can call me Agent Vincent.”
There’s that evil sneer on his face. “Have you ever wondered, Subject B, why you’re such a stickler about that detail?”
It’s because my name is the only thing that’s mine. Hassan’s name is Mohin. My mother’s name is Evans. I might not have chosen Penelope, but Vincent was all me. The day I joined the army and became an emancipated minor, I chose my name. Nothing lasted longer than a month, maybe a year in my life, but my name has been mine for twelve years.
I won’t let anyone take that away from me.
I don’t tell him. I know the truth. That’s all that matters.
The gun feels heavy in my hand. My thumb teases the hammer.
“You were upset earlier,” he says, like he’s talking down to a child. I hate that. “You don’t want to shoot me again, Subject B. That would have horrible repercussions.”
I aim the gun at his face. “I really don’t give a shit who I piss off. I’m going to shoot you.”
“Shoot me, Subject B, and I won’t be able to protect you anymore. Shoot me and the world will know what you are.”
“Spare me the bad guy monologue portion of this bullshit, please,” I say. “The world already knows who I am.”
That amuses him. “Do they?”
“Well,” I amend, “not the entire world, but the right people do.”
“Do they?”
Do they? Do they? Those two words coupled with his condescending smirk bug the shit out of me.
“Don’t push me,” I warn.
“Or what? You’ll kill me, Subject B?”
Has this bastard been listening to me? Of course I’m going to kill him.
His expression turns serious, and he frowns as he says, “Don’t you think you’ve killed enough people, Subject B?”
I’m done with this conversation, done with him. “Not until I add your name to the list.”
“Why do you entertain this garbage?” that heavy Russian accent asks. The lackeys on either side of Heinrich are shoved out of the way as Minister Kulzkoff steps up. “Kill her.”
“There’s a special ring in Hell reserved for traitors like you,” I tell him, pointing the gun at him.
Kulzkoff straightens with confidence I’m going to take great pleasure in knocking down. “Kill her, Gregor, or I will.”
That makes me laugh. “I’d like to see you try.”
Heinrich shakes his head. “What would you like to see me try, Subject B?”
“I’d like to see him kill me,” I say.
“Who are you talking about, Subject B?” Heinrich asks, glancing over his shoulder as if no one is standing there.
It’s a trick. He’s good at getting in your head.
“You damn well know who I’m talking about,” I say.
“I must confess that I don’t,” he says. “Perhaps you can clue me in.”
Just shoot him, Penelope.
I aim the gun between his eyes.
“Tell me, Subject B,” he says. I have to admit, the man is pretty fearless in the face of death. “Where will you go? What is your plan?”
“None of your business.”
“No? Do you even know where you are?”
“Russia, asshole,” I say. Why am I humoring this? Why can’t I pull the trigger?
Heinrich shakes his head, a pitiful look on his face. “No, Subject B, you are in a facility for the mentally unwell in Oslo, Norway. You’ve been a patient of mine for over ten years.”
That’s hitting below the belt, taking me back to the darkest time of my life. I can’t believe it.
I won’t.
“Liar,” I say.
“Penelope, you checked yourself in. Don’t you remember?”
I do remember. I remember falling to my knees in the street. I remember screaming so loud and long that people thought I’d been stabbed. I remember signing all the documents that claimed my freedom.
“I checked out of that place a week later.”
Heinrich shakes his head. “No. You began having delusional episodes a week later. You convinced yourself you were an agent… a spy… and your team had come to retrieve you.”
My skin itches.
Just shoot him, Penelope.
“Penelope, please,” he says, holding his hands up in surrender. “Please don’t try to break out again. Don’t kill any more people. Let me help you. I’ve always been here to help you.”
I’ve always been here to help you.
Those words… he told me those words before.
I’m a killer. It’s what I do, what I’ve been trained to do.
Isn’t it?
I stare at Kulzkoff. He looks the part of some villain right out of Hollywood. Even Heinrich fits that part. Is what he’s telling me true? Am I just building up some delusion?
There are so many memories in my head right now. I don’t know which I can and can’t trust.
I look to the ground, to my bare feet, and slowly lower the gun.
“Good girl,” Heinrich says.
It grates under my skin.
I really want to kill him.
I look up just as a red dot appears in the center of Heinrich’s chest.
“Good girl, Subject B,” he says, oblivious of what’s happening, his focus fully on me. He waves for me to come closer to him, and I raise my hand to warn him.
I’m too late.
A bullet rips through his chest, dropping him like a sack of potatoes.
Instinct has me ducking on the ground, crawling to safety near the wall. I cover my head and look down the hall to find the source of the kill.
A soldier, dressed all in black stands a few feet away. He lowers his rifle and rushes over to me. I don’t know who to be afraid of, how to react to anyone anymore. I flinch and hide my face when he gets close to me.
High-pitched ringing fills my ears. I feel him touch me, even hear that he’s speaking, but I can’t make anything out.
He shakes me, once, twice, hard enough that I smack the back of my head against the wall.
Somehow, that clears my mind a little.
“Agent Vincent, are you okay?”
I’m losing my shit, shaking and crying.
“Hey,” the soldier says, holding my shoulders steady. “Hey, Pineapple, you with me?”
Pineapple.
“Ace?”
He’s staring at me with the kind of smile that only Ace would have at a moment like this.
“Am I crazy?”
He laughs, and his head bobs up and down as he says, “Yep, but that’s just the way we like it.”
I can’t process any of the moment. I fall forward, throwing my arms around him, and he holds me together.
“It’s okay,” he tells me over and over. “You’re gonna be okay.”
I wish I could believe him.
I don’t know what to believe anymore.
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I don’t know how much time passes before I find myself in an airplane hangar somewhere in Russia. Ace talked me down from hysterics and transported me here. He assured me that Claymore was getting medical attention and that Nikolai was in custody.
I don’t like the taste of that word in my mouth.
Nikolai isn’t a criminal.
I jump out of the cab of the truck we traveled in and find utter chaos. Both Russian and American military uniforms are bunched all around the space. An ambulance with a med team is working in one corner and a truck that followed us in produces an enraged Minister Kulzkoff.
“How long has he been working with them?” I ask, huddling into my borrowed boots and jacket as the cold from the snow outside finally reaches me.
Ace watches as Kulzkoff is handed off to guards I’ve only ever seen at council headquarters.
“The council suspected all along. About six years ago, Vix found evidence that made them question how Minister Beletski died, but it wasn’t until Vix was eliminated that the red flags went up.”
Six years ago. Vixen.
Prizrak.
Shit. They sent Nikolai to kill her.
Who the hell was the poor bastard I killed in Paris?
My eyes scan the hangar. “Where is he?”
Ace grabs my arm. Confusion is a permanent feature on his face. “You don’t want to know how we found you, or why you were never briefed on this?”
What’s there to know? “Wasn’t my mission. It was yours.”
I did my part. I survived.
That’s all I’ve ever been trained to do.
He nods, looking a little unbalanced by how easily I come to that conclusion.
“Right.” He points to the ambulance. “MacNeal’s over there.”
“Yeah, I kind of figured that out as soon as I saw the guys with doctor bags. Where’s Nikolai?”
Ace’s eyes narrow. “He’s in custody.”
There’s that word again. “He’s not a criminal.”
“The hell he isn’t. He killed Vix… and lots of other people. He tried to kill you, Pine—”
“Don’t call me that,” I shout. “And he didn’t know what he was doing. They were using him!”
“Wow.” I can tell he’s stunned. He looks at me like I’m a stranger. “Your hero worship of the guy really knows no bounds, does it?”
His anger confuses me. Why does everyone jump to the horrible shit he does before being relieved he’s alive? If the world focused on the bad shit we all do, we’d be considered the bad guys, too.
“This isn’t hero worship,” I defend. “I know what he’s been through.”
I shove him as hard as I can.
He barely budges.
“I won’t let you take him in like a common murderer.”
“Don’t give a shit what you will or won’t do, Penelope,” he says, planting his hands on his hips. “He has to pay for his actions.”
Something in my brain snaps. If I’m being honest, that piece of my brain has been on the verge of breaking all my life. This was the moment with just the right amount of pressure to do it.
I grab the revolver tucked in his waistband and have it aimed at his face before he realizes I’ve moved.
I hear people shouting my name. The air around me shifts, and I hear the click of safeties unlocking on all the guns in the room.
Maybe Heinrich wasn’t that far off with who I really am.
A crazy bitch with a gun.
Ace doesn’t look bothered in the least. He gives me the look a grown up gives a kid who vows they’re about to run away from home.
“If you want to share a cell with him, I’m sure they can arrange that.”
“Is there a problem here?”
I turn my head, finding Hassan standing next to me.
I’m not surprised he’s here. I did see him in the facility when Claymore showed up, and on the ride to the hangar, Ace explained Hassan had been working with the council undercover to locate that place for nearly a decade.
He was the one who told Ace to go in and get us out when we failed to arrive at the rendezvous site.
“Stay out of this,” I say.
His eyes, eyes that I know are mirrored in my own face, are patient and calm as he says, “I do not think so, daughter.”
“What’s everyone drawn for? Stand down, everyone stand down,” a voice shouts.
I know the voice as well as my own.
Secretary Williams shoves his way through a group of American soldiers and commands them again to put down their weapons. He turns a worried glance on me and pleads for me to do the same.
I do as I’m told.
Secretary Williams isn’t young, but he’s not slowed by his advanced years. He rushes over, glancing between the three of us. “What’s going on here?”
Ace opens his mouth to explain, but I can’t let him.
No one else here understands what Nikolai has gone through but me. “Sir, you can’t take him in as a fugitive.”
Ace sighs.
Secretary Williams frowns. “Who are you talking about, Penelope?”
I feel odd standing between the Secretary and Hassan, but I focus on how Nikolai has to be feeling right now. “General Zolkov, sir.”
His eyebrows practically touch his hairline. “General… Nick is alive?”
I know in the spy game we’re taught that anyone can fool you. Everyone lies about something, and those with the biggest secrets are the best at hiding them.
But the look on the Secretary’s face is genuine to me. He didn’t know Nikolai was the assassin.
He looks to Ace, and I note that Ace’s reaction isn’t as sincere.
He knew before today.
How did he know?
“Yes,” Ace says. “It seems the former General was the DMG assassin we’ve been hunting, sir.”
Secretary Williams turns and walks off without another word. I stare after him in shock.
“Suck it up, Pineapple,” Ace says, slapping my arm. “Bad guys pay for their crimes.”
He saunters away, and the room starts to spin around me. This can’t be how this plays out. I couldn’t have been destined to find Nikolai only to lose him to a lifetime in prison for war crimes he didn’t want to commit.
Hassan wraps his arm around me. “Come,” he says, steering us away from where I stand.
He eases me down on to the tail end of the ambulance and calls for one of the medics to check me out.
“Are you feeling alright?” the young man asks, and I nod. He shines a light in my eyes, checks my vitals and tells Hassan that I’m fine.
I’m staring at the ground when I hear a low whistle.
“In all the remote locations of this country, I never thought I’d run into you here.”
I look up. Marko. Somehow, I still have the ability to be surprised. “What the hell are you doing here?”
He smiles as he stares down at me. He’s dressed in a three-piece dark blue suit. His hair’s slicked back, and he’s the only one wearing a jacket that’s actually meant to withstand the weather outside.
“Ask your dad,” Marko says nodding to Hassan.
He’s not my dad. I bite down on the comeback and turn to Hassan.
“We needed a distraction to gain access. When Roman decided he was done with risking his neck—”
“He’s alive? Roman made it out of New York alive?”
“He did, yes,” Hassan says. “I asked for his help once we learned where you were taken. He refused. So I approached the younger Veltriv for his assistance.”
Marko beams when I turn back to him. “I helped bust you out.”
“I saw you. Before,” I say, remembering a hazy walk through the hall. “You were here before.”
He nods. “Yeah. I went in twice before today. Once to see if you were really here and then again to case the place. It was pretty easy. Kulzkoff’s been wanting me to replace my father for a few years now. He was happy to let me tag along.”
That’s the stupidest, most reckless thing I’ve ever heard. Marko can barely tie his shoes without assistance. He should’ve never been put in this position.
I want to slap both of them over the head for risking so much to get me out.
But instead, I just say, “Thanks.”
Marko’s attention keeps sneaking to the right of the ambulance, and I lean around to see what he’s seeing. A group of medics are stationed around a gurney, working together to help whoever is strapped to the bed.
“Bloody fucking hell!”
“MacNeal,” I say, hopping to my feet.
“I told you to sedate him,” one of the medics says as I step closer.
“You put me under while I’m still in the middle of the ass end, and I’ll strangle you with this IV tube, doc,” Claymore warns.
“Mr. MacNeal, I need you to calm down,” the medic says. “We’re only trying to stitch this wound in place. I need you to lie still.”
“You’ll be lying still if you don’t let me up, you little punk.”
“Hey,” I say, pushing my way through the group around him. “Hey… what’s with the threats?”
He’s pale and shaking. I can tell he lost a lot blood. “Shade, you’re alright?”
I nod, making eye contact with the lady holding the syringe with his happy juice. She nods, and I lean in to distract him. “I’m good. You got me out.”
He sighs with a weak smile. “Aye. Good. Now where is it?”
Where is it? Of all the things I expected him to say in this moment, that wasn’t on the list. “Where’s what?”
He looks like I just stabbed him again, only this time through the heart. “My knife, Shade. The blade I’ve carried with me since I was a wee lad.”
Oh crap. I might as well stab him again. “Uhhh…”
“Uhhh,” he echoes. He tries to sit up, but several sets of hands force him back down. “Uhhh… what the bloody hell do you mean with uhhh, Shade?”
I left it back in the facility, and by now it’s been bagged and tagged with all the other evidence in the place. It’s as good as gone.
I don’t tell him that. I don’t have a chance. In the next breath, the needle goes in, and he sags from the weight of the drugs.
I back away, feeling like complete shit. The guy just showed up to save me, and I nearly killed him and lost his most prized possession in the process.
“Thanks for the help,” the medic says.
“Yeah,” I say. “Why are you guys doing this out here and not in a hospital?”
“He wouldn’t make the trip in this state,” she says. “And this bunker is sovereign land for the moment. If we take him to a hospital, there would be lots of red tape. Here, he’s under the jurisdiction of the United States Government.”
Those types of technicalities always confuse me. Who walks around with the map of all the special bunkers that are exempt from local governments?
Marko leans against the side of the ambulance, watching every pair of hands working on Claymore.
“He’ll be okay,” I say. I hope it’s true.
“I didn’t know,” he says. Emotions are blatant on his face, emotions I never saw in all of our times together. I wonder if I should feel sad or jealous about that. I’m pretty numb right now.
“He said he kept the truth of his job a secret from you.”
“Yeah,” he says. “I knew he was a soldier. I know that’s dangerous.” He looks to me, and I see it—fear. It’s something a lot of people have once they’ve seen me wield a gun or they learn about my missions.
It’s ironic. This man used to beg me to handcuff him to a bed and beat him senseless. But now he’s afraid of me.
“Is it always like that for you guys?”
I’d be lying to say yes, and I’d be lying to say no. We kill people. We often get hurt ourselves. It’s dangerous.
I don’t say anything. I just stand there and let him vent.
He shakes his head, pressing his hand to his shoulder—where he was shot back in New York. “I don’t think I can do it.”
“Do what?” I ask.
He stares at Claymore like he’s wishing something away. “I can’t. This was fun… until it wasn’t.”
One of the things I’ve always appreciated about Marko is how light he makes the world feel. I’m weighed down by pressure to perform, expectations of perfection, and questions of moral rightness every minute of my day. But he makes that all float away.
I can see the slump in his shoulders now. He feels the heaviness of this all.
Reality’s a bitch.
I lean up, brushing my fingers through his hair, and tug him down so I can kiss his forehead. “Decisions are for tomorrow, yeah?”
He keeps his eyes trained on Claymore. “Yeah.”
I want to say more. I want to fix this, but it’s not my place. My chapter with Marko has ended. I don’t know what the story of him and Claymore still holds.
Hassan calls to me, and I gladly take the invitation to step away.
“It is time for me to leave, daughter.”
“Yeah, okay,” I say, holding my hand out. “Thanks.”
He smirks as he looks down at my hand. “Please consider coming with me.”
I’m not in the mood for this argument again. I’m so exhausted that I could fall flat on my face right here and pass out. Can’t he just let this go once? “Hassan, please… don’t do this. Not today.”
“I am not asking because I wish my daughter would live with me.” I make a face and he amends. “I am not just asking for that reason. I am simply saying my home is well protected. I can keep you… and those you bring with you… safe and shielded for as long as you wish.”
Hassan never offers me anything without a motive. I’m not sure what to make of this one. “And what profit can you make from me and my friends turning as allies to you?”
“When will you admit we’re not that different, you and I?”
“Never. I’m nothing like you. You do business with thugs just to get a buck. A buck you don’t need.”
“I do what I must to survive,” he says. “As do you.”
“I don’t make deals with murderers.”
“No, but you do kill people. People you’ve never met. People you don’t directly have a purpose for killing. So I ask you… which of us has more blood on their hands?”
You do, I want to say, but I don’t. I hate when he makes sense. He’s been doing that too much lately. “What I do, I do for a reason.”
“As do I.” His voice is low, hard with feeling.
“What’s your reason?”
He debates what to tell me. I can see concession in his eyes as he explains, “When your mother told me she had given birth to a daughter, I decided to do what I do to make the world a safer place for her to live in.”
I laugh without humor. “How does selling bombs to radicals make anything safer?”
“Because I know who buys them. I know who they are fighting. I can decide whether or not to inform someone to stop them. You cannot win the game if you do not hold all the cards, daughter.”
My stomach feels heavy. “You can spin this however you want, but at the end of the day, I don’t need you to keep me safe.”
His chin lifts up and a look of pride fills his face. “I know. I wish I could say you get that from me, but it is all your doing, Penelope. I wanted to safeguard the world around you so you could never be harmed, and instead, I pushed you further away. It angered me for a long time until I realized you never needed me in that way.”
“I don’t need anything,” I say. My defiance is melting into the consuming exhaustion. That’s the only reason I’m not fighting harder right now. At least that’s what I tell myself is the reason.
“You are wrong, my love.”
My stomach knots when he calls me that.
“You need an adversary, a challenge, a threat. It is what drives you to live. It is why I continue to do what I do. And why he is the perfect man for you.”
He nods to where Nikolai is standing.
I didn’t even realize he was visible.
Son of a bitch. How did Hassan know about Nikolai and me? I can’t process this moment. I don’t know how to live in a world where Hassan knows me better than I know myself.
“You do not have to say yes or no. Just know that my doors are yours. My home is yours. And it always has been.”
He kisses my cheek.
I don’t fight him on it. I don’t have an answer or even a clear thought about anything he just said.
Secretary Williams is talking to some official looking people as I walk over to the guards surrounding Nikolai.
“Can I talk to him?” I ask the head guard.
Nikolai looks up at the sound of my voice. He’s chained from his neck to his wrists, around his waist, and then down to his ankles. They damn near Hannibal Lecter'ed him.
He looks worn out but not beat down. He even smiles a little when he sees me.
“He’s on lock down, Agent Vincent,” the guard informs me.
I look the kid in the eye, realizing there’s something familiar about him. “Holt?” I ask, recalling him from a long, hot drive in the middle of the desert.
Goddamn, that was a lifetime ago.
His eyes widened a little as he nods. “Yes, ma’am.”
“Penelope, is there something I can help you with?” Secretary Williams asks as he joins us.
“Let him go,” I say. I’m not naïve, and I’m not trying to be a brat about this, but he’s not a criminal.
“I can’t do that,” Secretary Williams says.
“Sir, what he’s done… it’s not his fault.”
The man holds up his hands to stop my rant. “I know, and he’s not being taken to prison for any of it. I’m having him taken to a facility to help… undo whatever has been done to him.”
A facility. I never thought I could hate the thought of a building as much as I do now. Nick doesn’t need more doctors poking and prodding him. He needs detox. He needs rest. He needs to get back to feeling like a human being and not some weapon to be used. A new place, or the one we just escaped… either way, he’ll just be told what to think and forced into a box again.
“Can I fly with him?” I ask.
Secretary Williams considers it for a moment and agrees. He tells the guards to prepare the plane for takeoff.
I stand in front of Nikolai, feeling like I’m a seventeen-year-old kid again. “Hey.”
“Hey.”
“I, uh… you know what they’re going to do?”
He nods. “It’s for the best.”
I don’t think he believes that, but it’s sort of an only option at the moment. I hear engines ignite and turn to see Hassan’s plane gearing up for takeoff. He’s still standing near the stairs, shaking hands with some of the officials who were talking to Secretary Williams a few minutes ago.
“What are you going to do?” Nikolai asks.
I hadn’t thought about that. I have no doubt that once all of Heinrich’s files are evaluated, I’ll land in the hospital room right next to Nikolai. If Justice has anything to do with it, I’ll never get out of the hospital, too.
I continue to stare at Hassan’s plane. “I don’t know. Probably get buried under all of this. The Army’s been looking for a reason to burn my ass for years now.”
“Really?” The disbelief in his voice draws my attention back to him. He’s smirking. All this shit the bastard’s been through, and he finds the fact that I piss the Army off funny?
I nod. “Apparently, I’m a hotheaded showoff.”
He laughs. Laughs. Somehow, I really did get through to him back there. He’s more like Nikolai than he’s been since he tried to run Marko and me off the road.
“You find something funny about that, General?” 
“I find it comforting that some things never change, Agent Vincent.”
A second set of jet engines start, and the hangar is echoing with so much noise people have to yell.
“Go with him,” Nikolai shouts. I follow the direction he points and see Hassan nearing his stairs.
I shake my head. “Hell no.”
“His plane is a sovereign nation. His home is protected by diplomatic sanctions. They can’t lock you up if you’re with him.”
That’s twice now that I’ve been given a clue about what I should do with my future. Both point to going with Hassan.
I don’t know what to make of that.
“Do it, Poppy,” he says. “Please. Save yourself.”
I look around. Everyone is busy with the job of leaving. Even Secretary Williams is preoccupied enough that he’s out of sight.
“How fast can you run in those?” I shout, pointing to his leg shackles.
“No.”
I roll my eyes. “Nick, we watched Butch and Sundance a few times together. You know damn well I’m not running if you’re not running.”
I gauge the distance from where we are to the stairs, realizing I have the perfect cover in the fact that the U.S. jet is past Hassan’s.
I’m just going to escort the prisoner to the plane.
He resists for a second but gives in. “This is a bad idea.”
“Those are usually the only kind I get."
No one pays us any mind as we stroll through the bunker. Hassan notices when we get closer, and I wave to him to stop. He’s only four steps up on the stairs. He climbs back down as we stop next to him.
“Agent Vincent,” Secretary Williams shouts. He and Ace rush toward us.
“I’ll go with you if you give diplomatic immunity to him, too,” I say to Hassan.
Hassan smirks as he looks at Nikolai. He nods.
“Penelope,” Ace shouts. He stops a foot away from us.
I shove myself between him and Nikolai.
“What are you doing?” Ace says.
“I’m making sure we get the right care that we need without the risks,” I tell him.
“There are no risks, Penelope,” Secretary Williams says. “Neither of you will be tried as criminals.”
“I know, sir, but that’s not what worries me.”
“What then?”
I don’t know how to explain it. Maybe it is just paranoia. Dr. Stevens told me I couldn’t process reality just right anymore. But I have a bad feeling at the thought of leaving Nikolai alone. I let him go once.
I’m not doing that again.
“I’m claiming sovereignty, sir. For myself and for General Zolkov.”
Secretary Williams looks ready to tear my head off. I’ve never seen the man this upset. “What? Where?”
I shove Nikolai back and we both step on to the stairs. I take a deep breath, swallowing hard. I can’t believe I’m about to say this. “With my father.”
I can hear Hassan’s exclamation of triumph over the jet engines. It doesn’t bother me half as much as the pure rage I see on Ace’s face.
“Don’t do this,” he warns. “You can’t come back if you do.”
“It’s already done,” I say.
I help Nikolai up the stairs and ask Hassan’s guard for a knife to pick the locks on Nikolai's restraints. Hassan gives me space, taking a seat at the back of the plane. Nikolai and I sit on opposite sides, facing each other. It reminds me of the first time we flew together.
He doesn’t like to fly. I remember that.
I stare down at my hand, reliving the highlights of what we just went through at that place. Without much thought, I slice the knife through my palm—amazed to watch my skin heal itself instantly.
I’m goddamn Wolverine now too. So, now there’s that to deal with. Wonderful.
I toss the knife in the seat next to me and sit with my head between my knees until I feel that shift in the air that tells me we’ve left the ground.
What have I done?
“I love you.”
My heart stops dead in my chest when I hear those words. My head pops up so fast I get dizzy. Nikolai stares at me with the kind of intensity that can light my skin on fire.
“What?” I stammer, pretty sure I’ve gone insane.
“I love you.”
Two days ago, he was set on the certainty that I wasn’t even me, and now he’s telling me he loves me?
“I don’t—”
“I should’ve told you,” he says. “I’ve loved you almost the entire time I’ve known you. I should’ve told you. When I woke up in that cell and realized I’d never see you again…” He bites down so hard I see his muscles flex in his jaw. “It’s the only thing I’ve ever regretted.”
I have so many thoughts that all I can say is, “Seriously?”
He leans back in his seat, an easy smile on his lips. “Seriously.”
Typical Nikolai Zolkov.
I just undermined the international agency we both pledged our lives to, gave into a life-long battle of control with Hassan, and survived three weeks of the most brutal mental torture I’ve ever encountered, and this bastard one-ups me by telling me he loves me.
“Well, then,” I say, flopping back against the cushion. “Gold star for you.”
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