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Chapter 6 
Dr. Hedy Villarreal 
The Cave  
Internal Soundtrack: “Momma Mia”—ABBA 

 

I felt like I’d spent most of this day asking, “What the entire fuck?” but 
seriously…what the entire fuck? 

Everyone went silent, and Rae’s tails quickly found themselves in a bun again. 

“Mom! What are you doing here?” 

“I would hope I know about this place, mija—I run it.” 

“But the genetic counseling…” I protested weakly. 

Turning to Fisher and the Wonder Twins, my mother quickly dismissed them. 
Looking at me with wide eyes, they waved goodbye and left the situation room. 
After closing the door, she turned sharply to Rae and Indaja. 

“Why didn’t you wait for me?” 

They looked at each other, concerned. Rae spoke up. 

“It was my decision, Izzy. Hedy and I were looking to establish trust with each 
other—she profiled me, I showed her my tails.” 

“And how did she do?” 

“She maintained control of herself, was protective but not violent. All in all, I’d 
give her an eight-point-five out of ten.” 

“Pretty good for no formal training,” my mom said, looking proud. 

“And she mostly held it together with Bernard, which is difficult to do.” 

My mom turned to me, “How did you profile Rae?” 

“No, no, no. No puedes mentirme toda mi vida—you can’t lie to me for my entire 
life—and then ask me to compromise my ethics.” 

“Hedy, in military terms, I’m your commanding officer now. If I ask you for 
information, I expect to get it.” 



I drew my head back, wishing I had an earring to take out. “La Comandante, huh? 
I suppose now you’re gonna tell me which branch of the US Armed Forces I signed 
up for.” 

“Our relationship with the US Government is…fluid…at the moment. And this is 
more of a scientific operation; we just happen to be well-armed. And I asked you 
a question.” 

“Like Bill Nye with an Uzi. Got it. Well, Commanding Officer Villarreal, rock 
smashes scissors, scissors cut paper, and my confidentiality clause beats your 
fancy title.”   

The lack of chintz in Dad’s office was totally making sense now. It wasn’t his office 
at all.  

After a thirty-second hard count, my mother’s tight-lipped look gave way to a 
proud smile. “Good answer.” 

I winked at Rae. My mother, I could handle.  

“I would not have wanted you to find out this way, but now that you do…how are 
you?” 

“What, exactly, have I found out? I mean—when you said you were a geneticist 
you lead me to believe that you were helping families determine their genetic 
risks for disease.” 

“Una mentirita. A small lie. I’m a genetic engineer. Practically the same thing.” 

“No, Amá, that is not a little lie. Those two careers are nothing alike! What are 
you engineering? Or should I say who? More people like Rae?” 

“Rae’s genetic technology is thirty-seven years old. We’ve moved on to bigger and 
better things. Which we will discuss later.” 

I looked around, shaking my head. 

“What, mija?” 

“I am impressed, Amá. I’m also half-convinced that I’m being Punk’d.” 

“I don’t have time for games, mija. This is as real as it gets.” 



With that, my new commanding officer invited us to sit at the big conference table.  

“It’s important that you know that there are three crews at work here.” 

I nodded. “Rae was explaining that you’ve got science, technology, and military, and you could 
use some help profiling all three.” 

“And how do you feel about that?” 

“That having me split my time between special ops, computers, and sci-fi is probably a mistake, 
and you should have a specialized set of recruiters. And counselors, come to think of it.” 

She rolled an eye upward while crossing the other. “Yeah, and I’d like to have an ass like JLO, 
but I gotta work with what I’ve got. We’re working on a tight budget, and I’m only able to use 
you because you’re free.”  

“Uh…free?” 

“Don’t worry, your dad will make sure that you get a monthly stipend. And don’t look at me like 
that. It’s not like you can have a bank account with your name on it anymore.” 

The logistics of this new life of mine was beginning to make my throat itch, and my boss was 
giving me mom-brow like no one’s business. 

“I guess…I’m thankful that they sent over Max to save my ass this morning.” 

“That’s more like it.” 

Did I mention that I was forty-two?  I felt like I might need to remind her that I’m forty-two. 

We settled in and Rae gave me several folders—color-coded red, blue, and purple—to review. 
After about twenty minutes of reading through some very impressive resumes, I pushed the 
folders away, steepled my fingers, and looked at the three of them. 

“If you have something to say, Hedy, please say it.” 

Unsure of my boundaries, I hesitated. Mom sat quietly, waiting for me to 
continue. I couldn’t decide if that was courtesy or a power play. Probably both. 

Fine. “I’m afraid that it will be a rather unpopular opinion.” 

Mom opened her petite hands. “I’m okay with unpopular, as long as the 
reasoning is sound. Please do share with us your opinion.” 

Gesturing at the abandoned folders, I said, “It’s clear from the red folders that 
you are looking for security personnel with high levels of skill and clearance. And 



in the blue folders, you need a highly specialized research pathologist, and several 
of these people seem to have studies in utilizing one disease to treat another.  

“The purple folders are the technical peeps. Every person here has seemingly 
topnotch qualifications, save for number five—I can’t tell where the lie is, but 
something on this resume doesn’t smell right. Most of these folks seem like 
they’d be discreet, though I’d have to judge that in person. But I still wouldn’t be 
able to tell you for sure because I don’t know what it is that you do. You know, 
with the verboten blue and red walkways.” 

“We’re not going to go down that path right now, Hedy.” 

“Okay, then you’ve got to give me something to go on.” 

Rae bent over and whispered something into my mom’s ear. Mom seemed to 
think about it for a while, then nodded her head.  

Rae warned, “We have some videos that might explain things a little better than 
we could. Please be advised that they contain graphic depictions of violence.” 

I half-snorted, “I’ve probably seen more things than you’re giving me credit for.” 

She looked at me with pity, a look that was becoming more familiar as the day 
progressed, then walked over to the computer and pulled up a file, which she 
shared on the large screen. I immediately regretted the greasy burger I had for 
lunch. 

The location on the screen was a slaughterhouse. Only…the bodies hanging from 
hooks weren’t cattle or pigs; they were humans and shifters of all kinds. The 
chilling combinations defied and defiled imagination, and blue, still death clouded 
their eyes.  

Operatives in black gear walked through the corpses in silent precision, somehow 
able to keep their wits about them amid this horror show. They’d made their way 
into the back of the enormous, refrigerated room when the back door to the 
freezer slammed open, and a brown blur ripped through their bodies. The blood 
bounced and pooled on the frozen surface of the floor until the creature turned 
and fled the room. 



Rae picked up the remote and reversed the scene, going forward in slow motion 
until she got the shot she was looking for. It was a still of the creature that had 
killed the operatives. He looked man enough, save for the fur that covered his 
entire body. At first, I thought that I was seeing someone with hypertrichosis, but 
the roughness of his coat, the peak of his ears, and the pronounced nature of his 
muzzle spoke to something far less human. 

Seeing where my mind was going, my mom held up her hands. “He’s not a 
werewolf, Hedy.” 

“The hell he’s not!  I mean, you can call him a wolf-human hybrid if you want, but 
that’s a werewolf.” 

“Werewolves are fictional, darling. And he’s a German Shepard shifter, not a 
wolf.” 

Maybe she thought that would make me feel better. It didn’t. 

After gathering myself for the eleventh time, I sighed dramatically. “So, you want 
an operative who can kill shifters, and a geneticist to understand how they altered 
the gene expression?” 

“And a programmer-slash-developer who will help us to build the software to 
sequence the DNA.” 

“There are clearly people who already know how to do that.” 

“Yes.” 

“Doesn’t that make this an industrial espionage operation?” 

Mom rolled her wrist, not particularly concerned with the allegation. “Whatever 
their goal, they are not using this power for good. This isn’t the only warehouse 
that we’ve raided that are filled with these kinds of specimens. They do terrible 
experiments, mostly on the homeless and on undocumented immigrants.” 

Jesus.  

“That sounds like something out of Mengele’s handbook.” 

“Claro, mija. Whoever’s doing this certainly has more than a passing familiarity 
with his work.” 



“To what end, though?” 

Rae answered. “We think they may be trying to build an army, an offensive force 
of some kind.” 

“So why isn’t this being handled by our official armed forces? Or even our top-
secret special forces?” 

The three women shared a look, then turned to me with some version of a 
sheepish grimace.  

“Oh, Jesus. They don’t know, do they?” 

Indy shook her head, slowly. “They know that there’s a drug problem. They don’t 
know the rest.” 

“Why? So that…what, they don’t get the science?” 

My mother shrugged. “As long as our crew can keep things contained, we get first 
dibs.” 

I opened my mouth to say something, but I couldn’t form the words. 

“Don’t look at me like that, mija. We make money, but we do good. Usually.” 

Rae stood quietly while my mom and I stared each other down. When we 
refocused, she pointed to the freeze frame on the screen. “See that waist pack 
he’s wearing?” 

“Kinda looks like something a diabetic might wear.” 

“Exactly. It’s a drug delivery system for GHB and the drug that controls the shift.” 

“GHB? Isn’t that a date rape drug?” 

Rae raised a shoulder. “It can be, but in smaller doses it helps people to remain 
calm and focused.” 

“So, if they stop taking the drugs all together, will they revert back to full shifters? 
Can they become fully human?” I asked, pointing at her.  

Upon reflection, it might not be such a great idea to point out one’s flaws to a 
rattlesnake shifter. I drew back my hand as if to retract the gesture and Rae 
snorted, her tails curling around her head. 



“We don’t know. We don’t have their data and haven’t been willing to test it out 
on shifters yet.” 

“Yet,” I repeated, my head starting to hurt again. 

Rae shrugged, “It would seem like an awful waste if we couldn’t figure out how to 
repurpose it for gene therapy, and then hand it off to the private sector.” 

“To your father.” I directed at Indaja. My lip curled in disdain at the thought of 
that craggy-faced, cheating asshole. 

She and my mother had a whole silent conversation before she turned to me and 
nodded.  

I knew that Rae, Indaja, and my mother were measuring my reaction. The fact of 
the matter was this was the real world. Maybe it wasn’t the world I thought I 
knew, but this was reality. I rubbed my knuckles across my eyelids, but the images 
remained, burned there forever. 

“I’m guessing this exceeds my level of clearance.” 

“By several orders of magnitude,” Rae confirms. 

“And this is the room where you view active ops?” 

“Yes.” 

“Then I need to be here for those as well.” 

My mom blanched. “Mija, I don’t want you to—” 

“Look, I know that you don’t want me to see this, but if I’m to give you accurate 
assessments, I need all available intel.” 

Pushing her glasses to the top of her head, my mom looked down and changed 
the subject.  

“So, what do you think of the candidates now?” 

“Well,” I said, trying to maintain some level of professionalism. “I can tell you that 
I don’t trust any of the purple folders, and only number two from the red folders 
and number seventeen from the blue folders could even be considered for this 
kind of work.” 



“Really?  You would choose number two over number three?” asked Mom. Rae’s 
eyebrow went up, and Indaja leaned forward. Might as well rip off the Band-Aid. 

“Number three already works here,” I said, shaking my head. 

“Exactly. He works up top, and he’s younger.” 

“What did he do to get the job?” 

Indaja spoke up. “He served two tours in Afghanistan, for one. He has a Purple 
Heart.” 

“And I’m grateful for his service,” I said, perhaps a little too dismissively. “But he 
was never properly vetted, and we have no idea his influences at this point. I 
don’t see in his file anything different from what I’d find for some rando guarding 
a pop star.” 

“What prevents us from vetting him now?” 

“Think about it—if I were a competitor with a little bit of patience, I’d get 
somebody in on a low-priority detail, and then have them build trust and work 
their way up. The needle to thread is trustworthy, but willing to gently roger the 
US government. I know this sounds counterintuitive, but I think this is the perfect 
place for special ops people near retirement, maybe with a bone to pick.” 

“Hedy, they need to be able to run ops with Rae’s crew,” my mom-boss reminded 
me.  

“I know, Amá. If that information is up-to-date, file number two can handle 
himself, he’s got an entire career at his back, and he’s not totally clean. We don’t 
need someone in Max’s shape to get the job done. They need to be able to pass a 
standard Army physical, but mostly we need people who are discreet, smart, and 
mentally tough. That kind of grit doesn’t have a ‘look.’ Look at that team that we 
lost—they were all built to kill, but there was a split-second when those last two 
weren’t in it, and it cost them their lives.” 

Rae nodded, getting on board with where I was going.  

“I wouldn’t have even considered older agents. But yeah, it’s not like we’re doing 
HALO drops.” 



“Oddly enough, I do like that our scientific crew here is fairly young. That’s a job 
that requires open-mindedness that isn’t narrowed by bias. In fact, I’d start 
before college—identify the freakishly intelligent out of middle and high school, 
and develop them for this and other programs. I mean, it’s good that we’ve been 
able help Rae—and I’m assuming Fisher—find a home outside of a black site, but 
you may have been lucky. Because I tell you right now, if I had to live Rae’s life, I’d 
be looking for revenge. No offense, Rae.” 

“None taken. And there are two things you should know. A: I do consider this my 
revenge. And B: while this is your family’s property, it is in fact black ops.” 

I’ll be honest, even though I’d kinda guessed it before, it just now really hit me. 
My family—my family—runs a black ops site.  

“Corporate black ops,” I clarified. “With occasional, needs-based ties to certain 
people within the government.” 

“Yes.” 

“With special agents whose job it is to steal science from the bad organizations, 
dismantle them, and bring the spoils to you.” 

My mother answered this one. “Yes, generally, but sometimes we find it more 
profitable to keep the organizations running. We also used to prefer hacking 
systems without committing to a ground assault, but that’s not as easy as it used 
to be.” 

I didn’t think this day could get weirder, but then my mom goes and talks about 
committing agents to a “ground assault.” Yeah, maybe the blue and red walkways 
could wait.  

“Mija, I know it’s tough, but I’m proud of you. We were trying to protect you from 
all of this, but maybe that wasn’t the way to go. Clearly you have a knack for it.” 

Thanks. I think. 

“Can I ask—how long have y’all been doing this?” I knew the answer to this 
question was going to piss me off, but… 

“We were recruited out of college. I don’t have a family, and your dad’s family 
had the perfect connections.” 



“So, his wife, kids…” 

“They have no idea about this. But they are a very effective cover.” 

My mother said this with no affect—she was talking about real live people as 
though they were merely chess pieces. I felt like I was truly seeing her for the first 
time. I looked at Indaja, who’d been mostly silent, and wondered if I’d ever really 
known her either.  

Even the cave wasn’t how I’d remembered it. 

All of the pieces and parts of my childhood, the foundation of what I thought was 
my family, seemed to be peeling away like old wallpaper. It was bewildering to 
think that we—my mother and I—were the Senator’s “real” family; the others 
were not. I’d spent so much of my life jealous of them, and now I could only feel 
sorry for the things that they didn’t know. Honestly, of all the things I’d learned 
today, that was going to stick with me. 

Indaja, seeing the look on my face, spoke up. “I think that we’ve reached our 
capacity for today. Hedy, why don’t you rest for a bit, and I’ll come grab you for 
dinner.” 

I nodded, mildly dazed by the enormity of it all. I numbly followed Rae back 
through the caverns to my room and laid down with Minnie, letting my brain go 
soft as I looked out the window at the falling water.  

*** 

Two hours later, Indaja came for me, and we sat outside under the large oaks, 
mostly quiet. For all of my adult life she’d been my friend and de facto therapist, 
and for the first time, I wasn’t sure if I could trust her.  

“I’m sorry that you had to find out this way.” 

I chewed on my upper lip, not sure if I could handle one more piece of 
information. Ah, well.  

“I didn’t think to ask—what do you do here?” 

“I’m your mother’s chief of staff.” 

I scrunch my nose. “What exactly does that mean?” 



“Your mom doesn’t like going into the real world too much, she hates the 
business end of things, and she despises my father, so that’s where I come in. I 
handle the details and she handles the science.” 

“You’re the muscle. The gatekeeper.” 

“In a manner of speaking. The only people who have regular, direct access to her 
are me, your father, Rae, and, well, you.” 

That reminds me of something, and it takes all of my willpower to keep my voice 
steady.  

“I’m thinking back on all of the conversations that we’ve had, on all the times that 
I’ve talked about how my mom should move on from my dad, how it felt to be the 
bastard child…and the whole time you knew. I mean—you started working with 
my mom right out of college. You’ve kept this from me for twenty years.” 

She had the decency to look ashamed. “It was a favor to my father.” 

I blinked at her, pretty sure my eyebrows couldn’t go any higher if they tried. “The 
asshole who left your mom to die alone?” 

“My mother didn’t die alone, Hedy. She had me. And now my father, for all his 
faults, is all I have left.” 

“Indy, you’re a way better person than I am. I would leave a burning bag of dog 
shit on his front porch everyday if I were in your position.” 

“There are days, Hedy. There are days, I promise you. But I don’t do this for him. 
The work we’re doing is important. He can go build empires. I think that your 
mom and dad are trying to do good while working with the realities of the world, 
and I want to be a part of that.” 

No shit. “Did you ever think that maybe I would want to be a part of that too? 
Especially after Christine died, didn’t you think that I wanted to be part of 
something meaningful?”  

Or, you know, illegal and kinda shady. 

“Absolutely. I’ve talked to your mom on many occasions about bringing you 
onboard. But you know Izzy. Once she’s made up her mind, that’s it.” 



I took a big breath, some of the anger bleeding out. I was very familiar with my 
mom’s stubborn streak. 

“Is there any part of my life that wasn’t a complete and utter lie?” 

Indaja smiled sadly. “Christine. She was real. And I know you don’t feel it right 
now, but we are real too.” 

I put my head in my hands. It would take me a while to believe that. 

After a fitful night of sleep, I said goodbye to Indaja in the morning; she was 
needed back to San Antonio. I watched her car pull out of the driveway, then 
turned back to the cave and, not able to do anything else, spent the rest of the 
day identifying the qualities that would make for the kind of scientific technical 
mastermind, or special ops agent, who could deal with this level of batshit 
intensity.  

 

  



Chapter 7 
Edison Fitzwallace 
The GreenHouse Collective, San Francisco, CA 

 

I was running late this morning, unable to find a parking space big enough for my 
normal-sized truck. I didn’t have a chance to grab some decent coffee on the way 
in and had to deal with the ridiculous machine in the office kitchen. Seriously, 
who did I have to murder with my bare hands to get a decent drip coffee around 
here? 

Worst of all, I was cornered by my office manager, who was concerned that I 
hadn’t yet picked a color for the accent wall in my office. How did one nicely say 
that they don’t give a flying fuck about an accent wall? I mean, maybe being a 
soldier in four major conflicts, five if you count my previous life, gave me a 
different perspective but…does anyone really care about a fucking accent wall? 

I went with a calming blue just to put a stop to the conversation. 

He was just about to get into decorating for St. Patrick’s Day, and I was blessedly 
saved by the sound of a bicycle bell.  

Thank fuck. Maybe now I’d have something to kill. 

Walking into my office, I pull up the TorChat app. 

ash74: hello, Balaur 

balaur: Who is this? 

ash74: an old friend, call me josh 

I snarled at the last line; any variation on the name Joshua or Josué was a 
bittersweet memory from another life. Also, he called himself an old friend, but in 
this life, I walked alone.  

I have a feeling this is the guy pier69 thought wasn’t on the up and up. 

balaur: I don’t have any friends, Josh. 

ash74: I hear that you can be quite useful 



I drummed my fingers on my desk. It wasn’t easy to find me for these kinds of 
jobs, so him contacting me directly was bad business. 

balaur: How did you get my information? 

ash74: I can be persuasive 

balaur: Who did you persuade? I may need to have a conversation with them. 

ash74: your friend at the dock. he gave you up and for not a lot of money 

I doubted very seriously that pier69 would have given me up unless he were put 
under duress. I’d been generous enough; he’d know that I could meet any 
competing offer. 

balaur: And why should I talk to you now? 

ash74: no need for conversation btw. I took care of it 

ash74: <tellnotales.jpg> 

A low growl rumbled in the back of my throat. I recognized what was left of the 
body, but only because of the familiar tattoos. 

balaur: That was not necessary. 

ash74: you’re welcome 

balaur: Fine. What do you want? 

ash74: I have a job for you 

balaur: You know my rules of engagement? 

ash74: yes, tho this is a different kind of job 

balaur: I only do one kind of job. 

ash74: you will appreciate the perks of this one. details attached 

ash74: someone from this organization will contact you shortly 

ash74: < job1.enc> 

balaur: —has signed out— 



I didn’t know who this Josh person was, but he was already dead.  
 

  



Chapter 8 
Dr. Hedy Villarreal 
The Cave 
Internal Soundtrack: “Glitter in the Air” - Pink 
 

It’d been kind of a week. 

I’d been given an office—okay, repurposed file room—next to my mother’s office. 
It was nice to have a place to set my mug, considering that I was now officially the 
profiler and recruiter for my mom and dad’s black site.  

Yeah, that sounded like a totally normal sentence to have rattling around in my 
head. Not. 

I missed the good old days when I was consulting for the DEA from my little 
beachfront condo on Mustang Island, profiling bad guys. But seven whole days 
had passed since then and this repurposed file room was going to be my reality 
for the next little bit. No time for reminiscing. 

Refocusing on the red folder in front of me, I was super-proud of the first recruit 
I’d approved, even though Mom and Rae were surprised by my choice. Not as 
surprised as the moment I found out that Rae was not one hundred percent 
human—hoo-buddy, was that ever a precious moment—but, you know, 
surprised. 

Thankfully, I’m very confident in my profiling abilities, save for the fact that my 
parents had been running a black site nearly my whole life and I had not one clue. 

Literally, not a single fucking clue.  

“Hedy?” 

“Huh, what?” I blinked and found my mom at the door. “Oh, hi. Ready for me?” 

“Yeah, let’s take this to the situation room.” 

I dutifully followed her through the large main cavern to one of the smaller caves 
and spread the information out on the table.  

My debut recruit was Arye Hellbig, a CIA operative just a couple of years older 
than me who originally hailed from the Bronx. His various intelligence levels were 



off the charts, and one of his superior officers called him a “necessary pain in my 
ass” on one of his board reviews.  

One of his quirkier features was that he did not feel pain, at least not at the level 
experienced by most people. As such he could be entrusted with the kind of state 
secrets that even presidents did not have privy to. That worked in our favor. 

“How’s Project Human Resources coming along?” asked Rae as she walked in.  

“It’s going very well, thank you. I’ve been focusing on the red folders and have 
three visits scheduled, including that first guy we talked about. He’s a pretty 
interesting character.” 

“All right, then. How do you want to do this?  Rocky’s bringing up your car next 
week, but then he has to go back out to the ranch to help your dad. The senator 
says that we should take the Cessna and get you caught up on your flight hours.” 

“Between you, me, and the lamppost, my pilot’s license is expired. Do not tell my 
father that. Sooo…I’m good with driving if you are.” 

“Oh, thank God,” she said, looking relieved. “Rocky told me to run for my life and 
never ever let you fly me anywhere.” 

“Hey, that’s not fair! We totally made it here in one piece.” 

“Barely, according to him.” 

“You know what—it’s like six hours to Lafayette from here. I sure do hope that 
you enjoy Norwegian electronica.” 

“Kill me now,” she said, rolling her eyes as a tail cinched itself around her neck. 

Drama queen. 

The next week Rae and I drove my Civic down to Houston to visit with two 
recruits, taking the long way ‘round to see the fields of bluebonnets off of 
Highway 290. The first had been a bodyguard for Jennifer Lopez, and while she 
had the confidentiality piece down cold, a bit of her grit had gone missing after 
years on the luxury road. That’s not to say that she wasn’t a lethal weapon, but 
the sauce wasn’t right with her. It was a shame to not bring her in, but it was the 
right choice.  



The next was the ex-CIA guy, Arye Hellbig, and he was a hoot. He lived alone, out 
by Bray’s Bayou in a mid-century ranch house that had in the front yard, among 
other things, two full-size flag poles with the US and Texas flags flying side-by-
side.  

He was waiting outside for us next to a completely restored dark-green vintage 
Chevy truck. He kind of looked like Adrien Brody, if Adrien Brody were taller, had 
a dangerously wolfish grin, and spent an inordinate amount of time in the gym. 
He’d been pretty funny on the phone, so I started with some ribbing. 

“What is this?” I asked, gesturing to his cigar and cowboy boots. “Fancy duds for a 
Jewish kid from the Bronx.” 

“Hey, if Kinky can do it, so can I,” he said, his voice deep and richly accent. 

Arye was referring to Kinky Friedman, a Jewish writer and troubadour who 
occasionally liked to create upheaval in the Texas political ecosystem by running 
for governor. Kinky was practically a legend in this state, and I wasn’t surprised 
that Arye had taken a liking to him. 

Shifting his focus to Rae, Arye’s face broke into a big, rangy grin. “Hot. Damn. 
You’re the snake shifter they like to talk about. Nice to see it wasn’t just legend.” 

Rae patted her head, making sure that the tails were all in alignment.  

“No, don’t you worry about that. The pattern on those tails do a remarkable job 
of looking like braids. But I’ve had my eye out for you for years. The way you 
broke out of that site was brilliant. You’re one of only a very few people in the 
world to successfully use North Korea as a route out of China. And you lived at 
that halfway house in Florida for a couple of years before the…was it the SEALS 
that finally came after you?  Yeah, I bet they considered you a cornerstone of that 
girls’ program.” 

“We like to think of ourselves as sailors who happen to be women,” Rae 
corrected. “And we were, and continue to be, a very successful covert program.” 

“You’re right. Sorry about that, Sailor. It’s just…every time I run into a black 
woman with a Navy tattoo, I take a good look at her hair. You have no idea how 
exciting this is for me—I have a lot of secrets rattling up in here,” he said, pointing 
to his head, “And it’s rare to see something I’ve never seen before.” 



“That’s the first time someone hasn’t recoiled in horror after meeting me, so I’ll 
take it. Can we go inside now?” she asked, once again patting her tails self-
consciously. 

“Of course. Let’s see if this old dog can still hunt,” he said, laughing to himself.  

The inside of his house was a monument to all of the armed services and his 
Jewish faith. I noted that the inside dimensions of the house didn’t quite match 
the outside, and sensed that he had one or more hidden rooms in this seemingly 
modest home. After only a few minutes of—oh, let’s call it conversation—I knew 
he was the guy for us. 

“I can see that you’ve perfected the art of saying a lot and giving nothing away.” 

“Torture gets boring after a while, and if you can make someone think that you’ve 
given them information, it shortens things up a bit.” 

“As an analyst, I found you very hard to pin down. There’s nothing you’ve said, 
and nothing in this highly curated existence,” I said, sweeping my hand across the 
living space, “that I could accept as fact. My guess is that there’s enough truth to 
your bullshit to make it believable, but where the line is drawn, I couldn’t tell you. 
And I’m very good at my job.” 

“Most people don’t pick up on the bullshit at all, so you are very good indeed,” he 
said, grinning. 

The compliment, I think, was genuine, though the twinkle in his eye was pure 
flirtation. I could imagine that he was quite skilled at whatever he put his mind to, 
though I sensed that he preferred to keep that part of his life separate. Smart. 
And too bad.  

“So, pack a few bags, and we’ll meet you at the Dairy Queen in San Marcos this 
Tuesday.” 

Rae looked at me, “That’s it?” 

I looked over at Arye, and nodded, an understanding passing between us. 

“Yeah, that’s it. He’s our guy.” 

As we got up to leave, Arye stopped us and turned to Rae. 



“Please, you have to let me see.” 

Rae raised that one eyebrow at him. “You do know that I will be your boss.” 

“I know, I know—you’re not a circus act. I’ve just…you are the single most 
amazing piece of living evidence I’ve ever seen.” 

Rae rolled her eyes, but indulged him anyway. She distended her jaw—a visual 
that I will never get used to—and her tails uncoiled delicately around her head. 
Arye’s eyes lit up with excitement.  

Huh. That’s what genuine emotion looks like on the man.  

Down, Hedy. 

“And your venom factor?” 

After retracting her fangs to avoid the lisp, she answered, “Death occurs within 
fifteen seconds, usually under ten.” 

“Stunning,” he replied, awed.  

“I would have preferred parents.” 

“No doubt.” 

With that, we headed out the door and drove to Lafayette for some crawfish and 
a Louisiana Creole so stubborn and smart and full of dings on his Army record, I 
had to have him on Rae’s team.  

We drove back to the Cave feeling pretty good about our options. I knew that Rae 
wanted to recruit local as much as possible, but there was someone in Denver I 
had an eye on. That would be several weeks out since she was still deployed, but I 
put her on my schedule for when I got back to the Cave. 

We’d be meeting with Arye from the Houston run and Corporal Etienne Louviere 
from Lafayette, so I made sure to order plenty of chicory coffee. 

Both recruits worked out splendidly. Arye, call sign Kinky, and Etienne, call sign 
Moses, were opposites that just worked.  

Etienne was a light-skinned Black man—half-Creole, half-Cajun—with light-blue 
eyes and a quiet intelligence that crackled just under the surface, the product of a 



loving upbringing in a culture that didn’t quite call him home. His record with the 
Air Force indicated an unstable ruffian, not fit to serve under a command, but that 
didn’t tell the whole story. Or any of the story, really.  

The truth of it was that Etienne had a firm sense of right and wrong. He didn’t 
abide the racism that he’d seen in his hometown, and created problems for the 
people who showed him that side in the military. He’d brought grievances against 
more than one command, and, as a result, spent most of his military career with a 
target on his back. Still, his shooting skills were second to none, and his sense of 
right and wrong kept him in the good column, at least in my book. 

Both men squared off against Rae’s impressive ops team, including Max, and 
handled themselves with cunning and strength. Etienne had Max on the floor in 
under a minute, and when Arye started losing to Rae, he used a sneaky choke 
hold that had her out in seconds. He also didn’t flinch when meeting Bernard. Rae 
was excited by her new recruits, and I hoped to continue to be helpful in my new 
role.  



Chapter 9 
Dr. Hedy Villarreal 
Internal Soundtrack: “Montage”—Team America  
 

Rae tossed a stack of red folders on my desk 

“Here, I have a few more ops guys for you to look at. And we need to talk about 
getting you some self-defense training at the Shed.” 

“No, no, maybe, definitely not…Ooh!  A redhead!  And surprisingly a yes in my 
book,” I said as I did a quick rundown of their top sheets. “Who’s leading the 
class? You?” 

“If last Saturday’s poker game was any indication, neither of us would stop 
laughing long enough to get anything done.” 

“Agreed.” 

She pointed at the open file. “So, you like that one?  The red head? He’s not 
too…corporate?” 

“GreenHouse Collective?  Please. He’s probably tearing his hair out.” 

“Really? Seems like a pretty cush job. Why would he want to get back into the 
thick of it?” 

I laughed, shaking my head. “As a dyed-in-the-wool-married-myself-a-lady liberal, 
there is nothing more obnoxious than working for rich and earnest liberals in a 
niche market. This poor bastard needs us more than we need him. Record like 
this…no way he’s happy in an office, especially that one.” 

I went through his folder a bit more and pointed out another doozy. “Look, just 
shy of twenty years and the Navy benched him. They pulled that shit on a bunch 
of longtime vets, saved some money on retirement. Did that to one of my half-
brothers.” 

“Is he one of the half-sibs who doesn’t know that you exist?” 

“Yep.” 

“He cut out for this work?” 



“Nope.” 

Rae rapped her knuckles on the folder in question. “I’m glad you like the redhead 
because Wakefield put that one on the stack, and I didn’t want to tell him that our 
new profiler didn’t like his pick.” 

I let my hands fall to the desk as I worked my jaw. “Next time, start with telling 
me who Wakefield wants.” I took back the folder, reviewing the contents again. 
After a brief panic attack, I smiled and put the folder back on the table. “There’s 
just one problem.” 

“What’s that?” 

“Far as I can tell, he’s still got all his marbles, and sane doesn’t really cut it on your 
crew.” 

“There’s a first time for everything,” she snarked as she walked out the door. “I’ll 
set up the class with Arye.” 

*** 

The Shed is the kind of half-round, airplane hangar-like venue that had been 
popular throughout Texas in the seventies and eighties. My dad used to rent it 
out to the county for the annual livestock show when I was a kid. Now, it looked 
like an asbestos-covered nightmare, at least on the outside. The inside, however, 
was a different story.  

Much like the Cave, it was full of state-of-the-art computer equipment and had a 
weapons locker like an apocalypse bunker, with half of the space dedicated to 
living quarters. Beyond the apartments was the workout area, which was where 
Arye and I were meeting for our self-defense classes. The space was modern and 
open-concept and beautiful in its spare utility.  

It was also intimidating as hell for the fat chick in the room.  

The high-functioning parts of my brain told me that I was being defensive and 
unfairly comparing myself to the professionally trained mercenaries, but my lizard 
brain wanted to run out of the building and go hide in bed. The compromise was 
to warm up on my own before Arye got there. He also promised that we wouldn’t 



have spectators during our sessions, and, true to his word, I had the gym to 
myself as I went through my morning asanas and body weight exercises.  

When Arye walked in, it was clear that the work he’d been doing with the crew 
agreed with him—his dark salt-and-pepper hair was sun-streaked and his face 
looked good with a tan. Meanwhile, I was barefoot, wearing my Wonder Woman 
work out pants and a stretched-out Willie Nelson T-shirt, like a short, sweaty 
pudge of Play-Doh.   

“Hey, Hedy!” he said, jogging over as he broke into a roughish grin. 

“Hey, Arye—what’s shaking?” I asked, swallowing anxiety. 

“Just here to make sure that the only one sexually harassing you is me,” he 
answered, pulling me toward him. The flirtation wasn’t serious, but his hands felt 
good on my hips and the body contact was nice.  

I met his playfulness by suggestively running a finger down his long, frequently 
broken nose. “It’s true, Arye. Yours are the only sexual advances I welcome.”  

He raised his eyebrow and stepped back, looking at me.  

“What?” I asked self-consciously. “If you get to flirt, I get to flirt.” 

He shook his head. “It’s not about that. You’re nervous. What gives?” 

I looked around the cavernous room and shrugged, my hands up in surrender.  

“I’m not going to beat you with pain sticks, Hedy,” he said, laughing. “Now tell 
me, do you usually work out barefoot?”  

“Unless I’m walking,” I answered, anticipating a lecture. “It helps me to feel 
grounded and less likely to bust ass.” 

He nodded his head. “Cool. Let’s stick with that.” 

He continued his line of questioning, getting a baseline of my physical strength, 
explaining that he wasn’t trying to train a new operative, he just wanted to get 
me to a point where I could defend myself if I needed to. 

“I have a feeling that if push came to shove you could already kind of handle 
yourself, but we are about to make those curves of yours dangerous.” 



“Oh, really?” I asked, raising my eyebrow. 

“Look at how big your ass and thighs are—those are some massive muscles, and 
you’ve done a good job keeping them strong,” he said, some of the flirtation 
creeping back into his smile. “First thing we’re going to learn is how to get to the 
ground quickly because if those puppies aren’t carrying you around, they are free 
to donkey kick some bastard’s balls into next week.” 

“Ooh! That sounds bad ass. Let’s get it!” I said, clapping my hands. 

After that, Arye and I got along like gangbusters in our sessions. His theory was 
one should strive for a skillset that would get them invited into someone’s fallout 
bunker, should the world go to hell in a hand basket. Some days I was “in the 
bunker,” and some days I wasn’t. More than once I had to nurse a bruised or 
sprained something-or-other, but I wore those bruises with pride because I felt 
stronger and more mentally equipped to handle whatever might come.  

He continued to be a total HR nightmare and a complete flirt, but he wasn’t quick 
to lay on the kudos. So, when he said that I had a “capable jabbing technique,” I 
took that as high praise. The full pushups (he made me stop doing the halfsies) 
had been the hardest part, but I could then do ten of them before collapsing into 
a heap on the ground, an accomplishment that I  put into the win column. When 
an errant kick bruised one of his ribs, I knew I was getting somewhere. 

The guns made me more nervous than anything because it was so easy to do the 
wrong thing with terrible results. Watching his daily practice of gun-handling, 
made me realize that this was not a matter of being a “natural” or not, but rather 
a skill that could be developed and maintained over time.  

There is no such thing as a gun accident was his one and only rule. Soon enough, I 
was more comfortable with handling the various weapons handed to me and was 
generally punching holes in the right parts of my practice targets.  

In addition to the self-defense classes, I was loving the field trips. It was good to 
meet potential recruits on their home turf, and it gave the new ops guys a chance 
to work more cohesively with one another.  

Most trips required a single agent to ride along with me, though I was told that 
sometimes there’d be additional agents behind the scenes. This was based on the 



location, the person being scouted, and Rae’s Spidey-sense, which I’d taken to 
calling paranoia. I told Rae that I generally did not want to be privy to additional 
protection because all it did was make me nervous. 

In the middle of all of this, Etienne took Minnie for two weeks. I don’t know what 
he did, all I do know is that when I got her back, she was a brand-new dog. 
Thankfully, she was still the lick-happy, tail-swinging snorter that I adored, but 
now she was in tune with my every move, and after my own day of training with 
Etienne, she and I had a set of commands that we practiced every day. She could 
now join me on most trips, and that made them even better. 

When I finished my last ramp-up session, I found a box on my dining room table. 
It contained a gorgeous, old-school Sig Sauer P230. The card was signed by Arye. 

“You’re officially in the bunker.” 

  



Chapter 10 
Edison Fitzwallace 
The Greenhouse Collective 
 

“Wow, the blue accent wall in here really does pop,” said the office manager 
whose name I kept forgetting. “Good choice.” 

“Oh, thanks. I think it really makes a difference,” I responded with a smile.  

Fucking kill me now.  

Please. 

I was grateful that my Navy buddy set me up with this well-paying job. I just…I 
didn’t know how he could stand it. I was losing my ever-loving mind in here.  

I seemed to have drifted while the office manager…Searcy? No, Percy. I seemed 
to have drifted while Percy was nattering on about succulents. Thank god for 
ringing phones. 

“So sorry, but I’ve been waiting for this call, Percy.” 

His eyebrows crinkled. “Actually, I’m Stanley.” 

Stanley. Goddammit. 

“Sorry, Stanley, I do know your name, I promise. I’ve just gotta…” I trailed off, 
pointing to my phone. He gave me a thin-lipped smile and closed the door after 
him. 

Yeah, that was going to cost me. 

Not looking at the caller ID, I picked up the line. “Edison Fitzwallace, Greenhouse 
Collective.” 

“Mr. Fitzwallace! I’m so glad I caught you. My name is Hedy Villarreal, and I’m 
reaching out to you because of your extensive military service.” 

Her sweet Tex-Mex accent made me miss my ranch, and I snarled at the ache in 
my chest. 

“I’m sorry, Ms. Villarreal. I already donate to Disabled American Veterans, I don’t 
really need to—” 



“Oh, this isn’t a donation call, actually,” she said, cutting me off with a laugh. 
“Wanted to see if you might be interested in something a bit more classified.” 

“Classified?” 

“Yes, classified. Can’t talk about all of it on the phone, you understand, but in 
addition to the classified work, you’d be provided room and board here in the 
Central Texas Hill Country, and you’d get to rotate out on lighter duty covering 
different personnel. Seth Wakefield said that you’d be a good candidate.” 

I was about to dismiss her again until she went and name-dropped Seth Fucking 
Wakefield. He was a big player in a lot of familiar places, and I was surprised to 
find that my name had ever been on his lips. But that wasn’t what caught my 
attention. That asshole who killed my contact indicated that I’d be getting a call 
from someone in Wakefield’s organization.  

I was on high fucking alert, but her voice was calm, unbothered...which was 
disturbing as hell. Regardless, I’m not fucking with that Josh person or any of his 
recommendations.  

“Sorry, lady. You’re wasting your time. I have absolutely zero desire to babysit,” I 
said, hanging up the phone.  

  



Chapter 11 
Dr. Hedy Villarreal 
The Hideout Bar & Grill 
Internal Soundtrack: “My Girl, Suicide”—Mr. Lewis and the Funeral 5 

  

A side benefit of all the training (and flirting) was that the torpor of the last few 
years had finally shaken off. I’d enjoyed my self-imposed exile, but with this 
metaphorical reset button, I was beginning to come back to life. While I had no 
illusions that my flirtation with Arye would lead to anything, it had effectively 
stirred up quite a dander, and I was walking around in skin just itching to be 
touched. Which is probably how I ended up pissing off Rae. 

To celebrate the end of my ramp up, Rae, Max, and Arye took me to a local 
tavern, just off the main highway. It was a typical Texas roadhouse—walls made 
of rough-hewn wood paneling, festooned in posters and neon beer lights and 
advertisements for their outdoor concert series. Their version of bar food was a 
lot of greasy, yellow-melt-cheese Tex-Mex; all in all, a damned fine way to close-
out weeks of ending up on the pads.  

It had also been a couple of rough weeks for the crew, and Rae and Max were 
aggressively tipping back bottles of beer. As far as I knew, they were still trying to 
keep their relationship quiet, but when Max started touching Rae’s face, gently 
coiling a stray tail around his finger, Arye and I took the hint and moved to the bar 
to give them the privacy of the booth. 

The enchiladas had been tasty, and the margaritas were passable. I was 
contemplating another when a tall biker walked up to the bar next to me. Though 
we were still in early spring, the Texas heat was radiating off of her riding 
leathers, and I sat up a little straighter.  

She was six foot tall if she were an inch, long and lean. Looking past me, she 
signaled for a glass of ice water and gulped it down in one go, then asked for 
another. She was tanned from riding, and her long, black-and-silver hair was in a 
wind-whipped ponytail down her back. While she looked a bit older and a lot 
more serious than me, she was an attractive woman with grey-brown eyes that 
crinkled when she smiled. 



“Mind if I sit here?” she asked, taking off her jacket. Under the jacket she was 
sporting a white undershirt and was sleeved in American traditional tattoos, 
mostly buxom pin-ups, plus a Defensor Fortis tattoo on her forearm. She held 
herself with quiet confidence and smelled of leather and sweat and good 
shampoo. I felt a buzz of attraction in the small hairs on the back of my neck.  

“Not at all,” I said, moving my purse out of her way. Arye saw the score and 
moved down toward the end of the bar to flirt with the waitress. “Good day for 
riding?” 

“It was gorgeous out there, save for the flat I got halfway through,” she 
responded, draining the second glass of water. 

“Sounds like you could use a more substantial drink. What’s your poison?”  

She looked me over and smiled. “Bourbon.” 

Oh yeah, I still had game. 

Getting the bartender’s attention, I asked him to pour two fingers of Mitcher’s 
small batch for the lady. She raised her eyebrow at the expensive shots, but 
accepted the tumbler from the bartender with a tilt of her head. We clinked 
glasses and she sipped the smooth liquor. We sat in silence, giving the whiskey 
time to do its work. After a few minutes, her shoulders dropped down out of her 
ears and she breathed easy.  

“Thanks for this. It’s one of my favorites,” she said, slowly swirling the amber 
liquid in her glass. “I’m Jane, by the way.” 

“Nice to meet you, Jane. I’m Hedy.”  

“I haven’t seen you in here before.” 

“I’m new to the area.” 

“Where from?” she asked, looking above my head. We’d ridden over with the 
window open, and I bet my poof was spectacular. 

“Port A by way of Austin.” 

She nodded toward Arye. “You here with him?” 



“Yep. Coworker. Coworkers, actually, but the other two are making out in that 
booth over there.” 

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” she said, smiling as she tilted the glass. She 
may have caught me admiring the artwork on her arms, and the heat rose on my 
cheeks. 

 “I—uh—don’t mean to imply that at all. I mean, I—uh—I like making out. Is what 
I mean to say.”  

Smooth like butter, Hedy. 

She smiled again, probably holding back a laugh. “Good.” 

We sat there as I put a hurting on my father’s expense account, ordering Jane 
another double and a margarita for me (this time with Herradura Silver and 
Cointreau, as God intended) while we chatted about her automotive business and 
my (unclassified) work with various criminal enterprises. She was easy to talk to, 
and her laid-back sensuality intensified the prickling sensation on the back of my 
neck. She kept looking at the space above my head, and I started to worry that 
the humidity had frizzed my hair into eighties rocker territory. 

“Hey, I hafta go powder my nose for a quick second—you be here when I get 
back?” 

“Yes ma’am.”  

Damn, that was a sexy smile. 

The bathroom was outside, around back near the picnic tables, and I slipped in to 
check my hair and to see if my breath was on point. The humidity had indeed 
done some unfortunate things to the volume, but it wasn’t as bad as I’d thought. 
Feeling silly from the tequila, I flexed my arms in the mirror, admiring my 
microscopically improved tone. I was laughing at myself as I exited the bathroom 
into the warm night air. Jane the biker was sitting on the edge of one of the picnic 
tables, waiting for me with a buzzy smile on her face.  

“You wash your hands?” she asked, standing up. 

“I was checking my hair. You stalking me, lady?” I asked, walking up to her, my 
eyebrow raised. 



She held out her hands. “No ma’am. It’s just dark out here and I didn’t think you 
should be back here by yourself.” 

As she said this, a red dot appeared at her temple. I followed it to the source—the 
laser sight of Arye’s gun. I signaled a discreet no-go, and the dot disappeared, 
though I doubt Arye went very far.  

“Well, that’s just—uh—real sweet of you,” I said, my heart thudding heavily in my 
chest. She took my hand and softly kissed it, then sat back down on the edge of 
the picnic table, bringing her lanky frame down to a more manageable height. 
Feeling a bit shy, I stepped forward into the space between her knees, smiling as 
our eyes met. She leaned forward and gently cupped the back of my head, 
bringing me into a sweet kiss that hinted of bourbon and good soap.  

It had been a hot minute since I’d had a first kiss, and I’d forgotten how nice they 
could be. I sighed as she wrapped her arms around me, pulling me closer. We 
kissed like this for several minutes, and I let my hands drift down to her ass. She 
made a small “uhn” sound in the back of her throat and moved her hands to my 
ribs, her thumbs hooking under my breasts. She ducked her head, kissing along 
my jawline, down my neck, to my collar bone.  

“Hedy! What the hell are you doing??”  

Jane stood up, ready to fight. “Who’s there? Show yourself.” 

Rae walked into the greenish-yellow light, side arm drawn. Jane stepped in front 
of me, and I stepped back out in front of her. “Rae, put your gun away. What is 
wrong with you?” 

“What is wrong with me? What is wrong with you? Making out with a stranger in 
the dark—really, Hedy?” 

See? Pissed off. 

“Who are these people?” Jane asked, noticing Max, then Arye. 

I sighed. “They’re my protective detail.” 

“What?” she asked, incredulous. Her hands were still on me, ready to pull me 
from the line of fire. Dammit, she was fucking sexy. 

“Hedy, shut up.”  



Oh, right. Coworkers. I meant coworkers. I turned to Jane, wishing I had a bit 
more time and possibly a bed.  

Yeah, right. 

It’d be a cold day in hell before Rae let me come back to this bar. Jane looked 
down at me, worried. 

“I’m okay,” I said, resigned. “They’re the reason I’m still alive, and they’re my 
friends, and they’re right. I shouldn’t have done this. I’m so sorry.” 

She looked confused, but it couldn’t be helped. I reached up to stroke her chin.  

“Hedy. Now.”  

Shaking my head, I waved goodbye to Jane and walked toward the muscle. Arye 
and Max kept their heads low, and Rae was simply livid. They circled me, and we 
quickly made it to the car, where I sat in the backseat like a scolded child. I forced 
myself not to look back. It wouldn’t have done any good, and would have made a 
make out session more than a make out session.  

We drove back to the Cave in silence, where Rae left Max and Arye in the car with 
the engine running, following me to the entrance. 

“What the hell was that, Hedy?” she asked, opening the vestibule to the elevator. 
“Your mom just approved our little excursion tonight, and you use it as an excuse 
to pick up a stranger?” 

I returned her hard stare and tried not to flinch. Walking past her, I asked, “Do 
you know the last time I had someone just hold me, Rae? Want to take a guess?” 

She let the door shut behind us. “Hedy, you didn’t know her. Clearly military. And 
if she’d wanted to, she could have hurt you, or even killed you before any of us 
could have done anything about it.” 

“That’s not true, Rae. Arye had his sight on her. Red dot, boom, right on her 
temple,” I said, gesturing a gun at my temple. 

Her posture relaxed, minimally. “That’s because he was doing the right thing, 
even if you weren’t.” 



“Rae, have you always been this perfect?” I turned to her, frustrated. “I mean, 
have you never just…went for it with someone?” 

Rae’s face did a weird thing. If I had to guess, it looked like insecurity.  

“Rae, I need you to trust me. I do this for a living.” 

She reached for my shoulder, her expression soft. “I do trust you; I just don’t trust 
everybody else. Someone out there tried to have you killed, and they lost four 
people doing it. They’re not taking it lightly, I promise you. And it means that 
nobody is safe.” 

I focused on my shoes, guilt and resentment swamping me. She was pissed 
because I’d frightened her. 

“That’s the deal, Rae. Nobody is safe. Not ever. Not even the people who don’t 
have drug dealers after them. But you take the chance anyway, because 
otherwise…what kind of life is that?” 

There was that look again. It was easy to forget that so many things were foreign 
to her. I bet the relationship with Max scared the shit out of her.  

“But you’re taking chances with my people, too, Hedy. You’re putting them in 
danger. And not for nothing, but if you got hurt on my watch,” she paused, 
blowing out a breath, “I’d never forgive myself.”  

I felt a small catch in my throat, knowing that she didn’t show that kind of 
emotion easily. “I’m sorry, Rae. I should have been more careful. I know that I was 
lucky that Arye followed me to the bathroom. But there has got to be a protocol 
that allows me the freedom to occasionally enjoy some adult contact. I have no 
idea how long I’ll be here, but I’m guessing it’ll be a while.”  

Her look confirmed my suspicions, and a thorny loneliness tightened my chest. I 
wondered how long that had been there.  

“Look, Rae,” I said, my voice rough. “You know the score with my wife. I can’t…I 
can’t bear not being touched for another two years, okay? Please don’t make me 
do that.” 

Rae crossed her arms, almost hugging herself. I could tell that she was thinking 
about Max, who was waiting to go home with her. 



“But random pick-ups…in bars? Is that what you really want, Hedy?” 

“Long-term? No,” I admitted. “But I gotta believe that, for now, random works in 
our favor.”  

Thinking for a moment, I smiled conspiratorially. “If you want, I can limit it to our 
out-of-town trips. Wakefield has us staying in swanky hotels, most of which have 
high-class drinking establishments.” 

We both snorted at the inside joke, remembering the hotel in Lafayette with the 
too-snooty bartender. Excuse me, drink master.  

Encouraged by her laughter, I continued, “And if things go well, we’d go to my 
hotel room, which will be connected to another hotel room, which will be 
occupied by a highly trained mercenary. Also, Minnie is a lot scrappier than you’re 
giving her credit for.” 

Rae made a face. “Bringing them to your room is completely unacceptable.” 

“I should go to their room?” I asked, insincerely incredulous. 

She shook her head. “Yeah, no. That’s worse.”  

“Rae, you trust me to vet guys who could kill me with their thumbs. Certainly, I 
can profile a one-night encounter.” 

“But think about how uncomfortable it will be for your agents, Hedy.” 

“Not everyone is as curmudgeonly as you are,” I said, pushing her shoulder. “Arye 
totally had my back, and he wouldn’t be the only one. Most people understand 
that sex is part of a healthy human experience. And not that you need to know 
this, but I am very quiet. They wouldn’t hear a peep out of me.”   

I neglected to specify that I enjoyed being gagged during sex, but that was neither 
here nor there.  

Rae put her head in her hands. Now that she had regular access to the good stuff, 
she knew that she couldn’t very well keep me from enjoying myself on occasion. 
She blew out an exasperated breath. “You’re going to do this regardless of what I 
say, aren’t you?” 

“All signs point to yes,” I replied, my eyebrow arching to match hers. 



She was beat and she knew it. “Fine. Fine. But if one of my people gets hurt 
because of your shenanigans, I’ll kill you myself.” 

I giggled while clapping my hands. “You’re the best, Rae. Really top notch. Me and 
my lady parts thank you.”   

Rae pursed her lips while shaking her head. “If I never hear you speak of your lady 
parts again, it will be too soon.” 

“Mum’s the word.” 

“And if your mom finds out, it’s my head.” 

“I’m very discreet, and as long as your team is too, she’ll never need to know.” 

“My team is drum-tight,” she answered, faux-offended that I’d implied otherwise. 
“I do have one caveat, however.” 

“Name it.” 

“You have to bag the redhead. Wakefield keeps asking about him.” 

“Bag him, as in…” I responded cheekily, waggling my eyebrows at her. 

“Gross, Hedy! No. Bag him as in bring him in. Unmolested.” 

“I’m on it.”  

She pointed her finger at me, practically touching the tip of my nose. “You’ve got 
two weeks. Three, tops.” 

“You got it, boss,” I promised, kissing the end of her finger. I was supremely 
confident, even though that asshat hung up on me. “So, Captain Archer—do I 
have permission to conduct sexual congress with another adult human being?” 

Rae threw me a tired look. “Permission granted.” 

I squealed with delight, and gave Rae a big kiss on the cheek. She pretended to 
wipe it away as she hit the elevator button for me, but I was pretty sure that I saw 
her smile. I waved at her through the glass as she made her way back to the car 
and her evening with Max.  



Chapter 12 
Edison Fitzwallace 
The GreenHouse Collective, San Francisco, CA 

 

I ducked into my office, hoping to avoid another happy hour invite from the office 
manager. Fuck, what was his name?  Just as I sat down, a video call with a now-
familiar area code came through.  

Dammit. I literally could not get away from people today. 

And this woman. I’d already told her that I wasn’t interested in becoming a 
glorified bodyguard; nevertheless, she persisted. I’d ignored her subsequent calls, 
but she clearly had no intention of taking a hint, so I reluctantly accepted the call. 
This time, I was determined to get her off my back. 

As soon as her pretty green eyes and freckles came into focus, I realized that 
video was a mistake. 

“Mr. Fitzwallace!” she said with Texas in her voice. “How are you doing today?” 

“I’m fine, Dr. Villarreal. What can I do for you today?” 

She leaned into the camera and said, “You know, I think we got off on the wrong 
foot when we spoke the other day. Due to the nature of the job, I am very limited 
in what I can say on a call. I’m going to be visiting someone in Berkeley in two 
weeks, and thought that an in-person conversation might be more…illuminating.”  

I adjusted my tie and cleared my throat before answering. “Dr. Villarreal, I’m quite 
happy with where I am. I’m not sure that coming out here would make any 
difference at all.” 

“Oh, you and I both know that first part is a lie,” she said, smiling. “I think you 
miss the action. And I think that you are driven to serve, and that you would find 
this assignment very fulfilling.” 

As she smiled again, something caught my eye, and I examined her image more 
closely. Could she really…?  I realized that I was staring, but couldn’t help myself—
I had to look again, this time maintaining a scowl that would shrink lesser men. 
She held my gaze and said nothing, smiling while waiting for me to respond.  



Shit-fuck. 

She had a visible aura. 

I was aware of the human concept of an aura, but this was not that. If I could see 
it, it meant that she was something else entirely. I didn’t know if she knew her 
status, or if she could see my aura, or if she was coming after me because she 
knew my status. This…shit. This made her a problem on so many levels.  

“You know what, I’m going to take your silence as a maybe, and I’m going to 
pencil you in. Two weeks from tomorrow, let’s say ten-thirty a.m. Be there or be 
square.” 

She signed off before I could respond, and I had no idea what I’d just agreed to. 

 

 

 

  



 


