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      December 16

      Wow, Jeff Bezos is really good at his job.

      I mean, sending me an Amazon Prime package when I don’t even have an account is pretty impressive.

      Unless it’s from someone else.

      I stand on my front porch, chewing an apple as I stare at the blue and white packaging on my doormat. My teeth sink into the last bite, hitting the core. I lean over to the garbage can in my carport and throw the apple inside. I rub my hands on my swim shorts, gazing out at the lush tropical bushes that hide my house from Koloa Road. I don’t see anyone, or any movement, but that doesn’t mean someone isn’t here—and I’m not talking about the mailman, who’s never delivered anything to the south side of Kauai this early in the morning.

      I bend down, already tearing the package open as I straighten and walk back inside my house. My fingers hit something solid, and I pull it out. It’s a book. Pig Breeds and Their Characteristics.

      Not what I was expecting.

      Hanging out the top of the pig book is a red Christmas stocking bookmark.

      I flip through the pages.

      Nothing.

      I look inside the envelope.

      Nothing.

      This pig book and the stocking are my only clues.

      Well, not my only clues. The Amazon Prime packaging is a clue in itself. There are only two people who know how to reach me in Kauai. One is Derek, a CIA desk operative, who half the time doesn’t even like me, and the other is my co-operative that offers field and tactical support on missions, Sienna Prime. I’ve got to hand it to Sienna. Her package is actually really clever.

      I glance at the address on the front. It’s addressed to me, but the wrong house number. I live at 78 Koloa Road, and Sienna wrote 74.

      I immediately open the pig book to page 74.

      Nothing.

      I open it to page 78.

      Nothing.

      I’m assuming Sienna isn’t trying to educate me on pigs, so that’s when I tear off the book cover. Glued to the inside of the spine is a small disk drive. I pop it into my computer, and a voice message starts playing. It’s from Sienna herself.

      “I’m in trouble, and I need your help.”

      My stomach tightens. This is not the kind of message you want to get from somebody you work with.

       “I’ve been on my first assignment as an actual field officer for the last few months, and my mission took an unexpected turn. I’m after two computer chips. Alone they mean nothing, but together they lock into place like a puzzle and hold valuable information. I already have the first microchip, but they’re on to me, and I can’t risk getting the second. That’s where you come in. I need your help recovering the second chip. There’s a meeting in two days at the Natick Mall in Boston. The seller will be transferring the second computer chip to the buyer. You need to intercept the seller and recover the computer chip before he can give it to the buyer.”

      Why is Sienna Prime working as a field operative in the first place? Normally, her job is to offer field support. Clearly, she’s in over her head. Two computer chips? Something important must be on them if she’s in this much trouble.

      “I can’t tell you what information is on the microchips, only that it’s extremely important that both chips don’t get into the wrong hands.”

      Well, that answers that.

      “Once you have the computer chip, I’ll find you and explain everything. Park,” her voice is serious, maybe even panicked, “this is life or death.”

      My heart pounds like it does whenever my life and my career are on the line.

      “Don’t tell anyone about this or how I reached out to you. Nobody can know.”

      Meaning I can’t tell my boss, Todd Allen, or anybody at the CIA I’m helping her. I could get in trouble, but it’s one of those situations where you do it first and ask for forgiveness later. Besides, Sienna’s been my co-operative on numerous cases over the years. She’s always been behind the scenes, keeping me out of trouble. Now it’s my turn to keep her safe. If she’s in some kind of danger, I’m going to help.
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      December 18

      Rule number one: never get caught by your opponent.

      In my line of work, I can see why that rule is so important. Especially right now, when I’m getting kicked in the stomach by some guy with a flame tattoo that crawls up his neck to his cheek.

      The force of his kick sends my body slamming against the tiled wall of the mall bathroom. Why do so many fights happen in the men’s bathroom? It smells like urine in here—not a pleasant place to be. But then again, getting kicked in the groin isn’t pleasant either, and that’s the next place he aims. Luckily, I spin to the left, and he ends up jamming his foot into the wall.

      He pulls out a knife and whips around to face me, waving it in front of my face. I dodge the blade and lunge for him, going through a sequence of punches and hits until I’ve completely taken over the course of our fight. Then I finish him off with his own knife, like I’m some sort of hired assassin.

      Okay, it sounds bad, but I’m not a bad guy.

      It’s not like I kill people for the fun of it.

      I have morals.

      This is just my job. Some slay numbers. I slay people—but only the ones the government tells me to. Or, in this case, the ones Sienna needs me to.

       I’m not known as one of the best operatives in the CIA for nothing. I know it sounds cocky, but it’s true. Although, that title isn’t holding up as well right now, at least not with the Director of the CIA, Todd Allen. I used to be Todd’s number one officer, but after the botched job in France last year when I was supposed to recover leaked nuclear codes but got ambushed mid-job, his opinion of my skills has gone down.

      That was the first assignment in my ten-year career that I didn’t finish.

      That’s probably why Todd kicked me off the case and reassigned me to smaller jobs. Things like spying on crooked government officials or high-powered attorneys that are committing federal crimes.

      It’s been awful.

      But all of that changed when I received Sienna’s package two days ago, and now I’m back in the game.

      I place the hired thug’s dead body in one of the stalls, sitting him on the toilet, so he doesn’t look suspicious. Then I search his pockets. There’s another knife, a tin of Altoids, and a cell phone with a password. I debate taking the phone, but it probably has a tracker on it, and being tracked is the last thing I want right now.

      I pat down the inside of his jacket, looking for the item I came here for. My fingers graze over the fabric until I feel something hard. Then I take his knife and cut a slit in the inner lining, tearing it wide open.

      Glued against the jacket’s lining is a small computer chip, no bigger than those colored dot stickers.

      Bingo.

      I grab the chip, but it sticks to my index finger from the glue he used to fasten it to his jacket. I have to forcibly peel it off my skin and stick it to the inside of my pants pocket. That’s when I hear faint voices in the man’s earpiece.

      “Fabrice? Fabrice?”

      How ironic that a man, whose name sounds like an air freshener, was killed in a smelly men’s bathroom. This place could really use some Febreze.

      The one-way conversation in the earpiece continues, and the voice warns Fabrice about me.

      “Watch out for the man in the boxy, gray shirt and black jeans.” 

      I glance down

      Boxy shirt? This is a custom-tailored, fitted shirt that cost eighty-five dollars. I didn’t pick this thing up at Old Navy. I’m officially offended.

      Rule number two: always make sure you have a disguise to throw your opponent off.

      It’s time to find some new clothes.

      Luckily, I’m at a shopping mall.

      I lock the stall door from the inside, step on the toilet seat between the dead guy’s legs, climb on the piping system behind the toilet, and hoist myself over the wall. Before leaving, I check myself in the mirror, making sure I don’t have any blood anywhere. Then I exit the bathroom.
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      This black dress is screaming my name. I hold the hanger up in front of me, examining it. It’s a short halter dress with a cutout keyhole neckline and made of silk.

      I repeat: silk.

      Wearing it would be like wrapping myself in the sheets at a Four Seasons Hotel.

      It will make the perfect New Year’s Eve outfit. Not that I need a New Year’s Eve outfit. I don’t have any New Year’s Eve plans besides hanging out with my family. But they say you should “dress for the job you want.” Buying this would be me dressing for the New Year’s Eve I want—something exciting and romantic. So naturally, I should try the dress on. I glance at the price tag. It’s on sale, which is perfect for my tight budget right now—another reason why I should try it on.

      I make my way to the back of the store, passing a rack of scarves. Maybe I should get my mom a scarf for her Christmas present—a last-minute gift before I fly to Leavenworth, Washington tonight. Even though everyone knows that giving someone a scarf as a present means you don’t know what else to get them, that's not actually the case here. I know what my mom likes. I’ve just had so much on my mind that Christmas shopping took a back seat. So I pick up the purple scarf and throw it over my arm. One present down.

      The fitting room attendant doesn’t even glance at me as I approach the dressing rooms. In her defense, she has a mountain of clothes piled on her table that she’s trying to sort through and hang up.

      I stand in front of her, watching a stream of people funnel in and out of the fitting rooms. Maybe this is a help-yourself dressing room. Just in case it’s not, I ask the teenage girl, “Do you assign me a dressing room, or do I just find an empty one myself?”

      Her eyes don’t even move to me. Instead, she wrestles a bunch of hangers stuck together. “Just pick one.”

      “Okay.” I hold up the dress and the scarf. “I’m taking two items in.”

      “Whatever.” She yanks on one of the hangers, freeing it from the heap.

      Apparently, shoplifters and fitting room theft aren’t a huge concern for this employee. 

      I walk down the long hall, passing all the closed curtains. I go by people standing next to rooms, waiting for their friends to come out. A child cries behind a curtain while her mom tells her not to open the fabric yet. Loose clothing items that never made their way back to the attendant clutter the floor. The place is a mess. This dressing room makes me feel like I’m walking through Ross Dress For Less instead of a high-end department store in the mall. But I guess the mess is to be expected one week before Christmas.

      My phone buzzes and I reach into my back pocket. I swipe to read the text. It’s one of those Hurry! This sale on Viagra won’t last long. The perfect stocking stuffer messages.

      Um, no.

      How do these companies get my phone number anyway? Their marketing director is not very good at their job because I’m the opposite demographic they should be targeting. Ain’t nobody got time for that.

      I approach the last dressing room. The curtain is slightly open—creating a four-inch gap between the edge and the wall. I push the fabric the rest of the way and tug it shut as I focus on deleting the text. That’s when I collide with a man.

      My cheek presses against a bare, solid shoulder, and my hands smash into what feels like the ridges of the Grand Canyon but are, shockingly, a man’s chiseled abs.

      The collision surprises me, and I push off, fumbling with my phone. But it’s like a wet bar of soap, slipping out of my hands each time I try to catch it. The man shoots his arm out and, with cat-like reflexes, he snatches the device before it falls to the ground.

      “I am so sorry!” I whip my body around, so I can’t see him. “I didn’t mean to walk in on you when you’re exposed. Not exposed.” Why did I use that word? “I’m not implying that you get completely naked in a fitting room. I’m just saying…” I step back, flustered, and that’s when my back bumps into his chest. I shift again, and now I’m facing the mirror with a perfect side view of his body. Oh my gosh! Has he been pantless this whole time?

      He’s wearing black briefs that accentuate his rock-solid derriere. Although, rock isn’t the most solid thing on earth. Diamonds are. So his is a diamond-solid butt, which according to a jewelry store, will last forever. What am I even saying right now? This train of thought has gone too far. And I’m still reeling over my use of the word exposed. I need to get the heck out of here. I can barely handle being in a small, confined place with a shirtless man, so hanging around when it’s just a pair of briefs between us is out of the question.

      I shuffle so I can’t see his body through the mirror anymore, but he moves with me. I don’t know what to do, so I keep talking. “The attendant told me to pick any room. I would normally knock, but there’s no door. And the curtain was left a few inches open, so I thought no one was in here because if someone was in here, why wouldn’t they shut the curtain all the way? And I was distracted because I’d just gotten a text and was reading it. So I was looking down and didn’t see you when I came in, And…” I pause because I’m out of breath from talking so fast and from trying to inch my way around the small space. I’ve almost made a complete circle. I turn and face him again, noticing how his large body blocks me from the exit. “I should go.” I point to the maroon curtain, doing my best to keep my eyes off him. I mean, I just accidentally fondled his abs. I can’t size them up too. It’s best just to cut my losses and leave.

      He holds my phone up, reminding me that he still has it. 

      “Thanks.” I reach for the device, but he yanks it back like he’s playing a game of keep away.

      He flips the screen toward him. “A sale on Viagra? Somebody’s about to have a merry Christmas.” One dark brow rises, matching the way the corner of his mouth lifts. His good looks are simple—a handsomeness made up of timeless features that never go out of style—dark hair, blue eyes, athletic build, minimal scruff, confident demeanor, and easy smile. And let’s not forget about the etched-out muscles on his chest. I guess there’s nothing simple about those. 

      “SMS advertising.” I reach again for my phone, and this time, he lets me have it. “Viagra messages aren’t something I searched out.”

      That same smirky smile stays on his lips. “That’s too bad.”

      Okay, his smile is adorable—the perfect combination of naughty and nice. I blame that smile for the next three seconds of ogling. My eyes drop, and I peek at his washboard abs—the pilgrims could’ve done laundry on those things. I can imagine them loading this guy on the Mayflower, bringing him across the ocean, the cleanliness of their clothes depending on his six-pack.

      “Do you want to share the fitting room?”

      His question pulls my eyes away from his corrugated stomach. It feels like I’ve been in here for ten minutes—embarrassing things have a way of slowing down time—but really, it’s only been fifteen seconds tops. 

      I hope.

      “Share the fitting room?” I laugh. “No, thank you.”

      He picks up a pair of jeans and holds them in front of him.

      I glance down, peeking at his toned thighs as he pushes one foot through the opening. This guy is clearly a fan of leg presses. My gaze travels back up his body meeting his smug expression. His eyes are literally asking me, are you enjoying the show? My face goes through all the shades of pink and red in a Crayola Crayon 100 pack, starting with Cotton Candy and ending with Brick Red.

      “I’ll just be on my way.” I wiggle my body around him, but he’s not making it easy. I’m pressed against the wall, smearing my chest across it as I go. “Sorry again.” I awkwardly salute the man like he’s some kind of Navy Seal. “Merry Christmas.”

      I pull open the curtain and move to leave, but my charm bracelet is caught on a loose thread on the curtain's edge. I yank my wrist back, thinking that the string will just snap, but instead, the clasp on my lithium charm starts to spread apart. 

      “Oh, no!” I bring the bracelet and the curtain closer to my eyes to examine it. My fingers clumsily try to detach myself, but it’s like I have fat fingers that are punching all the wrong letters on a phone keyboard. I can’t maneuver the jewelry to the right spot.

      “Let me help.” The guy steps closer to me, bringing his defined pecs with him.

      “No, no. That’s okay. I’ve got it.” I need to get it because I need to get out of here. I’ve reached my cap on embarrassing things a person can do in front of a handsome stranger. 

      “Let me help you.” His warm fingers cover mine, sending shivers sledding down my arm. 

      My eyes slowly peek up at him. He’s close. So close. His blue eyes—not as vibrant as mine—are light in the center with a dark navy ring around the edges. There’s a trace of a five o’clock shadow on his jaw and the smell of mint on his breath, like he just finished a peppermint candy cane.

      It takes him all of two seconds to untie the string, but he doesn’t step back. His gaze scans my face, and his fingers linger on my wrist, tracing my bracelet. “Your charms are elements from the periodic table.”

      “Only the most chemically reactive ones.”

      His lips twitch, and his eyes shine with amusement. “Chemical reactions. That sounds dangerous.”

      Oh, Holy Night! This guy could give lessons on being suave. 

      I lift my chin. “It’s only dangerous if you mix the wrong chemicals together.”

      Am I flirting with the half-naked smooth-talker?

      Yes. Yes, I am.

      I’ve never been good at fighting the laws of attraction. 

      His lips curl into another adorable smile. “Then I guess we better not mix things together that don’t belong.” 

      “That’s why I’m leaving.” I throw him my version of a flirty smile and walk out of his fitting room.
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      I reach into the pocket of my old pants and pull out the computer chip, switching it to the new ones. I wad my old clothes into a ball and step out of the dressing room, holding them for now until I can get a bag from the cashier. My new outfit consists of blue jeans, a black v-neck, and a black jacket. Hopefully, the change of clothes throws off the other men with Fabrice.

      As I exit the dressing room, my eyes drift around the store and beyond into the mall. No one looks suspicious like they’re searching for me or the computer chip. I zig-zag through tables of clothes and Christmas shoppers until I find the line to pay. I do many things that skirt the law, but shoplifting isn’t one of them. 

      This must be my lucky day because the beautiful woman that stumbled into my dressing room is standing in front of me. She has straight, red hair that ends just above her shoulders and bangs that give her delicate features more character. Plus, she has metallic blue eyes, the same color as the peacocks I saw in India just last month. She’s dressed in gray sweats, a white pullover sweatshirt, and Nike tennis shoes, but she doesn’t look like she isn’t trying. She looks sporty and cute like she had too much to do today and wanted to stay comfortable.

      “You know, people don’t usually go in dressing rooms just to try on scarves.” I point to the purple scarf draped over her arm.

      She turns over her shoulder and eyes the pile in my hands. “People usually don’t wear their new clothes out of the dressing room.”

      I laugh. “Touchè.”

      “Actually,” —she shifts her eyes to black fabric hanging haphazardly over one of the displays a few feet away— “I had a dress I was going to try on, but all of the dressing rooms were taken, so I decided to forget about it.”

      “I offered for you to share mine.”

      Her smile tips. “I shared a dressing room with a man in the last store, and he took all the cute clothes, leaving me with nothing. I just couldn’t chance it again.”

      “I would’ve let you have the first choice on the clothes.”

      Her grin widens. “A real gentleman.”

      “I try to be.”

      “I really am sorry about bursting in on you like that.”

      “It was the best part of my day.” Well, that and recovering the computer chip for Sienna.

      “I bet.” She playfully rolls her eyes.

      “So, who’s the scarf for?”

      She holds it up. “A present for my mom.”

      “You don’t have a clue what to get her, do you?”

      Her lips purse together. “That’s not true. You’d have to know my mom to know why this is the perfect gift.”

      I like how she’s trying to convince me as if it’s my opinion that really matters. “If you say so.”

      “Well,”—she shrugs—“I’ll stop by Bath and Body Works and get her some lotions or something to put with it. Just in case.”

      “Yeah, because Bath and Body Works screams personalized present.”

      “You’ve made your point.” She laughs off my sarcasm. “I’m bad at gift-giving.”

      “It’s a skill very few possess.” I gesture for her to step forward in line.

      “Okay, then. What are you giving your mom for Christmas?”

      My chest used to tighten at that question, but I was trained years ago not to show any real emotion. I don’t have a mom to give a gift to, but that’s the kind of personal information I don’t share with anyone. 

      “An old vinyl record of my mom's favorite band,” I lie.

      “Which band?”

      I glance out the store window just as two other men working with Fabrice pass by. “It’s U2’s War album.” I saw them all together earlier. They’re clearly looking for whoever killed their partner and stole the chip from inside his jacket.

      “Wow, your present blows mine out of the water on the thoughtfulness category.”

      My gaze shifts back to her. “As I said, it’s a skill very few possess.” I grab the scarf, trailing my fingers down the fabric. “But this is really soft. I’m sure your mom will love it. I feel bad that you’re not buying that dress you wanted.” I release my hold on the scarf. “Do you really need to try it on? Can’t you just guess your size?”

      “Well,”—she grimaces—“I’ve had a rough three months and have eaten my way through all ninety-eight flavors of Ben and Jerry’s ice cream. So naturally, there was an uptick on the scale, and I’m in between sizes right now.”

      In my opinion, the uptick is doing her all sorts of favors. 

      “I see.” I bite back my smile, liking how she shares too much information. It completely contradicts the way I live my life.

      “Besides, I would buy it to wear on New Year’s Eve, but I don’t have anywhere special to go, so I wouldn’t end up wearing it anyway.”

      “That seems completely unfair.”

      She smiles back at me with perfectly straight white teeth and full lips. “I agree.”

      “I can help who’s next.” One of the cashiers at the counter waves his hand out.

      “Oh, that’s me.” She steps forward.

      The cashier at the other end leans over. “I can help someone down here.”

       I nod, stepping past the woman. She glances over her shoulder at me. “Well, it was nice talking to you.”

      “Yeah.” My eyebrows lift. “I hope your mom loves the scarf.”

      Then I make my way down to the end, handing the cashier the tags that I ripped off the clothes.

      “Will this be all for you?”

      I peek back at the woman. “Unfortunately, yes.”
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      I wish I was the kind of woman who, when a cute guy with Channing Tatum abs flirts with you the entire time while you’re waiting in line, would say, ‘Hey, what are you doing right now? Do you want to grab some pretzel bites at the food court or maybe a Sbarro pizza? The slice is big enough for two.’ But I haven’t been that bold since the wind was knocked out of me three months ago. I’m surprised I was able to muster some decent flirting. I thought that was knocked out of me too. But talking with the cute guy in line, I almost felt like my old, confident self again. Almost. The fact that I’d settle for Pretzelmaker instead of a real date shows the emotional level I’m currently working on. I’ve become the woman who says, ‘Well, it was nice talking to you,’ and ends the conversation. At this rate, I’ll stay single forever. And not even the normal kind of forever, the kind of forever from The Sandlot—FOR-EH-VURE.

      Yep, that’s how long I’m going to be single.

      Maybe things would’ve been different if I’d finished checking out at the same time as him, and we could’ve walked out together. But of course, he was super fast, and I was super slow. My credit card chose this particular time for the magstripe not to work. All fifteen digits on my card had to be manually inputted…twice since the kid doing it messed up the first time. 

      I rush out of the clothing store, looking down the walkways, but the man is gone. My shoulders sink, and I exhale a disappointed breath. I wish he would’ve asked for my number or suggested we go out, but he didn’t. So I guess the writing’s on the wall—I’m eating the entire Sbarro pizza by myself.

      I clutch the handles on my shopping bags and march toward the escalator. I think Bath and Body Works is on the lower level of the mall. Lotion is a perfectly fine gift for my mother. Or even a giant bath bomb. I’m not even sure she takes baths, but maybe it can roll around in her shower.

      I step onto the escalator, scanning my eyes over the crowd below. That’s when the breath in my lungs hardens into a block of ice. 

      It’s him. With her.

      They’re walking hand in hand toward the escalators.

      My heart flips through anger, hatred, and embarrassment. He evokes it all.

      Nicholas Lawrence, the man who damaged my self-confidence, ruined my reputation, and killed my career.

      Three months.

      It’s been three months since he said I wasn’t good enough for him and fired me. Since then, he got engaged to another woman. That has to be some kind of Guinness World Record. Surely, there’s a complementary record holder certificate hanging in his office next to all the other academic awards he’s received.

      I glance down at my sweats and remember how I haven’t washed my hair in four days—that’s what dry shampoo is for (thank you to whatever chemist came up with that brilliant product). I should run and hide as if a pack of eight-year-olds were chasing me with armfuls of snowballs. But I’m Frosty the Snowman, frozen to my spot.

      Adults don’t hide. They face difficult situations with maturity. But I don’t feel like being a mature adult today or talking to Nicholas Lawrence. I turn around and climb up the down escalator, making people scoot over as I go. It’s a thigh workout since this is one of those long two-story escalators, but I’m making good work of it. I get to the top and go to step off, but my foot’s stuck. I look down and see my untied shoelace caught in the apparatus. I yank my leg upward, but the lace doesn’t budge. Now, I’m hopping in place, trying to stay at the top of the escalator as new stairs funnel out.

      I glance over my shoulder. Nicholas and Natalia are twenty feet away from the bottom of the escalator. There’s no way I can get out of this situation.

      I’m powerless. It’s ironic, really. I’m trapped, running to keep up with the stairs just like I did when I was in a relationship with Nicholas. But no matter what I do, I can’t make up the difference. There’s always an imbalance between me and the moving target.
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Park

      I’m tracking the woman from the dressing room.

      I have to. 

      I stuck the computer chip to the price tag of her purple scarf. The leftover adhesive on the back of the microchip really came in handy.

      When I saw the two men outside the store, I knew the chip would be safer with someone else. So I planted it on the woman. She’s my mule. I’m counting on her to get it out of the mall safely without raising suspicion.

      But now that I see her climbing up the escalator, I’m starting to wonder if I made a bad choice.

      I rush to her side, but she’s looking over her shoulder at something on the lower level as she hops up the steps with one foot. That’s when I see her shoelace stuck in the landing platform. It must be caught in the motor or gears. I bend down and yank the lace free. She stumbles, and my arms wrap around her waist and back so she doesn’t fall.

      Her frenzied blue eyes turn to me.

      “Are you okay?” 

      She looks down, then back up. There’s genuine fear in her gaze. Maybe she thought the escalator was going to eat her alive. 

      “Whatever happens in the next thirty seconds, just go with it. Okay?” Then she grabs the collar on my jacket and pulls me to her, pressing her lips against mine.

      I’m stunned and motionless for the first two seconds. I even peek open my eyes to see if this is really what she meant to do. There’s movement on the other escalator next to ours. One of the operatives is traveling upward, and we’ll pass each other in a few seconds. I spin the woman’s body, so my back’s to the other guy. That’s when she ups the passion of the kiss. Her body leans in, and she presses her chest against mine. Her fingers glide along the base of my neck, playing with the tips of my hair. She must’ve interpreted my shift in our position as me raising the stakes of the kiss.

      Well, if she’s going to go there. I’m going to go here—I react by clutching her body, pulling her even closer. Who says you can’t mix business with pleasure? Besides, right now, it’s better for my business if I’m not alone. 

      She deepens the passion again, taking this kiss to the next level. We’re at a Christmas Eve magic, stars sparkling in the sky, snowflakes falling on the ground kind of level.

      And I’m here for it.

      All of it.

      She’s Rudolph, and I’m Santa Claus—she’s guiding this sleigh ride.

      How long does this escalator ride take? It has to be the slowest one I’ve ever been on. I’m not complaining, though. If there was an escalator technician I could bribe to make it last even longer, I would because this kiss warms me up more than hot cocoa on a freezing cold day. For a second—who am I kidding? It’s been many seconds now—I lose myself in the kiss, not even thinking about the men trying to kill me, and that’s saying something. Operatives who lose focus on a job are usually the ones that wind up getting themselves killed. 

      My feet bump into the bottom platform, and our bodies stumble off the escalator together, but somehow our lips stay locked as if neither of us wants to break apart.

      “Lacee?” Someone clears their throat. 

      Is this person talking to us?

      “Lacee?” The voice repeats louder.

      She pulls away, leaving my lips tingling with electricity. Her blue eyes stare back at me. I can’t decipher the look behind them—there are literally a million things she could be thinking right now, but I hope at least one thought is about how amazing that kiss was. 

      “Lacee? I thought that was you.”

      I quickly dart my gaze around. The men looking for me disappear out of sight on the upper terrace, so I shift my eyes to the kiss interrupter. A man in a tan peacoat stands in front of us. He’s in his early forties. A thin woman with long dark hair is hanging on his arm—probably in her early thirties—with a giant princess-cut diamond ring glittering on her finger.

      Lacee (it’s kind of fun knowing her name) shoots him a theatrical smile. “Nicholas? I didn’t even notice you.”

      Yeah, because you were delivering one of the best kisses of my life.

      “Yes, I can see you were busy.” His eyes move to me, then back to her.

      “Oh, sorry.” She gestures between us. “You know me. The holidays just get me in the—”

      “Mood.” I finish her sentence for her. 

      Her eyes widen as an amused smile flies across her lips. “I was going to say Christmas spirit.”

      “That too.” I grin at her.

      She flips her head toward the man. “How wonderful to see you.”

      Her smile doesn’t light up her eyes the way it did seconds ago, telling me it’s not wonderful to see this man. And suddenly, I understand the reason for the forced kiss.

      “It’s been a long time. I haven’t seen you since…” His words trail off, and his expression takes on a superior quality. “Well, since the last conversation we had three months ago.”

      The pieces are falling together. He’s the reason for Lacee’s rough last three months. She probably had her heart broken by this douche in a fancy peacoat. I’ve got to say, though, I would never have taken Lacee for the kind of woman that falls for an older man. He has to be fifteen years her senior.

      “Has it been that long since we’ve seen each other?” She looks at me, spouting off a fake laugh, then she glances back at Nicholas. “I can’t even remember.”

      I applaud her effort to cover up her hurt. 

      He gestures to the woman next to him. “You remember Natalia.”

      “Yes, of course.” Lacee’s fake smile falters, and I feel the way her body stiffens next to mine. “Dr. Fullmer, how nice to see you again.”

      “Likewise.” The woman’s lips purse into a small smile.

      “I’m sure you’ve heard, but last month, I proposed to Natalia.” He turns his face to the woman, gazing into her eyes the way cheesy lovers do. “We’re getting married this next summer.”

      “I might have heard something about that.” Lacee looks up as if she’s trying to recall. “Things have just been so busy. I can’t really remember.”

      I’m trained to know when someone’s lying, and that’s the biggest bunch of B.S. I’ve ever heard. 

      “And who is this?” Nicholas inclines his head to me.

      “Uh…” Lacee looks at me. “This is my boyfriend.”

      “Boyfriend?” Nicholas’s brows raise in disbelief. “Is that wise?”

      Excuse me?

      “It makes you seem desperate. Like you can’t be without a man.”

      “It’s been three months.” Her voice seems strained, but there’s enough casual flare accompanying her smile that I’m probably the only one who can tell she’s fighting to keep it together.

      My training has taught me a lot about reading people, but I don’t need any of it to tell me this Nicholas guy is a jerk. I can’t stand how he talks to Lacee like he’s her father. That’s exactly why I wrap a possessive arm around her shoulder.

      My expression overflows with smugness. “Well, after her last boyfriend, Lacee was desperate…desperate to know what it’s like to be with a real man.” 

      Nicholas’s jaw tightens, and he shifts his weight uncomfortably.

      My grin spreads. “I guess she used to date some old guy in the beginning stages of male-patterned baldness.”

      Lacee’s biting back her smile, but I don’t miss the gratitude beaming in her eyes.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t catch your name.” Nicholas’s beady stare narrows in on me.

      “Parson Brown. Nice to meet you.” I reach my hand out to him. 

      He frowns as if he’s trying to remember where he’s heard that name before. If he’d been paying attention to the Christmas music playing on the mall’s overhead speakers, he’d know. My gaze shifts to Lacee and her blue-eyed amusement. I think she knows I ripped the name straight out of the song “Walking in a Winter Wonderland.”

      “Yes, Parson,” Lacee gestures between us, “meet Dr. Nicholas Lawrence.” 

      “Oh, you’re a doctor?” I act impressed. “What kind? A proctologist?”

      Lacee spits out a laugh but quickly covers it by coughing a few times. “I’ve had a cold,” she explains to the two of them. “A lot of phlegm and congestion.” From the veins pulsing in Old St. Nick’s neck, I would say he’s not buying her excuse. 

      “Actually,” Nicholas huffs, “I’m a world renowned chemist. I own several private labs across the US.” His eyes touch on Lacee. “In fact, Lacee used to work for me at the one in Boston.”

      “Oh, I see.” I nod. “So you’re not really a doctor at all.”

      His pointy chin juts out, an obvious sign that I’ve gotten under his skin.

      “Anyway,” I pull Lacee closer, kissing her forehead, “we better get going. We have a lot of shopping to do, and then we’re going to go home and continue that kiss you interrupted in private.” I lean into Nicholas, lowering my voice so only he can hear. “Nobody kisses better than Lacee.” I elbow him and wink, but I think my jab was a little too hard, judging by how he hunches over, grabbing his side.

      “It was nice seeing you, Nicholas.” Lacee waves as we stroll away. 

      I wait until we are a safe distance before I pull her behind Santa’s workshop display. There’s an elf on her break, sitting on a giant present, scrolling through her phone. She looks up at us and then down at her phone again.

      Lacee bites her lip, peeking up at me through her lashes. “I’m sorry about forcing myself on you.”

      “I’m not sorry about it.” I smirk, leaning against a giant candy cane. 

      A soft laugh rolls over her lips. “Yeah, you didn’t seem too sorry. You just let me have my way with you.”

      “Well,” I raise my shoulders, adding a flirtatious quality to it, “you said whatever happens to just go with it. I was being obedient. Besides, that Nicholas guy is a real tool.”

      “He is a tool, and I just wanted to show him that he didn’t break me. That’s when…well, you know…” She trips on her words as if admitting she kissed a complete stranger is embarrassing.

      I decide to put her out of her misery. “I’m glad I could help.” My lip hitches upward. “And I’m at your disposal if you need to force yourself on me again.” 

      She laughs harder this time. “How gallant of you.”

      “I do what I can.” I see movement out of the corner of my eye. One of the operatives circled back around, making his way across the courtyard toward us. I straighten. “Seriously though, don’t even worry about the kiss. But we should just keep it between the two of us.”

      I don’t want anyone to be able to trace her back to me.

      “Keep it between us?” Her expression twists with confusion, then it turns mortified. “You’re married, aren’t you?” Her head drops into her hands. “I kissed a married man!”

      That’s how she’s connecting the dots? She thinks I’m married? “No.” The man’s getting closer. “I’m not married, but I do have to go. I have one more thing I need to take care of.”

      “Oh.” She shifts her weight. “Of course. I’ve monopolized your morning way too much.”

      I was hoping to retrieve the computer chip from her, but at this point, Lacee is still the safest way of getting it out of the mall and keeping it out of the wrong hands. So I’ll have to retrieve it from her later.

      “Maybe we’ll bump into each other again.” I smile. “What do they say? The third time’s the charm?”

      Her smile brightens. “I hope so.”

      “Merry Christmas.” I salute her, because that’s how she exited my fitting room earlier, and it was completely adorable. 

      I’m surprised by how much I wish I didn’t have to go, and I feel bad leaving so abruptly, but it’s the only way. I walk in the opposite direction, hoping the operative follows me, not her.

      Thirty minutes later, I rush out to the mall's north parking lot. I don’t really expect to find Lacee out here. I just know she came this way while I was taking care of the last two operatives. Let’s just say it will take a janitor to find their bodies.

      But now I don’t have the computer chip in my possession. Lacee does. She was my unknowing drug mule…minus the drugs. She did her job and transferred the chip safely out of the mall. 

      Now, I just have to get it back.
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      So that’s Park Bradshaw.

      As his field support operative, I’ve been working on and off with him over the last six years, but I’ve never seen him in person until today. I watched him follow the man carrying the computer chip into the bathroom. I waited for him to come out, then I tailed him around the mall, and the entire time he had no clue.

      I always knew Park would be good-looking—you can just tell those kinds of things from a man’s strong voice and the confident way he speaks. Plus, I’ve heard stories about his fighting skills and seen how he completes his assignments with precision. All of that screams attractiveness. But I have to say, I was surprised by just how handsome he was. If circumstances were different, I might wish we could be more than coworkers.

      But circumstances aren’t different.

      I’ve spent the last two years on assignment, trying to find him.

      Granted, I didn’t know he was the one I’d been looking for, but then Todd Allen pulled me into his office two weeks ago and gave me a picture of Park and my new mission.

      And now I’m a liar.

      I lie.

      Park thinks I’m in trouble, but really he’s the one in trouble.

      He’s the target.

      It doesn’t matter that over the last six years of being Park’s virtual co-operative, I’ve developed a friendship with him and always valued our conversations when we worked a job together. I have to stick to the plan no matter what. My entire career and everything I’ve worked for all hinge on me finishing this mission. It’s my first time being in the field as a real CIA officer. I can’t blow this.

      I know all of that, so why did I feel guilty when Park fell right into the trap?
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      I'm an electrochemist.

      Surely, I can wrap a present and make it look decent.

      I fold the sides of the wrapping paper into one end of the box, creating two little triangles. Then I press down the rest of the paper hanging over the box until everything smooshes together. It isn’t pretty. It isn’t symmetrical, but I’m sick of trying to make these gifts look perfect. I take a long piece of tape and stick it across the seam, holding it all together. Then I kick the present, sending it soaring across my carpet until it crashes into the rest of my family’s presents sitting in a pile under my tree.

      “There,” I say to no one but myself. “All done.”

      I sit up straight, stretching my back. That was a marathon wrapping event. Normally, I would space all my gift wrapping apart, but I still have to pack for my red-eye flight. So the wrapping had to get done now.

      I gather all the loose paper, crumple them into a ball, and shoot it across the room to the garbage can.  Then I get the tape and scissors and put them away. Once everything is clean, I stand in front of my tree, hands on my hips, and stare at the twinkling lights. 

      Next time I stand in front of this tree, Christmas will be over, and it will be time to put everything away. That’s kind of a depressing thought, but not as depressing as spending Christmas alone. Holiday depression is the worst kind of depression if you ask me. That’s why I’m heading home to Leavenworth, Washington, to spend Christmas with my parents and two sisters. 

      Leavenworth is the Bavarian village capital of the United States. Well, one of them. There are eight or more small towns across the US that boast a typical German experience. But if you ask the locals from Leavenworth, they’d say our small town has the most Bavarian charm, especially at Christmas. People worldwide fly in during the holiday season to celebrate Christmas with a dash of German culture. It’s a top-rated holiday destination. It’s not like I’m going home to Wishek, North Dakota where nothing fun happens. I’m going to a place where every building looks like a gingerbread house.

      So it should be easy to go home with a positive attitude even though I’m not feeling very merry lately, but I can fake it ‘til I make it. I’m good at that. That’s why I’m currently listening to Christmas songs at full blast. I have one week to muster as much Christmas cheer as I can. Tonight, I’m dashing through the snow. Not in a one-horse sleigh. More like a Boeing 777, but it’s all the same, really.

      I haven’t always been this pathetic. Three months ago, I had a career taking up all of my time, and my colleagues respected me. But that all came to a screeching halt the moment Nicholas dumped me and fired me from his lab. Don’t get me wrong. There are a few perks to being a hermit who doesn’t actually have a job or people in their life to hang out with. For example, I’ve gone without shaving my legs for the last three months. It’s a time saver, and my thick coat of leg hair keeps me warm during the cold winter months. See? It’s not all bad.

      But today, I had a major breakthrough.

      I actually wished that I wasn’t a slob with hairy legs. I wished I was a sexy woman that could turn the head of a charming man. And I’m not talking about Nicholas. I’m talking about Parson Brown…even though that’s obviously not his real name.

      I really went for it with that kiss.

      In that moment, I didn’t even recognize myself. Lacee Warren doesn’t go up to strangers and kiss them. But something snapped inside me when I saw Nicholas. I just wanted to prove to him that I’m strong. I’m sure there are better ways to prove that—some of them being illegal—although Carrie Underwood does make slashing tires and taking a baseball bat to his car sound tempting. But I chose the kiss instead.

      I’m obviously not one hundred percent over what happened with Nicholas. Getting rid of the bitterness will take some time and a lot of processing, but my relationship with Nicholas wasn’t real. I didn’t love him. I was using him for work, but it still hurt when he broke up with me.

      So I kissed Parson Brown, and I don’t regret it. I mean, I regret the fact that he ran off right after. But I guess I can’t blame him. From the moment I met him, I was a walking disaster.

      But that doesn’t mean I can’t fantasize about him or the kiss we shared. I close my eyes and let myself revel in the memory for a few seconds. I don’t know why. It’s not like we’ll ever kiss again. But a girl can dream.

      I breathe out a satisfied sigh and open my eyes.

      I’m finally in the mood to shave my legs.
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      Finding Lacee Warren was easy.

      All I had to do was follow the facts.

      She had a charm bracelet with elements from the periodic table, and she worked at a lab with Dr. Nicholas Lawrence. A quick Google search with Nicholas’s name pulled up a list of employees at his lab in Boston.

      Lacee Warren.

      Twenty-eight years old.

      Google gave me more information on her than I needed to know. But because I cared to know, I spent an hour reading everything I could about her.

      She graduated from Harvard with a Ph.D. in Chemistry and Chemical Biology. For the last two years, she’s been working under Nicholas Lawrence in a private lab doing research on nuclear fusion.

      She’s smart. Her name is all over a bunch of research documents and innovative studies. I’d be lying if I said that wasn’t a turn-on. I’ve always had a weakness for brainiacs—the way they know so much more than me. Usually, when I walk into a room, I know my skills are the most impressive there. But not with someone like Lacee. Her mind could run circles around me. Put that redhead in some glasses and a white lab coat, and I’d be a goner.

      But this train of thought is all hypothetical.

      Hypothetically speaking, I’m attracted to Lacee Warren.

      But none of that matters. I have a job to do. My number one priority is retrieving that computer chip from Lacee before it gets lost or before someone else figures out that I transferred it to her. And my number two priority is forgetting that kiss on the escalator—it complicates things. Actually, maybe that should be my number one priority. Although, I have a feeling that forgetting that kiss will be much harder than getting the computer chip back. But the order of the priorities doesn’t matter. It all has to get done.

      That’s why I’m currently scaling the side of Lacee’s three-story apartment building. It’s the middle of the day, so if someone walks by or if a neighbor looks out their window, I might get the cops called on me—one of the hazards of the job. But you’d be surprised how many people don’t look up. I never get noticed in broad daylight.

      I’m not worried about a roommate being home with her. Her name is the only one on the lease, and I’ve been watching her building for a few hours to know she’s alone.

      I make it to her apartment window and take a peek inside. The window leads to her living room. Loud Christmas music plays from inside her apartment, letting me and everyone in the building know she’s home. There’s a five-foot Christmas tree standing in the corner decorated with white lights and silver ornaments. Next to the tree is a TV mounted to the wall and a wood cabinet below. There’s a matching wood coffee table and a gray couch, and two chairs. The room seems warm and cozy. I can easily picture Lacee in here, watching a favorite movie or napping on the oversized couch. I shake my head, trying to get the visual out of my mind. I’ve done covert things like this a thousand times before, but today’s the first time I feel like a Peeping Tom.

      Stick to the job.

      I stand on the decorative ledge that wraps around each floor of the building. It’s about six inches wide, which is better than most places. I pull out a small tool kit, getting ready to pick her lock, when I look down and realize the window is already cracked open a few centimeters. She really should be more careful. Has she no concern for her safety or not know how easy it would be for someone to break in? I guess it’s not that easy since she’s on the third floor. Very few people have my skill set of climbing buildings.

      I lift the window open, keeping my eyes on the room in case she walks in. I crawl inside, and that’s when I hear Lacee singing at the top of her lungs, “All I Want For Christmas is You.” She’s no Mariah Carey—I’ll tell you that much—but I’m grateful for the noise. It makes my job a lot easier.

      I walk around her living room, looking for the bag with the scarf in it. There are tubes of wrapping paper on her couch, and I notice the stack of presents under the tree.

      Please don’t tell me I have to unwrap every one of those to find the purple scarf.

      No, I need to check the rest of the apartment before I start tearing through gifts like a five-year-old on Christmas morning. I’ll even check the garbage can for the bag the scarf was in.

      I step around the rest of the room, making my way into the small kitchen. There’s a blue refrigerator with pictures stuck to the front. One is of her in her graduation cap and gown with her arms around what has to be her parents. She has her mother’s eyes and her dad’s red hair. There’s another picture of her on Cannon Beach, posing in front of Haystack Rock. She’s sandwiched between two other girls with similar coloring—sisters, I’m guessing—one has brown hair and freckles, and the other has auburn hair with golden highlights. And in the last picture, she’s wearing a white chemist coat with her hair styled in a high ponytail, finishing the look off with thick safety glasses. Her smile is big and animated, making her adorable and sexy. I glance over my shoulder, checking my surroundings even though I know by her singing she’s still back in another room. Then I pull out my phone and take a picture of the picture.

      It’s for work.

      It’s evidence.

      I continue my search around the kitchen, finding nothing. I slowly make my way down the hall. With each step, Lacee’s singing gets louder. She’s moved on to “Jingle Bells.”

      The door to her bedroom is wide open, but her voice is muffled. I peek my head around the corner, and it’s then I realize she’s in the shower singing. That gives me the perfect opportunity to check her room for the scarf. I walk to her dresser, picking up an airline ticket to Seattle, Washington, for 11:45 p.m. It’s a good thing I came to her apartment for the chip before she heads out of town. I remember reading online that Lacee’s from a small town a few hours outside of Seattle. She must be traveling home for Christmas. Hence the present for her mom. I need to find the chip before it gets on a plane and travels across the country.

      I open some drawers, ignoring the one with all of the lacy undergarments. I mean, I didn’t ignore it, but for the sake of privacy, I’m not going to mention any details about it. I thumb through some books on her nightstand, Pride and Prejudice, The Runaway Jury, and These is my Words. Interesting assortment—nothing new or contemporary. I don’t know what that says about her.

      Above her bed, she has a giant picture of the periodic table. Not something hokey. It’s like an actual piece of artwork that someone did. I smile, thinking about how excited she must’ve been when she found it.

      Her bedspread is unmade, and there’s a pile of shoes in every corner of her room, stacks of mail on her counters, and chocolate wrappers on her nightstand. Other than that, the room is pretty clean. If the shopping bag were here, I’d see it.

      I tiptoe past her bathroom door. Luckily for me, it’s not wide open. I poke around her closet but find nothing. That’s when she shuts off the shower and does one big finish of the song.

      “In a one horse oh-pen sleighhhhhhhh!” Her voice cracks as she belts out the last note, and it’s all I can do to hold in my laughter. Then the shower door opens, and I panic. Why am I standing in the middle of her room enjoying her awful rendition of “Jingle Bells” when I should be moving?

      I don’t have time to get out. Instead, I hide behind the open closet door just as she walks into her bedroom. She went from the shower to her room in lightning speed. Doesn’t she take a minute to dry off? My eyes go wide. Maybe she didn’t take a minute to dry off. Maybe she’s one of those people who likes to air dry, dripping water all over her floor.

      If that’s the case, that means Lacee’s naked.

      I swallow.

      I’m not sure I can handle naked Lacee right now.

      It’s not like I can see anything through the door, but the mission feels more dangerous now. I’m an intruder, and she’s in a vulnerable state. That’s a bad combination.

      Her footsteps walk over to the closet, and I hold my breath even though all I want to do is take in her coconut-smelling shampoo that reminds me of my home in Kauai. It seems like she made it to Bath and Body Works, after all.

      Lacee thumbs through a bazillion hangers until she finally finds something she likes. I’m already planning what I’ll do if she shuts the closet door when she’s done. I’ll just tackle her, keeping my eyes pointed at the ceiling.

      No, wait.

      Tackling her while she’s naked is a terrible idea. That’s way too much skin-to-skin contact. What kind of field officer am I? Usually, I’m much better at thinking on the fly.

      The next song begins playing, and I can tell by the way she’s hitting her hip into the closet door that this song is a favorite. I scoot my feet into first position—don’t ask me how I know ballet positions—and suck in as much as possible, making myself small. The door bangs against me with each beat of the song. And now Lacee’s transferred her voice into some low, twangy sound mimicking Elvis Presley.

      It’s cute, and I find myself smiling.

      After a few seconds, the bed squeaks as if she sat on the edge of the mattress. I tilt my head so I can see around the door. I get a glimpse of her shorts and oversized brown t-shirt. She lifts her right leg and rubs a gallon of lotion over it as if dry skin is her biggest problem in life. Then she repeats the same thing on her left leg.

      Am I staring at her legs while she’s doing this whole lotion thing? No, I’m merely assessing the situation. It’s part of my job—take in information and examine it. I’m in the examination phase right now.

      Once she’s done with the lotion, she makes her way to the bathroom. I take that moment to leap across her bed in a ninja somersault and escape from her room. I glance around quickly one last time, looking for the shopping bag. Then I climb out her living room window.

      Looks like I need to come up with a new plan to get the computer chip back because this one didn’t work.
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      Plan B: Travel to Seattle, Washington and recover the computer chip mid-flight from Lacee’s carry-on suitcase.

      I know the scarf for her mom is in her carry-on because Lacee doesn’t have any other pieces of luggage with her. And from my recon all evening—binoculars through her apartment windows—I know she packed five small presents into her suitcase. One of those gifts is definitely the scarf with the computer chip stuck to the tag.

      I hang back in the TSA line at the Boston Logan International Airport, not letting Lacee see me. But I’m watching her.

       She’s more dressed up tonight than she was this morning. She’s in a white t-shirt with a deep-green bomber jacket, and I wonder if the jacket is because she gets cold on airplanes or if she just likes the look of it. She’s got black jeans on with silver buttons that line the front. But the best part, she’s wearing Sorel snow boots like she might encounter a snowstorm mid-flight. Or maybe she just likes the look of that too. I’ve never wondered this much about a woman’s outfit choice before. But when it comes to Lacee, I find myself speculating about all sorts of things.

      She stands in the security line, digging inside a small shoulder purse slung over her chest. A rolling suitcase with an enormous water bottle resting on top of it leans against her legs. The line in front of her moves forward, but she doesn’t notice. She’s still tunneling through her purse like a coal miner, pulling out item after item. How does she have so much stuff in there? Is it Mary Poppins’s magical bag? The gap between her and the line in front grows bigger. The person behind her taps on her shoulder, signaling for her to move up. Her eyes widen, and she panics. Her hand jerks out of the small purse, sending her passport, boarding pass, and a few other things I can’t identify from this distance flying out of the bag and into the air.

      My lips twitch as I watch her.

      She scrambles, bumping into her suitcase and knocking over her metal water bottle. It clangs against the ground as it rolls away. Her forearm presses against her body, trying to hold all of her stuff, but items keep falling. She shoots an apologetic expression to the people around her as she shoves things back into her purse. Then she drops to the floor—I think she might be crawling. I stand up straighter to get a better view through the crowd.

      Yep, she’s crawling on the airport floor, reaching between people’s legs to grab everything.

      The people behind her step over her body to get ahead in line. Lacee finally jumps up, smiling guiltily at everyone around her. She holds up her water bottle like it’s a trophy she won in the Super Bowl. Then she stuffs the rest of her stuff inside her purse. She grabs the handle of her carry-on, awkwardly finding a spot back in line.

      I laugh.

      She’s not the type of person that keeps a low profile. But I kind of like that about her.
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Sienna Prime

      We’re taking a slight detour, via Seattle, Washington.

      Park planting the computer chip on a complete stranger, losing track of it, and now following that stranger across the country was not part of the plan.

      He was supposed to recover the microchip from the mall and then use the clues I left him to find where I hid the second microchip.

      Those were the instructions given to me by Todd Allen.

      That was the plan put in place.

      But I like this turn of events. It’s like two levels deeper than the original plan, and it shows how good Park is at his job. The second he felt threatened, he pivoted and changed the course of the plan. The only thing he hasn’t accounted for is me.
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      “Welcome aboard.” The flight attendant smiles at me as I enter the airplane.

      “Thank you.” I glance down at my ticket, checking my row and seat number. They called my name at the ticket counter. I guess there was a last-minute change to my seat assignment. I patiently wait for everyone to get settled in front of me, then I maneuver my luggage to the back of the plane. I lift my bag, trying to get it in the overhead compartment, but my Hydro Flask gets stuck, and I can’t get my suitcase to fit inside.

      “Let me help you.”

      I look up at the man reaching over me, and my heart skips a beat as if it was just handed an Uno skip card. It’s Parson Brown. He’s dressed in gray suit pants and a white button-up shirt. The top two buttons are undone, just adding to the whole confident-sexy aura he effortlessly exudes.

      “It’s you.”

      He situates my luggage into the bin, then looks down at me. His lips pull up in happy surprise. “Lacee, right? What are you doing here?”

      “I’m on this flight to Seattle.” I gesture to my suitcase. “Obviously.”

      “What a weird coincidence.” I’d be self-conscious about how he’s staring at me if it weren’t for the smile on his lips. “Do you live in Seattle?”

      “No, I’m going to visit my family for Christmas.”

      “Me, too.”

      “Please take your seats.” A flight attendant pokes his head into our conversation. “The doors are about to close.”

      “I’m on the aisle right here.” He taps the seat we’re standing by, which happens to be in my same row.

      “I’m in the middle seat.”

      “It’s crazy we’re sitting by each other.” He moves out of the way, letting me pass.

      I pull my seatbelt over my waist and click it together. “I know.”

      His hand reaches out to me. “I’m Park Bradshaw, by the way.”

      “Not Parson Brown?” I smile, slipping my fingers into his. The warmth of his hand sends a swarm of butterflies swooping through my stomach, and suddenly, this is the sexiest handshake of my entire life. He lets go because that’s what you do after you greet each other—you let go. But I’m over here trying to figure out how to hold his hand the entire flight.

      That sounds fun, doesn’t it?

      No. What is wrong with me? That sounds crazy.

      And I’m not doing crazy anymore. I’m determined to be a rational woman in front of him. The first part of being a rational woman is controlling my thoughts. If I let my brain go wild—which it wants to do—I’d already be planning my wedding to this man.

      Stay calm, Lace.

      “No, Parson Brown was just my name for your friend Nick.”

      My chest tightens the way it always does when Nicholas is brought up.

      “He hates being called Nick and told me so whenever it accidentally slipped out.”

      “Probably because Nick and Lacee sound too much like Nick Lachey—a terrible couple name.”

      “I said the same thing!”

      His smile grows. “I guess we’re on the same page.”

      The safety video plays on the movie screens in front of us, interrupting our conversation. It couldn’t have come at a more perfect time. My toes were curled, waiting for him to ask me more questions about Nicholas, but thanks to the seatbelt instructions, I can relax now. I wait until the movie is over before I talk to him again, but I definitely want to be the first person to speak so I can steer the conversation away from the mistakes of my past.

      “So, Park, what part of Washington are you from?”

      “I’m not from Washington. My mom lives in Leavenworth, so I’m going to spend Christmas with her.”

      My chin lowers. “Leavenworth, Washington?”

      “Do you know the town?”

      I point to myself. “That’s where I’m from.”

      I’m silently squealing like a schoolgirl who just touched Justin Beiber’s hand at a concert.

      We’re totally getting married.

      Lacee Bradshaw—it sounds amazing.

      “Let me get this straight.” Park shifts, so he’s facing me. “First, you walk in while I’m changing, then you kiss me, and now you’re following me home for Christmas? Are you some kind of stalker?”

      “All of that was purely accidental, so rest assured, I’m not stalking you. But let me just double-check that I don’t have a life-size poster of you stashed in my luggage.”

      “Am I in my underwear or wearing pants in this hypothetical poster?”

      “Knowing you, you’d probably be in your underwear.”

      “That’s probably true.” Park laughs.

      The man sitting next to me shushes us as the captain makes his announcement about take off. We both quiet our laughter for a moment until the captain is done speaking.

      “So I’m guessing you’re some kind of chemist.”

      “Have you been in my apartment or something?” I joke.

      His blue eyes stay on me. “How did you know?”

      “Well, I have a giant Periodic Table hanging up in my apartment so I figured that’s what tipped you off that I’m a chemist.”

      “Not the Periodic Table on your wrist?” His fingers trace over my charm bracelet, grazing lightly over my skin. I force myself not to shudder, but it’s always the lightest touches that cause the most power. “Plus Nicholas said at the mall that you worked at his lab in Boston.”

      “I forgot about that.” I glance down at the charms and then back up to swim in his blue eyes. “I’m actually an electrochemist. I used to work for Nicholas, researching nuclear fusion, but I don’t anymore.”

      “Nuclear fusion?” His brows raise. “I don’t even know what that means.”

      “It sounds fancier than it is.” The plane grows louder as it speeds down the runway until it finally lifts in the air.

      “If you don’t work for Nicholas anymore, what’s next?”

      My eyes drop, and I fidget with the excess seatbelt strap in my lap. “I’m not sure. My career is kind of in limbo right now while I finish up my current project.” I glance up, forcing my personal embarrassment away with a smile. “But that’s enough about me. What do you do?”

      “What do you think I do?”

      I frown. “Are you really going to make me guess?”

      “It’ll be fun.” His eyes dance with amusement, making it impossible for me to say no. 

      I sigh, glancing over his fancy suit. He’s definitely not a chemist.

      “You’re a lawyer,” I say.

      “Are you saying I’m argumentative?”

      “Are you arguing with me right now?” He rolls his lips shut, causing me to laugh. “Okay, you’re a financial advisor.”

      “Sounds boring.”

      “A pediatric surgeon?”

      “I’d have to like children for that kind of job.”

      My shoulders drop. “You don’t like children?”

      My entire future just went up in flames.

      “I’m joking. Of course, I like kids. But I’m not a pediatric surgeon.”

      Oh, phew! The wedding’s still on.

      “You own your own real estate business?”

      “Nope.”

      “You’re an international spy.”

      Park freezes for a second, then busts up laughing. “That’s a good one.”

      “I know.” I smirk. “I totally guessed it, right?”

      “I hate to disappoint you, but I’m a business consultant.”

      “Pfft! That sounds more made up than you being a spy.”

      He laughs, raising his brows in surprise. “Is that so?”

      “Yeah. I don’t know what business consultant means.” I use my fingers to make air quotes around the job title.

      “I advise companies and streamline procedures and operations to make businesses run more smoothly.”

      “That sounds like a description you ripped off of Google.”

      “I can’t believe an electrochemist is saying my job sounds made up.”

      The plane evens out as the aircraft reaches optimal flying altitude.

      “Okay, fine. You can be a business consultant.”

      “I’m glad I could convince you.” His lips curl into one of his playful smiles. “So, Christmas with your family, huh?”

      “Yep.” I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. “Should be a lot of fun.”

      “Did you ever make it to Bath and Body Works to round out your mom’s present?”

      “Unfortunately, I did not. It looks like the scarf will have to do unless I can find something for her in Leavenworth.”

      He glances above at the overhead compartment. “Well, lucky for you, the scarf isn’t something that can get ruined in your luggage. I had to be really careful packing the record for my mom.”

      “Oh, I don’t have the scarf in my suitcase.”

      He frowns. “You left it home?”

      “No, I went to the post office right after I left the mall and mailed a box of presents to Leavenworth. It was in that pile.”

      “Right after the mall?”

      “Yeah, before I went home.”

      “Christmas is in six days. When’s it supposed to get to Leavenworth?”

      “Sometime before Christmas.”

      “Didn’t you get a tracking number?” There’s a heightened quality to his voice that wasn’t there moments ago.

      I shoot him a suspicious smile. “Are you worried about my Christmas presents?”

      “A little.” His expression masks over, contradicting his light laugh. “I’m just trying to figure out why you mailed them when you could’ve just brought all the presents with you on the flight?”

      “Well, the airline was going to charge me seventy-five dollars to check a bag. And I couldn’t fit everything in my carry-on, so I researched how much it would cost to mail some of the gifts, and it ended up being cheaper.”

      “Smart.” He nods. “I would’ve never thought about that.”

      “I’m really good at problem-solving.”

      He smiles. “Is that your flex?”

      My brows crease together. “My what?”

      “Your flex. You know, the thing you tell people about yourself to impress them.”

      I laugh. “Yeah, being good at problem-solving is super impressive.”

      “It can be, depending on the problem.”

      “No, I want my flex to be something cool, like I can eat fifty pancakes in one sitting.”

      “Can you?”

      “Not without throwing up.” I twist so I’m facing him more. “What about you?”

      “I think I’d top out at forty pancakes.”

      “No!” She laughs. “What’s your flex?”

      “I’m good at fighting people with my bare hands.” He shrugs. 

      “Nah, that’s not your flex.”

      “Why can’t that be my flex?” Amusement passes through his eyes. “You said it should be something cool.”

      I keep my face straight. “Your hands are too small.”

      He lifts his hands, examining them. “There’s nothing wrong with my hands.”

      “They’re like tiny T-Rex hands.” I pull my elbows into my sides, mimicking a tyrannosaurus rex. “Too small to punch somebody effectively.”

      He bursts out laughing, causing me to laugh too. I cover my mouth, so the people around us don’t hate me for being too loud. 

      “T-Rex hands,” he says. “I’ve never heard that before.”

      I slow my giggles. “I was only kidding. Nothing about you is small.” A blush tints my cheeks as I realize what I just said. “That sounded bad. I just meant—”

      Park raises his palm, stopping me. “You just said what every man wants to hear.”

      I cover my eyes with my hand as if I can hide from my embarrassment. “I definitely didn’t mean it that way.”

      “No, no. You can’t take it back. You’ve seen so much of me today that even if you didn’t mean it that way, I’d never believe that it wasn’t a Freudian slip.” He folds his arms across his chest in a puffed-up way. “So I’m accepting the compliment.”

      “Wow.” I push on his shoulder. “Don’t let it go to your head or anything.”

      “I’ll try not to.” His blue eyes sparkle with flirty mischievousness, making me flush. I need to take all three ceiling vents in my row, open them to max airflow, and point them at my hot and bothered face.

      The overhead lights turn off so passengers can sleep if they want to.

      Park glances up. “What are you going to do on the flight? Sleep? Watch a movie?”

      I want to keep talking to him, but this is a red-eye flight. Everyone knows that most people sleep on these flights. The flight attendants barely give service. I don’t want to be the reason why Park doesn’t get his beauty rest. Not that he needs beauty rest. No, his face is already pretty exquisite without it, but I have to taper things down, or else I’ll look too eager.

      “Sleep.” I pull out my AirPods and an eye mask from my shoulder purse and hold them up. “These are essential for red-eye flights.”

      “It looks like you’re all set.”

      “I guess so, unless you’re volunteering to be my pillow.”

      “I think resting your head on me is less intimate than half the things we’ve done today, so feel free to lean over.”

      “We’ll see how it goes.” I smile as I put my AirPods in and the mask over my forehead.

      Park smiles back. “Sweet dreams.”

      If he’s in them, I know they’ll be sweet.

      Then I pull down the mask over my eyes.
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      December 19

      Drip.

      A splash of liquid drops on my hand.

      Drip.

      Another splash.

      It’s the middle of the night, and everyone is quiet.

      I glance upward, squinting in the dim light of the airplane. Another drop of water falls from the overhead compartment and lands on the woman in front of me. She’s asleep but fidgets.

      It’s amazing how so many little drops can add up to a giant puddle in my crotch. I look like I peed my pants. I would move or stand up, but I can’t. Lacee’s asleep. Her head rests against my shoulder with her arm looped through mine, and it’s kind of nice.

      She looks beautiful—soft, simple—like the type of woman you’d want to curl up next to on a couch and watch It’s a Wonderful Life with. I’ve never even seen that movie or curled up on a couch next to a woman. My life is complicated. I don’t do normal things. I scale the sides of buildings, jump out of airplanes, and take on fake identities. I kill people who threaten the security of our country. I’ve always tried to convince myself that my dangerous lifestyle was really living. That it didn’t matter if I missed out on the small stuff in life. I was the lucky one that got to do the big stuff.

      Maybe that’s the reason why Lacee intrigues me. She does small stuff that makes me feel normal, even if it’s just for a moment.

      But it doesn’t matter how nice and normal Lacee feels. I have a job to do, and it just got a thousand times more complicated. I never would’ve thought that in the forty-five minutes from when I left Lacee at the bottom of the mall escalator to when I arrived at her apartment to canvass the place, that she would’ve mailed the computer chip across the country. It’s on its way to Leavenworth via the United States Postal Service. It’s in a safe place where no one else knows where to look for it, but that doesn’t stop me from feeling anxious about not having it in my possession.

       Another drop of liquid falls from the overhead compartment and lands on the woman in front of me. This time the moisture wakes her. She mutters something as she looks up. Her anger increases when she realizes how drenched she is.

      She turns to the person next to her, but he’s asleep. She twists around in her seat, making eye contact with me. “Where is the water coming from? Are you wet?”

      “It’s coming from the overhead compartment.” I point up.

      “My clothes and my seat…they’re all wet!” The woman pushes her call button in a huff, standing. She turns her reading light on just as the flight attendant appears.

      “Can I help you?” he whispers.

      “It’s wet! Everything is wet!” She’s practically shouting. People around us stir awake.

      Not Lacee.

      Apparently, she’s a heavy sleeper—good to know. That or the music in her AirPods is turned way up.

      Suddenly the entire compartment above us is being unloaded. Bags of luggage are scattered down the aisle, and another flight attendant joins in on the fun, holding a flashlight up.

      Passengers start complaining that their bags are wet.

      “My computer!” one man groans.

      Another woman holds up a soaking coat.

      The cabin lights flicker on, and everyone around us murmurs. Lacee pulls down her eye mask and takes out her speakers.

      Her bleary eyes gaze up at me. “What’s going on?”

      The lady in front of us overhears our conversation and interjects. “There’s a leak in the plane.”

      “A leak?” Lacee’s head kicks back. “Are we going down?”

      How is that her first thought? When has a leak ever equaled death?

      “It’s a water bottle.” The first flight attendant holds up the culprit for everyone to see.

      Lacee’s expression melts to flushed embarrassment.

      It’s her water bottle, the one that’s so big it could keep Goliath hydrated for a year.

      “It’s not mine!” the woman in front of us chirps.

      “Or mine.” More passengers answer together.

      “I…” she timidly speaks up.

      Oh, brother.

      “It’s my water bottle.” I reach for the ginormous Hydro Flask. “I must not have screwed the lid on tight enough. Sorry.” I offer a sheepish smile to the passengers around me, but these sleepy people cannot be won over. I’m getting death glares from every row.

      “At least your water got you wet too.” The woman points at my crotch.

      I look down at my suit pants and the perfect circle around my crotch. “It sure did.”

      “Karma,” the flight attendant mutters as he starts wiping down the overhead bin with a towel.

      Lacee turns to me with wide eyes and mouths, “Thank you.”

      The grateful smile on her face makes the death glares all worth it.
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Lacee

      Note to self: always make sure the lid of your water bottle is securely fastened before you stow it in an overhead compartment. That piece of information should really be in the safety movie they show before the flight. Or at least in the pamphlets in the front pocket of the chairs that nobody reads unless they’re super bored.

      The good news is I have a hard-shell suitcase, so none of my stuff got wet. I can’t say the same for everyone else.

      “Can you hold this?” Park hands me my water bottle, adding a smirk. “I’m going to the restroom to see if I can dry my pants off a little bit.”

      “I’m really sorry.” I grimace. “I feel awful.”

      “It’s fine.” He throws me a cute smile as he walks a few feet down the aisle to the restroom.

      It’s not fine. I should try and help him.

      The lavatory in front of him opens, and a woman walks out. He waits for her to pass before stepping inside the tiny space and attempts to pull the door shut behind him.

      “Park?” I catch the handle before he has a chance to lock it. I push the door open again, peeking my head inside.

      His blue eyes glimmer. “Trapping men in small spaces seems to be a common theme with you.”

      My expression drops. “No! I swear I was just coming to see if you need any help.”

      “How are you going to help?”

      “Um…I hadn’t gotten that far.” It’s not like I can dab the wet spot with a paper towel.

      His lips twitch as he watches me work through the possibilities.

      “You know what?” I take a step back. “Never mind. It looks like you’ve got things under control here.”

      We hit a patch of turbulence, and my body flies forward. The bathroom door slams shut behind me as I fall into Park. I’m pressed against his hard chest for the second time today. At least this time he’s wearing a shirt…or not. Maybe shirtless Park was better. He grabs my waist, holding me up. I’m wrapped in a cocoon of arm muscles and fresh manliness.

      “That was an accident,” I explain, pushing off him. “I hate turbulence when I’m not wearing my seatbelt.” Another bout of turbulence jostles the plane, sending me flying forward again. I’m determined this time not to crash into Park. So I jolt my hand up, intending to press it against the wall to catch myself, but nothing ever goes as planned. My quick arm motion ends up hitting Park across the jaw. He stumbles into the sink, bringing down the soap dispenser with him.

      “That was another accident!” I squeal as Park works to attach the soap dispenser back to the wall.

      I step back to gain some space but lose my balance in the next wave of turbulence. My palm hits the flush button, causing the toilet to make a loud vacuum sound as it sucks the water away. I yank my hand from the wall, and I grab onto the only thing I can—his waist. I fall forward, shoving Park down with me. His butt lands on the toilet, and my body lands on top of his.

      What in the Jack Frost is even happening right now?

      “Are you okay?” he asks, but I can’t look him in the eye. I’m so embarrassed.

      I scramble to get out of the tangled web our legs and hands have made. The level of intimate positions our limbs have to pass through to get untangled is ridiculous. It’s like the game of Twister on steroids.

      I brush my bangs back as I stand. “I’m fine.”

      His eyes narrow in amusement. He places both hands against the door on either side of me. “In addition to trapping me in small confined spaces,” his voice goes deep and rugged as he leans closer, “I’m adding groping me as one of your common themes.”

      I swallow, pressing my back against the door. “It looks like you're doing the trapping now.” My eyes fall to his lips, not because he’s about to kiss me, but because I want him to kiss me.

      If there’s a will, there’s a way—that phrase just became my motto.

      My wishful gaze drifts back to his eyes, checking the status of whether or not Park feels like kissing me. There’s a layer of wantonness behind his stare that tells me all systems are a go. I slow my breathing as he creeps forward.

      A hard knock on the bathroom door freezes us to our spots.

      “Excuse me?” It’s the male flight attendant that had to clean up my water bottle mess. “I need you to return to your seat. We’re experiencing a high amount of turbulence right now.”

      You think?

      “Okay,” we both answer in unison.

      I panic, covering my mouth with my hand.

      “We don’t allow two passengers in the lavatory at the same time,” the flight attendant chastises.

      “Uh…” I look at Park with guilt streaming down my face. I’m the furthest thing from a member, or even a proposed member, of the Mile-High Club. I guess not the furthest thing. I was just about to kiss a man in the airplane bathroom. That has to gain me some points.

      “I just had surgery,” Park speaks up. His face is totally calm, as if being caught together in the bathroom is nothing to him. “And I needed her help changing my bandages. We’ll be out in a minute.”

      “Great excuse,” I whisper. He smiles back at me with his arms still on either side of my body, blocking me in. “Well, I’m just making things worse in here. So I’m going to return to my seat and let you do your thing.” My eyes gesture to his arms, signaling that I can’t get out unless he drops them.

      Park leans in, lowering his voice to not quite a whisper. “It looks like I waited too long to make my move.”

      His hand lowers behind me. I hold my breath, thinking it’s going to my waist, waiting for the touch, but instead, the handle on the door twists.

      “Wait! Shouldn’t we stagger our exit? People are going to get the wrong idea about us in here.”

      His mouth slants into an impish grin. “I hope they do.”

      This is me applauding Park Bradshaw for always having the perfect flirty comeback.

      Dang, he’s good.

      “Right, then.” I grab the handle. “I think I’ll just go.”

      I throw the flight attendant standing nearby a guilty smile as I exit. “Wound care,” I explain. “Gauze, dressings, medical tape—it needs to be done daily or else…” I let my words drift off. “I’ll just return to my seat now.”

      The man sends me a pointed stare as if he doesn’t believe my excuse. “I think that would be best.”

       I make my way down the aisle back to my row. Nothing about this plane ride has gone according to plan. I was supposed to act like a normal woman.

      Instead, I followed a man into the bathroom.
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      It’s a lengthy and lonely walk through the Seattle airport to the rental car counter. The line is longer than the wait at Macy’s department store on Black Friday, which doesn’t help my mood.

      I lost Park after we exited the plane.

      We walked together down the jetway, but I had to stop at the bathroom because I drank what was left in my Hydro Flask, which ended up being like sixty-four ounces of water. Big mistake. I had to delicately prance to the restroom so I didn’t pee my pants. Meanwhile, Park checked a bag, so he went to the baggage claim. I guess he didn’t mind paying the seventy-five dollar fee for checked luggage.

      So I blew my chances with him again. How many times am I going to let this amazing man walk out of my life?

      Pull it together, Lace. This isn’t your first rodeo.

      My only hope is to run into him sometime over the next week. Leavenworth is crowded at Christmastime, but it’s also a small town. Surely, Park will be at some of the local holiday events.

      I glance at my watch. I could pluck all the hairs out from my eyebrows and regrow them in the time that it takes to get to the front of the line. My eyes scan the counter and the available worker waving her hand that she can help the next customer. It’s Park. He’s the next customer. I didn’t even notice that he was three people ahead of me in line.

      My spirits lift. Maybe I can time things right and walk to the parking garage with him. I just need these people in front of me to hurry and for the magstripe on my credit card to work.

      Don’t fail me now, Visa.

       Oh! There’s another employee available.

      I lean forward to the guy two people in front of me. “Hey, there’s a spot open at the counter.” I point to the woman who hasn’t even raised her hand yet.

      “Thanks.” The man moves forward.

      I’m just doing what I can, directing traffic like I’m in the middle of New York City.

      The woman in front of me steps to another open spot at the counter. I glance at Park. He’s typing something on his phone as the worker finishes his rental car agreement.

      Come on!

      “Next, please!” the employee in front of me shouts. 

      I was so focused on Park I didn’t even notice he was finished. 

      “Hi.” I smile as I scurry to the counter. “I have a reservation under Lacee Warren.” My words come out rushed as if I can make up time by talking fast.

      The employee is focused on the computer screen, not even flicking his eyes in my direction. “I don’t see a reservation under that name.”

      A humorless laugh spills out of me. “What do you mean you don’t see a reservation under that name?”

      His fingers pause on the keyboard, and he finally glances up. His eyes are purple and full of annoyance. Either he’s got some really cool contacts, or he’s an anomaly. But based on the fact that no one can be born with purple eyes, he’s wearing colored contacts.

      “I mean what I said. I don’t see a reservation under that name.” He says the words slowly, just in case I’m an idiot.

      “But I have a confirmation number.” I pull my phone out, scrolling to the email.

      He squints his eyes as he types the confirmation number. He taps his fingers on the counter as the computer searches. His purple eyes flick to me. “I’m sorry that number doesn’t exist.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      His chin lowers, and he glowers at me. “Does it look like I’m kidding?”

      It looks like he needs a strong glass of wine, 1000 mg of ibuprofen, and a neck massage after his shift.

      “No, it doesn’t.” I shift my eyes down the line to Park. The lady hands him his keys. “Can I just get another car, then?”

      Instead of answering me, he leaves his spot at his computer and whispers something back and forth with the woman next to him, glancing at me several times before he finally comes back.

      “I’m sorry, but we don’t have any cars left.” He purses his lip together as if he’s not actually sorry.

      “What? You’re a rental car place. How do you not have any cars left?”

      “They’re all reserved.”

      “Why does everyone else’s reservation work, but mine doesn’t?”

      “Ma’am, I don’t know what happened to your reservation, but it’s Christmastime, one of the busiest travel times of the year. We don’t have any cars left. There’s nothing I can do for you.”

      I puff out a long, frustrated breath, looking over my shoulder at Park. He’s headed toward the elevator to the rental car parking garage. 

      “Okay, fine.” I scoop up my phone and my purse and scramble after him.

      “Hey!” I sidle up next to him, trying not to appear too out of breath. I only ran twenty feet.

      “Hey,” he says back. “I wondered where you went.”

      “You did?” My face lights up, probably too much.

      “I did.” He smiles, obviously noticing my excitement. He stops in front of the elevator. “Did you rent a car too?”

      “Um…” I point behind me to the counter. “They lost my reservation.”

      “Really?” He frowns. “Do you need a ride to Leavenworth?”

      I love that he suggested it first, but I’m going to play hard to get because that makes everything more fun.

      “No, I couldn’t impose on you like that. I’ll get an Uber or something.”

      “Don’t get an Uber. We’re headed to the same place.”

      My lips lift into a playful smile. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea. I barely know you. What if you’re some kind of psycho that drives me to an abandoned warehouse and kills me? I’ve watched enough Law & Order: SVU to know how these things go.”

      He leans in, lowering his voice. “We’ve shared a lot in the last twenty-four hours. Things like underwear and steamy kisses, so I’d say you know me pretty well.” His heated blue gaze slowly skims over my face, pausing at my lips before it snaps back to my eyes. 

      Oh, now he’s just teasing me.

      I meet his flirtatiousness with a little of my own. “I may know what brand of briefs you wear and how you kiss, but you’re still a stranger.”

      “Those are the only things that matter.”

      I laugh. Why is this guy so fun to flirt with?

      “But just to put your mind at ease,” he steps back from me, “we’re not strangers. I’m sure we know some of the same people in Leavenworth. Do you know Sally Farnsworth?”

      My brows go up. “Mrs. Farnsworth, the home economics teacher at the junior high?”

      “Yeah, that’s the one. She’s my mom’s best friend. My mom’s name is Mary Bradshaw. Maybe you know her too.”

      “Never heard of her.” My expression feigns skepticism. “And just because my junior high home ec teacher is your mom’s best friend doesn’t mean I trust you. I’m sure somebody was best friends with Ted Bundy’s mom.”

      His expression turns thoughtful. “Did Ted Bundy even have a mom?”

      “Doubtful.” I shake my head.

      “Well, I promise to be a complete gentleman the entire ride to Leavenworth.” He holds up his fingers, giving me the Scout’s honor sign.

      “Oh, you promise?”

      “That’s right. There’s no Law & Order: SVU agenda here.”

      “Well, if you promise, then I guess it would be okay to hitch a ride with you. I mean, that’s not the most reliable background check, but in this case, it worked.”

      A charming smile explodes across his face. “I’m so glad I could convince you.”

      I needed very little convincing. I hoped to get a ride with him the entire time. I just didn’t want him to know that.

      But I think I accomplished my goal.
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      Did I cancel Lacee’s rental car reservation?

      Yes, I did.

      I have to keep her close to me. She’s the link to the computer chip. Plus, as a bonus, she’s kind of fun to have around.

      “You’re in charge of the radio,” I say as we leave Seattle behind us.

      “Well, if I’m in charge of the radio, then we’re listening to Christmas music.” Lacee flips from station to station until she finds a song she likes.

      “I’m getting the feeling that you’re a big fan of Christmas music.”

      “How could you tell?” She turns to me, clapping to the song as she sings. “Go tell it on the mountain. Over the hills and everywhere.”

      “You look like a member of a church choir.”

      “Hallelujah!” She raises her hands in the air.

      I love Lacee’s enthusiasm. It’s refreshing the way she doesn’t take everything so seriously. Nothing’s life or death for her, and I envy that.

      She eyes me with a smirk.

      “What?” I ask.

      She presses her lips together, shaking her head. “Nothing.”

      “Oh, come on. You’re analyzing me like I’m a chemical in a test tube.”

      “Okay, fine.” She folds her arms across her chest. “I think it’s weird you travel across the US in a suit. Do you like punishing yourself with uncomfortable clothing?”

      “You’re criticizing my clothing.” My brows raise in astonishment. “You’re the one who wore snow boots on an airplane.”

      She looks down at her shoes. “I like to be prepared. Besides, have you ever gotten snow in your shoes? It sucks. Talk to me in a few hours when you have to walk outside in your fancy loafers.”

      “Okay.” I puff out a laugh. “Fair enough.”

      “Also, you’re a constant mirror checker when you drive.”

      My lips turn downward. “No, I’m not.”

      Okay, I have been checking the mirrors, making sure no one is tailing us. But the fact that Lacee picked up on it is impressive. She’s observant. I mean, what did I expect from someone as smart as her? Observing chemical reactions is literally part of her job.

      “Yep, you’re a compulsive mirror checker.” She kicks off her boots, tucking her legs underneath her body. “You glance in the rearview mirror and the side mirrors even when you’re not changing lanes. It’s like a nervous tic. I appreciate the safety aspect of it, but it’s getting a little weird. Even for me.”

      “Are you always this honest and straightforward with people?”

      “My parents say I share too much information, that I’m too much of an open book.”

      “What do you think?”

      “I have my secrets.” She shrugs, looking out the window. “But really, how are people supposed to get to know each other if they don’t share about themselves?”

      I stare at the road, thinking over her words. I don’t ever share anything real about myself. Maybe that’s why I don’t have a single meaningful relationship in my life.

      “In the interest of sharing and getting to know people,” she twists her body so she’s facing me, “where are you from?”

      “New Jersey.” I keep my answers short, using information from my trained responses.

      “Do you still live there?”

      “Nope.”

      “Then where do you live?”

      “Chicago.” Not true. I have a small house in Kauai where I spend my time when I’m not on a mission.

      “Any other family besides your mom in Leavenworth?”

      “No.”

      “What happened to your dad?”

      I smile, glancing at her. “No, no, no. Nice try, but you’re the one that’s an open book. Not me.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Fine.”

      “How about you tell me about your family?”

      “Well,” she relaxes back into her seat, “My mom and dad run a little candy store on Commercial Street in Leavenworth. I’m the oldest, so naturally, they wanted me to take over the store someday, but I had bigger plans.”

      “Like chemistry?”

      “Something like that.” Her head tilts to me. “Yes, chemistry was more appealing than taking over the candy store. It’s cute, but it’s just not the life I wanted. Much to my parent’s dismay, I wanted to get out of town, see the world, and be challenged.”

      “Aren’t your parents proud of all that you’ve accomplished?”

      “They are. But my work pulls me away a lot. I haven’t been home for Christmas in three years. And to them, being with family during the holidays is more important than anything else.”

      “I get that.” Actually, I don’t get that. I’ve never had a family to share the holidays with.

      “But I have two younger sisters.” She slaps her thighs with finality. “I’m sure one of them will take over the candy store.”

      “Two younger sisters?” I remember the picture of the three of them at the beach in Oregon hanging on her refrigerator.

      “They live around here, so you’ll get to meet them.”

      “Did I just get promoted?” I smile at her. “One hour ago, I was the sketchy driver you felt stranger danger over, but now you want to introduce me to your family.”

      “Well, don’t get too excited. There’s still over an hour left on this drive. I might change my mind about introducing you to my family.”

      “Why does this car ride feel like a job interview?”

      She laughs. “Probably because it kind of is. But instead of a job, I’m interviewing you to see if I ever want to see you again socially.”

      “Oh, so now we’re seeing each other socially?”

      She tries to bite back her smile, but I see traces of it. “Well, I have seen you naked—”

      “Partially,” I add.

      “Okay, I’ve seen you partially naked, and we’ve shared a fairly decent kiss—”

      “Fairly decent?”

      “That’s right.” She rolls her lips together. 

      “You’re calling our kiss fairly decent?”

      She shrugs playfully. “I’d rate it a five out of ten.”

      “A five?” I glance over at Lacee, noting the creases in her cheeks from trying to hold back her smile. “In all fairness, it was on an escalator. It’s difficult to deliver a high-caliber kiss when you’re moving.”

      “If that’s the excuse you want to use, then—”

      “It’s not an excuse. It’s a fact.”

      “I guess I’ll have to take your word for it.” There’s an impassive arrogance about her that’s teasing me and only adds to her appeal.

      “You don’t have to take my word for it.”

      Lacee turns her head to me, keeping her expression even. “What are you suggesting?”

      “Only that I need a second chance to move from a fairly decent kiss to something that you’ll never forget.” I glance at her, adding my most devastating smile. “If the one on the escalator was a five, I’d love to work up to a ten.”

      There’s an alarm going off in my brain, warning me that this isn’t a good idea. I have a job to do. But it’s too late. I’m leading with my heart on this one, not my mind.

      “I suppose that’s only fair.” She’s working hard to play it cool, but she’s not fooling anyone. “So it sounds like the next step is for you to take me on a date.” Her smile breaks loose on her lips with a flirty tilt that makes my stomach spin like a figure skater on ice.

      “I’ve graduated from seeing you socially to taking you out on a date. I think things are progressing nicely.”

      “Well, it’s all for a cause.” She lifts her chin. “Since this date is primarily for working our kiss up to a ten, I think we should set some ground rules.”

      “Ground rules?” My brows hike up.

      “Yep.” She nods. “Things get messy if you don’t have rules.”

      “I’m excited to hear these rules.” I throw her a teasing smile.

      “You should be. They’re really good.” She sits taller in her seat “First, how about we agree that although we’re going on a date, we’re not dating?”

      “Not dating.” I nod like I’m seriously processing what that means before giving her my answer.

      “This,” she points between us, “is just a holiday fling.”

      “I can’t tell if I’m progressing or digressing.” I frown. “You’ve got our relationship bouncing all over the place. We went from not dating to a fling in a matter of ten seconds. Should I be worried that you’ll have us engaged thirty seconds from now, only to have us break up, then get married a minute later?”

      She punches my arm, and the power behind the blow is surprisingly strong. “I’m being serious. I live in Boston, and you live in Chicago, so geographically, nothing could ever happen between us. I’m proposing that whatever happens between us leading up to our level ten kiss is just for practice. Nothing permanent. No attachments. It’s just two people casually kissing through the holidays. That’s it.”

      I eye her. “Two people casually kissing through the holidays?”

      No single man on the planet would say no to that proposition. Especially a man like me that needs to stay close to Lacee to recover a computer chip.

      “That’s right.” She nods. “Those are the rules. When Christmas is over or whenever we reach our level ten kiss, we each go our separate ways.”

      “What if,” I hold my finger out as I ask my question, “we reach level ten sooner than we thought, or Christmas is over, and one of us doesn’t want to go our separate ways? I’m only asking because I’m a pretty amazing guy, and you might have a hard time giving me up.” 

      I have to go my separate way no matter what. Sienna is counting on me. So it’s best to manage Lacee’s expectations upfront.

      “That won’t be a problem for me.” She gives me a confident stare. “It doesn’t matter if you’re an amazing guy. Rules are rules, and all’s fair in love and war.”

      I smile at her. “That’s a great saying.” 

      “It really is.”

      Not only is it a great saying, but Lacee’s belief in it just made my job a lot easier. See? That alarm going off in my head was for nothing.

      “Okay.” I shrug. “I accept your rules.”

      “I feel like we should shake on it.”

      I lift one eyebrow. “Or we could seal it with a kiss.”

      The tires go over a pothole, and the entire car jerks, just as I mention the kiss, making it look like I got overly excited by the thought of kissing her again.

      “Easy, buddy!” Lacee laughs, patting me on the shoulder. “There will be plenty of time for that later.”

      “I hope so.”

      Lacee’s arm shoots out in front of me. “Here’s to an uncomplicated merry Christmas.”

      “Shouldn’t you be saying an uncomplicated merry kissmas?”

      “That’s the dumbest joke I’ve ever heard.”

      I point to her mouth. “Then why are you smiling?” 

      “I’m not.” She bites her bottom lip.

      “You are.”

      Her arm waves in front of me. “Are we shaking on this or not?”

      I grab her hand and give it a firm shake.

      But what Lacee doesn’t know is that things are already complicated.

    

  







            THIRTEEN

          

          

      

    

    






LACEE

        

      

    

    
      I’m back, baby!

      The confident, assertive Lacee is finally finding her stride again. Maybe it’s my silky smooth shaved legs, or maybe it’s Park Bradshaw. Either way, I’m starting to put my job problems, Nicholas Lawrence, and the last two years behind me.

      It’s all about small steps, like the fact that when Park mentioned Nicholas’s name it didn’t even faze me. I didn’t have a five-second dive into humiliation about how everything ended. For the first time in three months, I just glided past it all. There’s something about Park that restores my confidence and makes me forget how miserable and embarrassed I’ve been.

      So like I said, I’m back.

      And part of being back is setting up a fun holiday fling between Park and me. It’s not like I woke up this morning and said I should have a non-committal make-out buddy this Christmas. It just happened. Since I met Park yesterday, I’ve felt better than I have in weeks. Why not keep that feeling going?

      I’m not looking for anything long-term. It might have been fun to pretend Park and I could have a real future, but the truth is, we can’t. I’m not in a position where something like that is possible. But that doesn’t mean we can’t enjoy each other’s company this week. I’m just looking for a way to spice up the holidays. It’s like eating Mexican food on December twenty-third. You know you have days and meals of Christmas ham and turkey ahead, so you eat Mexican food to balance it all out. Park is my Christmas chimichanga, and the relationship rules are the antacids that protect my heart from getting burned.

      “This is it.” I point to my parent’s house as Park pulls down their lane. The tires spin, trying to find traction on the flattened snow—their gravel driveway makes it impossible to plow.

      He hunches down, looking out the windshield at my parents’ house. “Is that log?”

      “Faux log. It’s like siding. My dad wanted the old-world look, but my mom didn’t want logs for the walls inside the house. So this is their compromise.”

      My gaze stretches across the house, and a feeling of nostalgia fills me up as I take in the forest-green front door with matching green-trimmed windows. There’s the same garland hanging above the door that my mom’s decorated with since before I was born. A plastic Santa Claus stands on the porch with a sign that reads, Santa, stop here! which has never made sense because why would Santa be holding a sign telling himself to stop at a specific house? The rest of the porch is decorated with oversized plastic candy—red and white swirled peppermints, green lollipops, and striped candy canes. Those are my parents’ favorite decorations because they own a candy store.

      It’s nice to be home for Christmas. Being here after all these years makes me think that maybe my parents are right. Maybe being with the people you love during the holidays is more important than anything else.

      The car rolls to a stop in front of the garage, and I look over at Park. “You passed the carpool buddy test, so if you want, you can come in and meet my family.”

      He smiles at me. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

      We climb out of the car, and he grabs my suitcase, carrying it to the porch for me. I knock on the door twice, then twist the handle. “Hello?” I call, pushing the door open. “Is anyone home?”

      I peek my head around the wall. My mom and dad stand by the stove, both wearing Christmas aprons, while my two sisters sit on barstools on the island.

      “She’s here!” My mom wipes her hands on her hem and runs to me. Her short brown hair bobs up and down with each jog until she wraps me into a hug, rocking our bodies back and forth. “And she brought a man!” She pulls apart, bouncing her eyes back and forth between Park and me. An excited smile creeps across her lips. “Who’s this?”

      I turn to face him. “This is Park Bradshaw. My rental car reservation got lost, and he was kind enough to drive me to Leavenworth.”

      “Oh.” Disappointment runs through my mother’s eyes. She was obviously hoping that I had brought him home as my date. In a way, I have, but my mom’s not interested in holiday flings. She wants the whole happily-ever-after package for me.

      “This is my mom, Gina Warren.”

      Park extends his hand to her. “It’s so nice to meet you.”

      I gesture to the rest of my family, who have gathered around us. “And this is my dad, Bruce.”

      My dad steps forward, shaking Park’s hand. “Thanks for giving our baby girl a ride home.” Then he drops his arm over my shoulder, pulling me in for a side hug. My body smashes into his padded stomach, and his distinct caramel smell fills the air around me.

      “It was no problem at all. I’m basically a glorified Uber driver.” Park smiles at me. “But I did enjoy Lacee’s enthusiastic rendition of Go Tell it on the Mountain.”

      “You didn’t?” My sister Erika gives me a pointed stare.

      I stand taller. “I did. You know how that song gets me going.”

      “I apologize for my sister’s singing,” Erika says, reaching her hand out to Park. “I’m Erika, by the way. The middle sister.”

      “You’re not as weird as Lacee made you out to be,” Park jokes.

      Erika turns to me, eyes wide in offense. “What did you say?”

      “Nothing!” I push Park. “You can’t trust anything this guy says.”

      “No, you told me she smells weird.”

      “You little punk!” Now it’s my eyes that go wide. “I did not!” I turn to Erika, shaking my head. “Don’t believe a word he says. I like what you’ve done with your hair.” I give her newly dyed auburn strands a quick tug. “You’re obviously trying to copy my red hair.”

      “Or mine,” Cassi says, flipping her long braid behind her shoulder.

      “This is my youngest sister, Cassi,” I tell Park.

      “And you’re the sister that lost all of the weight?” Park’s expression is completely serious.

      “What?” Cassi gasps, turning to me.

      “Oh my heck!” I push Park again. “Would you stop? Or I’m never inviting you inside my house again.”

      “I’m just kidding. Lacee didn’t say any of that.” He laughs, losing his balance from my shove. “It’s really great to meet you all.” He points to the three of us girls. “And as a completely impartial guest, I like all of your versions of red hair. Dyed or real.”

      Cassi nudges me. “Now that I know for sure he was joking, I like him.”

      “You think?” I eye Park with a smirk. “I’m still trying to decide if he can keep up with me.”

      “No one can keep up with you.” My dad pats me on the back. “Now, let’s not stand here talking. I’ve got toffee on the stove.”

      Everyone returns to the kitchen, with Park and me following behind.

      He leans in, whispering in my ear as he passes. “I know I can keep up with you. The question really should be, can you keep up with me?” He shoots me a cocky smile over his shoulder before joining my sisters on the barstools.

      Park doesn’t know, but I am more than up for the challenge.
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Park

      I feel like I just entered the set of a Hallmark Christmas movie. The Warren’s house looks like an elf vomited holiday cheer all over it. A full Christmas tree stands in the corner, wrapped in multi-colored lights and mismatched ornaments. Homemade stockings hang on the fireplace with hand stitched names across the top. In the center of the mantel is a pyramid of glass baby jars hot glued together into the shape of a tree with a strand of lights poking through the backs. Santa and Mrs. Claus sit on shelves. Garland wraps around the banister, and a Christmas advent calendar hangs on the wall.

      I pull out a barstool and sit next to Lacee’s sisters. “Your toffee smells amazing.”

      “It’s a secret family recipe.” Gina dips a wooden spoon into the mixture and swirls it around. “The best in Leavenworth.”

      “I believe it, just based on the aroma.”

      “So, Park, what brings you to Leavenworth?” Bruce covers the counter with wax paper. “Just the traditional Christmas touring?”

      “No, actually, I’m here visiting my mother.”

      “Who’s your mother?” Gina asks. “Maybe I know her.”

      “Mary Bradshaw.” I think that’s the name I told Lacee. It gets confusing sometimes.I googled Lacee’s old home economics teacher in Leavenworth so I could make that connection with her and build trust, but now her teacher’s name and my fake mom’s name are jumbled together in my brain.

      “Oh, Mary!” Gina nods. “Yes, I know her.”

      My brows drop. “You do?”

      “Lovely woman.”

      “Mary Bradshaw?” I emphasize the last name because how could there possibly be someone in Leavenworth with that exact made-up name—a town with only 2,300 people?

      “Yes.” A frown crosses over Gina’s face. “I’m sorry to hear that her dementia is progressing.”

      Dementia?

      Lacee’s expression fills with concern. “I’m sorry too.”

      “Thanks,” I mutter.

      “Mary Bradshaw. Is she the one that moved in five or six years ago?” Bruce asks, taking the pan off the stove. 

      “Yes.” Gina rushes to his side, placing a hot pad on the counter for him to rest the pot on.

      Thank goodness this Mary chick hasn’t lived in Leavenworth that long or else my cover would get blown.

      Bruce turns to me. “She’s the actress, right?”

      Actress?

      I nod back at Bruce. It’s best just to go with the flow in situations like this.

      “I bet it’s hard for her to adjust to living in an assisted home now,” he says. 

      Assisted home?

      This just keeps getting worse. I used the name Mary because that’s a very Christmasy name. Next time I choose a random name for my fake mom, I’ll be sure to pick something obscure like Aghna or Minta.

      “Yeah, such a sad deal,” Gina answers for me, shaking her head with pity. “I’m sure your presence this Christmas will mean a lot to her.”

      I rub the back of my neck.  “Yes, I’m sure it will.”

      “Your mom is old,” Erika says next to me. “She’s got to be like eighty-something. How old was she when she had you?”

      “Um…” I do some quick math in my head based on my age and realize my pretend mom would’ve been fifty-something when she birthed me. Is that even possible? I better not chance it. “I was adopted.”

      Erika nods, so I guess my answer satisfies her concern.

      Cassi leans forward. “Where are you staying? You can’t stay at the assisted living center with your mom.”

      “I haven’t arranged a hotel yet.”

      Bruce whistles. “That’s a problem. You’ll be hard-pressed to find a hotel this close to Christmas.”

      I hadn’t thought about that. Originally, I wasn’t staying in Leavenworth. I was supposed to get the computer chip out of Lacee’s suitcase while she was in the bathroom on the plane. But now that I have to stay here and wait for the package to come in the mail, all of my plans have changed. What am I on? Plan C now? At least this plan includes me having a merry kissmas with Lacee—I like that joke despite what she says.

      “Or you can stay in your mom’s house,” Gina offers. “You haven’t sold it yet, have you?”

      Heck, if I know.

      “Don’t worry about me. I’ll figure it out. I should probably get going though, if I’m going to find a room.” I stand, looking at Lacee. “Do you need help carrying your bag to your room?”

      This is my passive way of trying to get one more alone moment with her.

      “Sure.” She smiles, catching the drift. “It’s just down the hall.”

      “Be sure to look at all of Lacee’s childhood pictures hanging on the wall,” Erika calls after us. “She was the most awkward teenager I’ve ever seen.”

      “I wasn’t awkward,” Lacee defends. “I was gangly.”

      “Isn’t that the same thing?” I grab her suitcase and follow her back to her bedroom.

      “No, gangly implies I had long legs like a supermodel.”

      “So you’re saying you were supermodel caliber in junior high?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      She stops in front of her closed door, turning over her shoulder to look at me. Our faces are a few inches apart, and I love how her smile teeters with playfulness. It's better than anything I’ve ever seen.

      Lacee twists the knob and pushes open the door, stepping inside her room. She swings her hands out as if she’s in a big production. “Tada!”

      Floral wallpaper covers the top half of the walls. In the middle, there's a white chair rail and on the bottom is blue and white striped wallpaper. It’s like her bedroom came straight out of 1996, but I like it.

      I can picture Gina and Bruce spending hours dipping the wallpaper into the water and then gluing it on the walls—so much love behind each strip of paper. There was a time in my life when I would have given anything to experience that kind of parental love. But as I’ve matured, so has what I’ve wanted out of life.

      I slowly walk around the square space, leaning in to look at the pictures of fourteen-year-old Lacee. That version of her wore a headband over her red hair, an enormous belt, colored leggings, and fringe boots. Like every teenager, she had braces and wore a little too much make-up, but she wasn’t awkward. She was cute.

      “See?” She leans over my shoulder. “Totally a supermodel.”

      “I was just thinking the same thing.” I smile at her as I keep moving around the room. There’s a line of martial arts medals pinned to her wall. “Lots of first-place wins here.” I point to the medallions and the karate belt hanging above them. “And a brown belt?” My eyebrows climb.

      “What?” She smiles back at me.

      “Nothing. I’m just surprised. With all of your energy, I pictured you to be the cheerleader type.”

      “What can I say? I'd rather kick someone in the stomach than kick my leg in the air.”

      I laugh, still moving around her room. Two paddles are propped up in the corner with a harness dangling from a nail next to them.

      “What's all of this?”

      She walks over to me, standing by my side. “I used to be a white-water rafting instructor. Every summer, tourists come here and want to float the river, and I was one of the ones that would take them.”

      “And the harness?”

      She shrugs. “I like to rock climb.”

      “I've got to say you're the most adventurous chemist I have ever met.”

      “Have you met many chemists?”

      My lips press down. “I don't think I have.”

      “And what about you?” She spins around, falling back to sit on her bed. “You know all these things about me? But I hardly know anything about you.”

      That's probably because there's not much to know about me. Or really, there's not much I can tell people about myself.

      “I like sushi.”

      “And?” she presses.

      “I like climbing too.”

      Buildings that is. I’ve never done rock climbing, but I’m sure it’s pretty similar.

      “Okay, what else?”

      “I also like kicking things.”

      Lacee laughs. “Like what?”

      People.

      “Balls,” I say with a smirk. “Soccer balls.”

      Her lips spread into a smile. “I’m glad you clarified that.”

      “And, I've never been to Leavenworth, Washington at Christmastime.”

      “You’re going to love it.”

      “I’m not really a Christmasy kind of guy. I’ve never gotten into the spirit of the season.”

      “Why not?”

      Because I’ve never had a family. Because Christmas is about being with the ones you love, and I don’t love anyone.

      I settle for a more straightforward answer. “Because I’m so busy.”

      “Consulting?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Are there a lot of businesses that want to consult during the holidays?”

      “You’d be surprised.” I smile, liking how she challenges all the bull crap I say.

      “Well, it’s a good thing you met me, then.” She stands up from her spot on the bed. “I’m going to give you the ultimate Christmas experience.”

      My smile turns wicked. “Are you referring to the fling between us or to the town?”

      She steps real close, purposely holding my gaze. My breath turns shallow with each slow second. “To the town,” she whispers like it’s a secret just between the two of us. There’s a raspy quality to her voice that sends my heart beating faster. “I'll be your tour guide.”

      I keep the mischievous smile on my lips. “I was kind of hoping you were referring to the holiday fling.”

      “I bet you were.” She laughs, taking a step back toward the door. “How about I meet you at my parents' candy store tomorrow morning at ten a.m., and we can get our date started?”

      “Oh, it’s a morning date?”

      “No.” She shakes her head. “It's an all-day date.”

      “Are you sure you want to spend that much time with me?”

      “I figure we could get to noon, and then I’ll reassess the situation. If things aren't going well, I might ditch you after lunch.”

      “You were serious about the all’s fair in love and war, weren’t you?”

      “Dead serious.” Something I can’t name passes through her eyes, but it’s gone as soon as I see it. “Unless, of course, you had plans to spend the day with your mom.”

      “Nope.” I shake my head. “I'll go see her this afternoon, so I’m free all day tomorrow.”

      “Great.” Lacee smiles. “It’s a date.”

      No, really, it’s a job.

      But I’ve never looked forward to a job as much as I’m looking forward to the one tomorrow.
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      Bruce was right. There's not a single vacant hotel room in all of Leavenworth.

      So I did the next best thing I could think of. I broke into Mary Bradshaw's house. I am her fake son, after all.

      I flip the kitchen lights on and look around. There's the distinct smell of an old person mixed with urine, so I decide to leave the window I crawled through open just to air things out a little bit.

      I slowly go around the house, looking at pictures of my “mom.” She's a cute old woman—old being the key word. From the photographs, I’ve gathered that she has a son and three grandchildren. Hopefully, they all don’t live in Leavenworth, or else things are going to get crazy when they hear about Mary’s long-lost son she supposedly adopted in her fifties.

      There’s a picture on her mantel of her and a man dressed in military clothing. I’m assuming he was her husband, but since the photograph is outdated and there are no other pictures of him, he probably died about thirty years ago. Other pictures show her in fancy dresses, holding awards. There’s one of her pointing to her name on a marquee outside of a theater. I guess she really was some kind of actress.

      A pile of old magazines is neatly stacked in the corner. A Ziploc bag full of dice and a Farkle scoring card are on the food tray next to her recliner, along with the remote control and a pair of glasses. 

      If I’m going to make her work as my mom, I need more information on the real Mary Bradshaw to corroborate my story.

      I pull out my phone, dialing Derek’s direct number. Derek Shumway—the best desk officer in the CIA. He’s the reason I was able to cancel Lacee’s car rental reservation this morning. He could bring down the entire world if he wanted to with just the click of his fingers. 

      “What do you need now?” Derek answers the call.

      My lips press together. “That’s not a very nice way to greet your friend.”

      “Are we friends? Because you only call me when you need something.”

      “Maybe we should exchange Christmas cards to solidify our friendship. I can give you my address.”

      “Park, I can find your address if I really want to.”

      “True.” I lean against the kitchen table, so I’m half sitting, half standing. “Does that mean I should expect a Christmas card from you this year?”

      “I know you want something from me. Just spit it out.”

      “Okay, fine. I need you to send me full details on a Mary Bradshaw, living in Leavenworth, Washington.”

      I consider having Derek send me full details on Lacee Warren, too—just for the fun of it—but decide it’s not necessary. We’re just two people casually kissing through the holidays. Besides, anything I want to know, I can just ask her about.

      “Do you have security access for that information?” Derek asks.

      “Well…” I shift my weight, scratching the back of my head.

      “I’ll take that as a no.” The sound of typing on a keyboard rings in the background. “Just like how you didn’t have security access to cancel that rental car this morning.”

      “I promise it’s all for a good cause.”

      “It doesn’t matter if it’s for a good cause. After the leaked nuclear codes last year, you can’t afford to make another mistake, or you’ll permanently be on desk duty, sitting next to me. You’re a field agent, Park. You’d hate sitting at a desk all day.”

      Derek’s not wrong. The last few months of smaller assignments have been rough. I can’t imagine how unsatisfied I’d be if I were benched for good. But that doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten about the third party that crashed my mission. I’m still planning on getting to the bottom of that.

      “Look, I’m helping a friend out.” I switch the phone to my other ear. “It’s important.”

      “Are you sure you’re not just inserting yourself into someone else’s assignment because you’re bored?”

      I am bored.

      Maybe that’s why I didn’t think twice when Sienna asked me to help her, even though I could lose my job over it.

      “All I’m saying is you need to be careful. Todd’s been breathing down everyone’s neck lately.”

      “That’s nothing new.” The CIA director is always breathing down everyone’s neck, especially mine after I let the nuclear codes get stolen. But just so we’re clear. I didn’t let the codes get stolen. I was trying to get them when an unexpected team of fifteen men showed up and crashed my recovery party. I was a one-man show and underprepared for their ambush. There was no way I could get the file and get out of there safely. So I had to abort the mission. The codes were taken by a third party and sold to an independent weapons dealer in Russia, and Todd blames me.

      Since then, all I’ve wanted to do is clear my name. I’ve been obsessed with finding out who that third party was and how they knew the nuclear codes were there. But Todd said I was too close to the project and had lost my edge. That’s why he pulled me from the mission, putting me on inconsequential cases.

      “No, seriously.” Derek’s voice goes lower, like he doesn’t want anyone to hear what he’s saying. “I think there’s something big going down. I don’t know what it is, but everyone’s on high alert.”

      Does it have to do with Sienna and the computer chips? I’ve wondered why she came to me for help instead of reporting directly back to Todd. Maybe she’s in more trouble than I thought. And maybe that computer chip is more valuable than I originally thought.

      “Just be careful, okay?” Derek says.

      I smile. “If you’re telling me to be careful, we must be friends.”

      He ignores me. “I just sent Mary Bradshaw’s file to you.”

      My phone vibrates, alerting me.

      “Thank you, Derek. You’re a lifesaver. I’ll be anxiously awaiting your Christmas card in the mail.”

      “It’s not coming,” he says, then the phone goes silent.

      I pick up my suitcase and walk down the hall of the house, peeking in each room. I place my belongings in a spare bedroom. It doesn't feel right sleeping in Mary’s room. I know I’m an intruder, but I like to think of myself as an intruder with respect for people's personal space and belongings.

      I wash up and heat a Tupperware of chicken noodle soup that Gina Warren sent me home with. She says I can never leave her empty-handed. I eat as I read through the information on Mary Bradshaw. Kind of a fascinating read—the woman was a big Broadway actress for thirty years. And she does have a son, Peter. But sadly, Peter died of cancer eight years ago.

      After going through everything on Mary, I decide there's not much else that can be done tonight. I'm at a standstill for the next few days while I wait for the computer chip to be delivered. Once I have it, I can focus on figuring out what assignment Sienna’s been working on. I think back to the last time I worked with her. Two years ago. Amsterdam. I was assigned to gain intel on terrorists hiding out there, and Sienna was my virtual co-operative gathering information. But then she got reassigned to something else, and I started working with Todd on the leaked list of nuclear codes. I hadn’t heard from Sienna until a few days ago when she sent me that package.

      I walk to the bedroom and flip open my suitcase, digging for the Amazon Prime package she sent me. I examine the envelope and the address label one more time, still noting the wrong house number. I slide the pig book out from inside and flip through it, searching for more clues, but there’s nothing. Sienna only wanted me to know what she told me in her audio message. All I can do now is get the computer chip and wait for her to find me.

      Until then, I might as well enjoy Leavenworth and the company here. My mind wanders to Lacee and our plans for tomorrow, and I automatically smile.

      The more time I spend with her, the more intrigued I become. She's more than I bargained for, and it fascinates me. I can’t quite pinpoint what it is about her that I find so attractive. Maybe it’s the entire package that I find appealing—her good looks, openness, energy, fun-loving personality, and intelligence—it all just works for me. She feels familiar, like coming home after years of being away, but she also takes me by surprise. I never know what to expect. She keeps me on my toes, just like the people I chase or the missions I go on. It’s the same kind of thrill.

      Except Lacee’s not trying to kill me.
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      December 20

      There’s something magical about being back in my hometown for Christmas. It’s like walking onto the set of a Hallmark Christmas movie that Hansel and Gretel are the stars of. A blanket of snow covers everything. Strands of lights and garlands adorn every gingerbread-style building. Kids pull sleds behind them, climbing up the small hills in the center of town. The community choir stands under the gazebo, singing classic Christmas songs while tourists stroll along the street, walking in and out of the charming stores and restaurants.

      When I’m in Leavenworth, I start to wonder why I ever left. Life seems so easy and straightforward here. All the complicated things have been stripped down, leaving only what really matters, and it’s nice. I can finally exhale all the stressful things I’ve been holding onto for so long. But the feeling can’t last.I have responsibilities I need to get back to that are completely opposite from my life here. But one day, it would be nice to slow things down a bit and try living a simpler life.

      The bell above the door at the candy shop rings as it swings open, and Park steps inside. He glances around the store, giving me a chance to study him before he sees me.

      He’s dressed casually today like he was when I first met him at the mall. He has jeans on with a navy blue Henley shirt. The first few buttons are undone, showing a white crew neck t-shirt below. Over all that, is a brown insulated puffer jacket. And then there’s his dark hair, styled with more volume than I’ve ever dared dream about. I might have to raid his bathroom cupboard later just to see what hair products he uses.

      Needless to say, Park looks handsome. I’m fighting the urge to take him out back, shove an axe in his hand, and force him to chop firewood so I can sit and watch him do it. I have a feeling he’d look ridiculously sexy carrying a log over his shoulder like some kind of lumberjack. Just add some flannel and the fantasy is complete.

      I smile as I watch him look around the store. When his eyes land on me, everything about him lights up like a Christmas tree. That one look has my stomach swirling more than a peppermint candy.

      Our gazes stay locked as he makes his way through the crowd.

      “Can I help you?” A playful smile covers my lips.

      Park rests his arms against the counter, leaning into me. He smells amazing, like two-parts sandalwood, one-part frankincense, with a dash of wild orange—I should know the formula of his scent. I’m a chemist.

      “I was wondering if there’s a cute redhead that could show me around town.” His blue eyes flirt with me as he talks. I didn’t know eyes could do that, but he’s got a real talent for it.

      “You must have a thing for redheads.” I smirk.

      “It’s a new interest.”

      “I see.” Slowly my smile widens. “You’re in luck. I have two sisters that might be interested.” I spin around like I’m about to ask Erika and Cassi, but Park grabs the sleeve of my shirt, pulling me back to him.

      “I should’ve given you more details,” he says, with a teasing smile. “I’m looking for a redhead with bangs that doesn’t know how to screw the lid of her water bottle on tightly and has a passion for chemical reactions.”

      I lean into him. The candy counter is between us, but our faces are only a few inches apart. “That’s strangely specific.”

      “It is, isn’t it?”

      I hold his stare for a second because why would anyone look away from this beautiful man?

      My mom pops her head in between our staredown, startling me. “Park, I didn’t know you were stopping by the shop.”

      He steps back, shifting his smile to her. “I came to see Lacee.”

      “Well, what do you think of the candy store?” My mother rolls her shoulders back with pride.

      “I think it’s amazing.” He glances around. “And judging by how busy it is, everyone else seems to love it too.”

      “This is nothing. Wait until next week. We’ll have a line so long it will be out the door and down the sidewalk.”

      Park’s brows raise. “That’s crazy.”

      “Come back to the kitchen and say hello to Bruce.”

      “That’s okay, Mom.” I quickly untie my apron and then walk around the counter to Park. “We’ve got a lot to do today.” I tug on his arm, pulling him toward the door.

      “Wait.” She reaches under the counter for a bag and then fills it up with candy. “Here. You can’t leave the candy store empty-handed.”

      “Thanks.” I grab it before Lacee pulls me too far away to reach.

      “Tonight then,” my mom calls after us. “Stop by for some chicken pot pie for dinner.”

      “We will.” I grab my coat on the hook by the door and wave to her as we exit.

      “Dinner?” Park eyes me as we walk down the sidewalk. “I thought this date was probationary until noon, and then you’d reassess.”

      “That’s still the case, so if you want my mom’s chicken pot pie tonight, you’d better be on your best behavior.”

      “Will do.” Park nods dramatically. “Now, what’s on the agenda for today?”

      I smile. “Everything.”

      “Everything? Do we have to do it all before noon too?”

      “Nope.” I shake my head. “But we are on a tight schedule. Up first—” I gesture to the building in front of us that looks like a real-life gingerbread house.

      Park’s brows lower as he reads the sign hanging above the door. “World Famous Nutcracker Museum?”

      “That’s right. Leavenworth has the largest collection of nutcrackers from all over the world, and you’re about to witness it.” I loop my arm through his, leading the way.

      “Nothing says a romantic Christmas date like thousands of nutcrackers.”

      “Oh, don’t worry.” I pull open the door, holding it for Park. “I’ve got plenty of romantic stuff built in for later.”

      He dips his head down, whispering in my ear as he passes. “Good, because I’ve got to work my way up to a ten on the kissing scale.”

      I don’t miss the smirk on his lips just before he turns around.

      My, oh, my!

      My heart’s on fire, and it’s the best kind of combustion I’ve ever experienced.
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      This isn’t real life—going to the Nutcracker Museum with Lacee and now walking around a reindeer farm.

      Two days ago, when I stuck the computer chip on the clothing tag of her scarf, I never would’ve imagined it would lead to this. Not the reindeer specifically, although that’s shocking in its own way. I’m talking about the entire experience as a whole.

      The casual holiday fling.

      The kissing-our-way-through the Christmas season.

      It’s fake.

      I’m faking it—just trying to stay close to her so I can get the package as soon as it arrives in the mail. At least, that’s what I’m telling myself.

      But the problem is, I’m not faking anything. I’m genuinely having a good time with her. Every playful touch, every flirtatious look, it all adds up to something stirring inside me that I can’t explain. And that makes this the most dangerous mission I’ve ever been on. Because what happens once the computer chip arrives? Do I just leave? Or do I stay and finish out the holiday season with Lacee? Sienna said she’d find me. Could she find me in Leavenworth, Washington?

      Lacee darts to the next section on the farm, where guests can go inside the reindeer pen and feed them.

      “Oh, look!” She points to the sign nailed to the fence post. “This baby reindeer is named Blitzen.”  She stops and reads some facts about the animal. “He’s almost two years old and weighs about 170 pounds.”

      I follow after, smiling at her enthusiasm. She’s like the Energizer Bunny. She never stops, but I like that about her. It’s easy to feed off her high energy.

      “He doesn’t have antlers yet. ” I rub the top of the calf’s head.

      The animal nuzzles into my upper thigh, craning his neck so his nose is lined up with my crotch. Is he sniffing me like a dog would? I turn my body and cross my leg, giving my crotch some privacy from the animal.

      “The sign said he’d grow antlers soon.” Lacee pets the top of the deer, but it walks away from her, coming around to smell my backside.

      It shoves its nose where no nose should ever be.

      “Whoa!” I lift onto my toes as the animal’s snout bumps into my butt.

      Laughter spills out of Lacee as she watches me try and get away from the reindeer, but Blitzen can’t be deterred. He slowly follows after me, diving his nose into my crotch again. “I promise I showered this morning.”

      “Sure you did.”

      “Go find your friends.” I gently push the reindeer away.

      Lacee’s entire face is bursting with amusement. “Do you want me to give you a second alone with Blitzen?”

      “No, I don’t. I’ve never felt more violated in my entire life.” I know sniffing butts and crotches is normal animal behavior. It’s nature. The reindeer is gathering intel on me, but I don’t like it. Blitzen is so far up in my grill that if I forcefully pushed him away, it would look like animal cruelty. I’ve never been more embarrassed in front of a woman in my entire life. I straighten, shooting Lacee a self-conscious chuckle. “I guess I’ll just let him do his thing.”

      “Maybe he’s just hungry and looking for food.”

      “In my crotch?”

      Her smile is so big and animated right now it almost makes this reindeer interrogation worth it.

      “Here.” She holds her palm out in front of me, dropping some reindeer food into my hand. “Try feeding him.”

      “I don’t want to feed him.” I frown, looking down at his head in my business. “I’d be rewarding his behavior.”

      “You would not. Besides, this is why we’re here. I’m giving you the Christmas experience of a lifetime.”

      “Is this part of the Christmas experience?” I gesture to Blitzen’s head. “A reindeer in my crotch?”

      “Only for you.” She laughs.

      “Okay, little buddy.” I push him away and crouch down in front of him. “Let’s see if you’re hungry.”

      Behind us, two cars backing up in the busy parking lot hit each other, creating a loud crashing sound. We turn our heads to the noise right when baby Blitzen gets spooked. The reindeer pounces on me, knocking me over. I’m flattened to my back with two hooves pressed against my chest. And to make matters worse, the reindeer is rearing his head over my body. There are gasps and screams all around me, but I can’t focus on them. I’m too busy wrestling freaking Blitzen—who I hate, by the way. I grab the animal’s collar, trying to control it, but it pulls away, hopping off my chest, and suddenly I’m being dragged across the ground as the reindeer runs for freedom. Cold snow hits me in the face. It fills my mouth, covers my eyes, and funnels down my shirt.

      One second ago, I was the idiot getting frisked by the animal. Now, I’m the idiot who let a baby reindeer tackle him and drag him around.

      My free hand swipes at Blitzen's feet, trying to trip him.

      Yes, I’m trying to trip one of Santa’s reindeer.

      “Park!” I can hear Lacee’s voice, but I can’t see her over the snow flying in my face. “Let go!” she yells.

      Let go?

      There’s no way the solution can be that simple. In my line of work, you have to fight and wrestle til the bitter end or shoot somebody. But I can’t kill Blitzen. Especially right before Christmas. I’d be the most hated man in the world. If only I had a taser gun to take down the wild beast.

      “Let go!” Lacee yells again.

      I do what she says because nothing I’ve done has worked. I open my hand, releasing my fingers from the reindeer’s collar, and suddenly, my momentum stops.

      The solution was that simple.

      I roll to my back, brushing the snow off my face.

      I open my eyes.

      Lacee’s hunched over me. She’s biting back her smile, but she’s not doing a very good job at it. “Park, are you okay?”

      “Sir,” a man in his early twenties wearing a giant elf coat and an antler headband rushes toward us, “I’m going to have to ask you to leave the reindeer farm. It’s against the rules to try and ride one of the animals.”

      “I wasn’t trying to ride it.”

      A small boy wails into his mom’s leg, pointing to me. “That man hurt Blitzen.”

      “I didn’t hurt Blitzen.” I plead my case to the crowd of people who’ve gathered around.

      “Sir?” the man repeats. “You need to leave, or else I’m calling security.”

      Security?

      I look around at the hokey mom-and-pop reindeer farm, doubting they have a security team for moments like this.

      “Sir?” His voice is more firm.

      “Don’t worry.” Lacee grabs my arm, pulling me up. “We’re leaving.”

      She drags me out of the pen, a crowd of people glaring at my back.

      “For your information,” I whip around my shoulder, pointing at the animal who’s calmly sitting in the snow, “Blitzen attacked me. Is that part of your interactive reindeer experience?” I swing my finger over the onlookers. “I’d be careful. Watch your children. Because that animal is not innocent.”

      Lacee tugs me to the parking lot, holding back her laughter, but she’s like a bomb about to explode.

      “Say it,” I mutter.

      “Park!” She spits out her laugh. “You got run over by a reindeer.”

      “In the moment, it felt like a bear.”

      “To be clear, it was a baby reindeer.” A huge smile takes over her face. “Why didn’t you let go sooner?”

      “I don’t know. I thought I was stuck or something.”

      “You’re the only person I know that’s been attacked by a domesticated animal.” A giggle slowly rumbles out of her. It’s small at first, but then it erupts into full-fledged laughter. “It’s like you were hooky-bobbing behind Blitzen!”

      “Hooky-bobbing? I don’t know what that is. It sounds made up or mildly suggestive.”

      But Lacee doesn’t answer. Her hand goes to her chest as the laughter bellows out of her.

      Normally, I’d be upset about looking completely incompetent in front of people. I’m the guy they bring in to get the job done, not make a fool of himself. But Lacee looks so cute laughing that I can’t help but chuckle right along with her.

      “Oh my gosh!” She puffs out one last laugh. “You looked so stupid. It’s the funniest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      I glance at her with a crooked smile. “Does this mean the date’s over at noon?”

      “Nah.” She smiles, looping her arm through mine and cuddling close. She leans in, her hot breath warming my neck, but at the same time sending chills down my spine. “I’ll give you one more hour to redeem yourself.”
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        * * *

      

      “Here’s some hot chocolate.” Lacee hands me a styrofoam cup with a swirl of whipped cream on the top.

      I’m sitting on a bench in front of a giant campfire at the reindeer farm, trying to get warm. They didn’t kick me out after all. Sounds like the elf employee was a little overzealous in his punishment.

      “Thanks.”

      “I talked to the owner of the farm.” Lacee drops down next to me. “She says nothing like that has ever happened before.”

      “You mean, nobody has ever been dumb enough to be dragged around by one of the reindeer?”

      “Nope. You’re the only one.” She hides her smile behind her hot cocoa cup.

      “Maybe they should be worried about a lawsuit. I could’ve been hurt, and nobody even cared.” I feign offense.

      Lacee gives me a pointed stare. “Hurt? By what? Baby Blitzen’s soft fur? Or lack of antlers?”

      “Those hooves are more powerful than you think.”

      “Let’s just say I knew you could handle it.” She smirks, taking another sip of her drink. “Mmm.” Her eyes close. “This is what Christmas tastes like.” She nods twice, then slowly opens her eyes.

      “I didn’t know Christmas had a taste.”

      “It has a taste, a smell, a sound, a feel. It’s magical in every way possible.” She takes another big gulp of her drink.

      I tilt my head, amused by her.

      “What?” Her shoulders drop as she lowers her cup.

      “I’ve just never seen anybody enjoy hot cocoa so much.”

      “Drinking hot chocolate is an art form.” She sits up and tucks her feet underneath her, facing me. She leans in as her expression turns serious. She’s clearly flipping into the role of a hot chocolate connoisseur. “It’s all about the experience. You’ve got to savor every sip.”

      “Is that why you’re keeping it on your face? To savor it?” My eyes dart to the whipped cream on her skin, and I wipe at my cheek to signal to her.

      She makes a dramatic show of licking all around her mouth. “Did I get it?”

      “Not even close.” I point to the side covered in cream. She reaches her tongue out even farther but still doesn’t touch it.

      “Are your hands broken?” I bite back my smile. “Because you could get it with one swipe of your fingers.”

      “Nope.” There’s a flirty gleam in her blue eyes. “I’m waiting for you to gently wipe it off like they do in the Hallmark Christmas movies.”

      “I would, but my tiny T-Rex hands can’t reach that far.”

      Lacee bursts into laughter—something loud and boisterous. The entire farm looks over at us—again—to see what’s so funny. Normally, I work hard to stay out of the limelight. It’s my job to stay hidden and go unnoticed. But I kind of like the thought of everyone looking at me and the beautiful, energetic redhead sitting next to me. I’ve always been jealous of couples doing normal things like having a drink at a cafe. But right now, at this moment, I’m the one to be jealous of.

      Lacee’s laughter fades, but the spark in her eyes doesn’t. “I thought I told you I was kidding about the whole tiny hands thing.”

      “I’ll never get over it. It wounded my pride.”

      Her brows lift. “More than getting tackled by a baby reindeer?”

      “No, I guess that was worse.” I laugh, staring back at her. Something about her smile and goofy expression with whipped cream on her face strikes me.

      This is fun. This is normal.

      I slowly reach across her body and gently run my finger over her cheek, wiping away the cream. Her stare holds mine and her breath covers my hand in hot spurts. I bring my cream-covered finger to my mouth and lick it off right in front of her.

      “Is that how it’s done in the Hallmark Christmas movies?” I say between us.

      “If it isn’t,” her smile tilts, “then it should be.”

      There are hundreds of reasons I should pull back, but instead, I find myself leaning forward, inching closer to Lacee. My fingers gently lift to her chin as our mouths meet. Everything is cold at first—her lips, the tip of her nose, her skin against mine. But slowly, the warmth of our lips seeps around us as our mouths move together. It’s a simple kiss, nothing like the one on the escalator in the mall, but it’s more meaningful because I know her now. I know she likes to sing out at the top of her lungs to Christmas music. I know she likes adventure. I know she shares too much information when she tells a story, and I know she likes to drink a million ounces of water a day. It’s not much, but spending time with her is like being on chapter one of a thousand-page book and trying to read as fast as you can so you can get the entire story as soon as possible.

      She pulls apart and gazes back at me. A whimsical smile tugs at the corners of her mouth. “You just bought yourself another hour on the day-date.”

      “Does that mean you’re rating that kiss a ten?”

      She scrunches her nose in the most adorable way. “I’m going to give that kiss a six.”

      “A six?” I shrug. “Do you know what that means?” I take a strand of her hair and tuck it behind her ear. “We’re going to have to keep practicing.”

      Her smile widens. “I guess kissing through Christmas lives on.”

      “I’m so glad to hear that.”

      Her phone rings inside her shoulder purse, killing the moment, but she doesn’t move.

      I point to her bag. “Are you going to answer that?”

      “No, that would be rude.”

      “I don’t mind.”

      “Okay, thanks.” She slides the bag around so she can unzip the top. She digs through the pack, taking out a tube of lipstick and a pack of gum. “Do you mind holding these?” She shoves the items in front of my face.

      I smile, thinking back to when I saw Lacee at the airport yesterday. She was doing this exact thing. “Your purse isn’t that big. How can you not find your phone inside it?”

      She hands me a stack of receipts. “I just don’t want everything to spill when I pull it out.” She lifts it out, glancing at the screen. “Oh, it’s Erika.” She stands up, pointing to the side. “I’m going to take this call.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Hello?” she answers as she walks away.

      I glance down at everything I’m holding in my hands and notice the United States Postal Service receipt on top—dated yesterday. My eyes quickly scan the paper while Lacee’s distracted with the phone call. At the bottom of the receipt is a tracking number. That’s exactly what I need.

      I check to make sure Lacee’s back is to me, then I pull my phone out and take a picture of the receipt.

      “Okay, I’ll see you later.” The call is finishing up, and Lacee’s walking back toward me. “Alright. Bye.” She looks at me. “Erika just wanted to know how things are going.” She reaches for the pile of stuff in my hand.

      “I hope you didn’t tell her about Blitzen tackling me,” I say as I hand everything back.

      “Of course I did. That was hilarious.” She finishes shoving everything in her purse and then swings her gaze to me. “Are you ready to go with me to our next stop?”

      At this point, I’d go with Lacee anywhere…for the job, of course.

      No other reason.
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      Easy.

      That’s how I would describe my time with Park.

      Everything comes easy with him—the conversation, the chemistry, the feelings. For once, it’s nice not to have to work so hard for a connection. One year ago, when I was in the trenches of things with Nicholas, I remember hating how difficult everything was with him. It was exhausting and took a bigger toll on me than I ever realized.

      “Are you warm enough?” Park asks, tugging the blanket up over my knees.

      “This is a sleigh ride through the mountains.” I smile back at him. “It’s supposed to be cold.”

      The icy air slaps me in the face as the sled's runners glide over the powder. There’s probably a red mark on my cheek and frost on my breath, but it’s magical—just how the song describes it.

      Rivers.

      Woods.

      Snow-capped mountains.

      And the soft sound of jingling all the way.

      Even Michael Bublè and his silky voice couldn’t make this moment more romantic.

      “I don’t want you to be cold.” Park lifts his arm around my shoulder, pulling me close to him. “Let me warm you up.”

      “Wow, that was smooth and a little cheesy,” I joke as I snuggle into him.

      “If you thought that was smooth and cheesy, watch this.” He moves his free hand to mine and changes the tone of his voice to something overly serious. “Your fingers are cold. I can warm those too.” He covers my frozen hand with his, so now we’re holding hands. Who needs winter gloves when there’s a hot man around to warm your fingers?

      I stare at our joined hands. “I mean, your approach to hand-holding is a little clichè, but it works.”

      “I didn’t know my hand-holding techniques were getting rated too,” he jokes. “I’m starting to get a complex over here.”

      “Don’t!” I laugh. “I’m only kidding. You’ve got game.”

      He’s got so much game he has the second most expensive spot on the Monopoly board—Park Place.

      He leans in, his lips vibrating against my ear, sending a shiver down my back. “I’d like to think so.”

      “What do you do with all that game?” I twist my body so I can look at him. “There’s probably been a line of women at your door your entire life.”

      “Nope.”

      “Oh, come on. Surely you’ve had your fair share of girlfriends.”

      He shakes his head. “Not really.”

      “So you’re saying you’ve never had a serious relationship?”

      He glances away, avoiding my stare. “Serious relationships aren’t a priority in my life. I’ve been too busy for that kind of stuff.”

      I lean back against him. “I know what you mean. I’m the same way when it comes to love.”

      His head shifts, and I can tell he’s looking down at me. “What about Nicholas?”

      “That wasn’t love. That was work.” I grimace. “Wait. That sounded bad, not work like I was a hired escort or something.”

      “I figured, but thanks for the clarification anyway.” Park chuckles. “For someone so open, you sure keep a tight lip about what happened with that guy.”

      My shoulders drop, and I look straight ahead at the driver holding the horse reins. “That’s because I’m embarrassed.”

      “Was he married or something?”

      “No.” I bite my lip, unsure how much I want to tell Park. I could keep quiet or even make something up. I’ve gotten pretty good at lying over the years. I could easily fabricate a story. But for some reason, I don’t want to hold back. Part of me wants to trade in all the lies for truth—at least some of them.

      I spin so I’m facing him again. “As you know, Nicholas Lawrence was my boss. At first, everything between us was harmless. It was just a game to me. I knew Nicholas was interested, and I amped up the flirting. I wanted to see if I could get him to trust me if he’d let me into his inner circle. It sounds bad, but I loved being chased.” I pause, waiting for the look of horror to cross over his face, but everything remains even. I should’ve known there wouldn’t be a reaction. Park is good at keeping his emotions in check. “I never thought I would actually develop real feelings.”

      “So you loved him?”

      “No, not even close.” I shake my head.

      “But you said you developed real feelings.”

      “I did.” I look up. “I developed insecurity, self-doubt, depression, low self-esteem, and anxiety. I went into the relationship knowing the risks, but I thought I had it covered. I thought I was the one in the power position because he wanted me, and I knew it. I thought I had the upper hand. But I was wrong. Nicholas is the master manipulator, and over time all the reasons why I started the relationship didn’t matter anymore. I was the one getting played. The lines between what was real and what was fake blurred together until I was in so deep that I didn’t know how to get myself out. ”

      “So what happened?”

      I laugh, thinking back to the day three months ago. “Nicholas listed all the reasons why I wasn’t good enough for him. Then he ended things and fired me. He said we could no longer work together.”

      “That’s a pretty low blow.”

      “Yeah, it was. I was more upset about losing the job than the relationship. But the damage was done. I’d lost the respect of all of my colleagues. Nobody I work with has faith in me anymore or wants me on their team. Not to mention all of the mental consequences that come from spending two years with a man like Nicholas Lawrence. I’m still getting over all of that. It’s going to take some time.”

      “You seem pretty self-aware when it comes to the entire situation.”

      “I haven’t always been this way, but I’ve had more clarity since we broke up.”

      Park’s eyes scan mine. There’s no judgment behind his gaze, just sincerity. “Well, if it makes you feel better, I instantly hated the guy and his stupid peacoat.”

      I smile, liking how he didn’t try to solve my problem. His one joke eased more than advice ever could have.

      “Do you have something against peacoats?”

      “No, mostly just him.”

      I rest my head against Park’s shoulder. “I’m fine with that.”

      “I wish I could’ve delivered a level ten kiss in front of him,” he mutters in mock self-deprecation.

      “I think the level five kiss did the job just fine.”

      He pulls me in closer. “I’m sorry all of that happened to you.”

      “I’m a big girl. I knew what I was getting myself into. The worst part is just having it hurt my career. But I’m already starting to feel like that will work itself out.”

      “Still,” his voice turns gentle, “I’m sorry.”

      I can’t see Park’s expression, and that’s probably a good thing because if it’s even half as tender as his voice right now, I’d melt faster than Frosty the Snowman on a hot day.

      The sound of the sleigh runners drifting over the snow, mixed with the clap of the horses' hooves, lulls us into a comfortable silence.

      I should be freaking out, panicking that I told Park so much, but I’m strangely calm.

      Except, in the back of my mind, I can’t help but wonder if this peaceful feeling is just an illusion—the calm before the storm.
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      Twinkling Christmas lights spread across Commercial Street creating a kaleidoscope of color that bounces off the evening sky. I walk hand in hand with Lacee, taking it all in—the live music, the laughter, the smell of classic German food, the horse carriages in the road, and the smoke billowing from chimneys. I’m starting to see what Lacee was talking about when she said Christmas had a sound, smell, taste, and feel. For the first time in my life, I felt the magic of celebrating Christmas, even if it was just for a day.

      “Thank you.” I squeeze her hand.

      “For what?” Her blue eyes sparkle under the soft glow of lights.

      “For today. You made all my Christmas dreams come true.”

      It sounds so freaking cheesy, but it’s true. I’ve never experienced anything like this, and I am beginning to see what all the fuss is about surrounding this time of year.

      “Well,” Lacee pulls me toward a store, “we still have one more stop before we get my mom’s chicken pot pie.”

      I read the name of the store etched into the glass. Kris Kringl. My eyes immediately go up and down the rows and rows of Christmas decorations.

      “I feel overwhelmed,” I mutter.

      “Relax. We’re only here for one thing.” Lacee weaves me in and out of holiday shoppers until we end up in the dangling ornament section. “My parents used to bring my sisters and me to this store every year to pick out a new ornament for our tree. We always tried to choose something that reminded us of the year we’d had.” She turns to me with her big bright smile. “I think we should choose something for the other person so we can always remember each other and this Christmas.”

      “Like a memento? Like a Hallmark Christmas movie memento?”

      She stands taller. “Don’t knock Hallmark Christmas movies. There’s a reason people eat those shows up.”

      “Is it because they like mediocre plots, subpar acting, and G-rated kisses you have to wait the entire movie for?”

      Lacee punches my arm.

      “I’m joking.” I face the giant wall of trinkets in front of me. “If we pick out an ornament for each other won’t that break the rules? You said no attachments.”

      Her blue eyes narrow. “Are you going to become physically attached to the ornament?”

      “I doubt it.”

      “Then I think it’s okay.” She walks to the next aisle, searching the shelves.

      I don’t follow. Instead, I head in the opposite direction, scanning decoration after decoration.

      “Finding anything?” she asks as we pass each other. Her fingers brush against my hand, burning my nerves with her soft touch.

      “There are a few good options.” I walk around the corner, scanning new rows.

      “Are you ready to reveal?” Lacee pops her head into my aisle.

      Yeah, I found the perfect one for you to remember me by.” It’s a reindeer and at the bottom, written in red, is the word Blitzen.

      Lacee skips around the corner. She’s got her hands behind her back and an animated smile on her lips. “Okay, then. On the count of three. One. Two. Three.”

      We both hold up our ornaments simultaneously, dangling them from our fingers.

      “A Hydro Flask,” I say as I run my fingers over the top of hers. “Simple yet so profound.”

      “Right?” She beams back at me before pointing to the ornament I chose. “And Blitzen, gentle yet so aggressive.”

      “He is aggressive. You’d have to be there to believe it.”

      Lacee’s smile mocks me. “I was there, and I still can’t believe it.”

      I reach for her, wrapping my arms around her body. “I have to pay for these things.” She squeals as I lift her feet off the ground, carrying her as if she’s a stuffed Santa decoration I’m going to buy and take home to display on my porch.

      “I’d be careful if I were you.” She kicks her legs, trying to break free from my grasp. “I know karate.”

      “I’m not worried about it.”

      All day I haven’t been worried about anything, and that’s my biggest mistake. There could be an entire fleet of danger on the horizon, and I wouldn’t even notice.

      Rule number three: never let a woman distract you so much that you can’t work.

      I’m pretty sure I’ve broken that rule one hundred times today.
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      I pull the rental car down a darkened road. “I thought you said we were having chicken pot pie with your family?”

      “We are.” She points up ahead. “Turn left here.”

      “Then why aren’t we driving to your house?”

      “Because dinner tonight is at the assisted living center.” Her eyes go wide with excitement. “Isn’t that great?”

      “Wait. What?”

      “We’re serving chicken pot pie to the residents at the assisted living center. So you’ll get to see your mom. Surprise!”

      “That’s a really big surprise.” I practically choke on the words as they come out.

      “I just thought you’d want to spend some more time with your mom. So I set everything up this morning.”

      Lacee seems so pleased with herself that I can’t even be mad. But if I’d known all along that dinner would be with the real Mary Bradshaw, I wouldn’t have tried so hard to secure my spot at the table.

      I stop the car in front of the rest home and climb out of the driver’s side, swinging my eyes over the lit-up building. Icicle lights hang from the gables, and red tinsel wraps around each log post. I find myself feeling happy that my mom’s at such a nice festive place.

      What am I even talking about?

      She’s not my mom.

      I suck in a deep breath as we make our way to the entrance. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t completely dreading this whole thing.

      You’ve gotten yourself out of situations more intense than this. One old lady isn’t going to blow your cover...I hope.

      “Are you okay?” Lacee asks.

      “Yeah, why?”

      She holds up our intertwined fingers. “You’re all clammy.”

      “Sorry!” I yank my hand free from hers, wiping it on my jeans. “That’s gross.”

      “Is it not okay that we’re visiting your mom?” She tilts her head, looking directly into my eyes. “You seem nervous about it.”

      “Why would I be nervous?”

      I am nervous.

      I’ve snuck into rooms full of criminals holding guns and never felt this nervous.

      “I don’t know.” Lacee eyes me, amusement flashing behind her stare. “You tell me.”

      “Welcome!” The electric doors slide open. “Are you here to help with dinner?” The woman at the front counter smiles at us. She’s wearing a Christmas tree sweater with sequins and puffed balls as the decorations. I glance down at the plaque with her name on it. Marla Jones.

      Marla.

      I should’ve used that name for my fake mom instead of Mary.

      I’m full of regrets.

      “Yes,” Lacee answers. “We’re with Gina and Bruce Warren.”

      “Great. You can head back to the banquet room.” Marla points around the corner.

      I’m like a boxer walking down the corridor before a fight. I roll my shoulders back and stretch my neck side to side.

      It’s go-time.

      As we turn the corner, the hallway opens up to a giant room. Couches surround a television hung on the wall. Round tables are spread throughout—some with seats and some without, making room for wheelchairs. On the other side, rectangular folding tables are pushed together with snowflake tablecloths stretched over them. A buffet of food sits on the table. Bruce and Gina hold spoons in their hands, dishing chicken pot pie onto plates for residents.

      “Do you see your mom?” Lacee asks.

      I scan the tables, wheelchairs, walkers, and white hair, looking for Mary. It’s kind of hard since the picture hanging on the wall in her house was probably taken fifteen years ago. A lot of aging can happen in fifteen years. Heck, I didn’t even have muscles fifteen years ago. I mean, I’m in a room full of elderly people that all have the same wrinkles. I feel like I am standing behind a glass window, trying to do a police lineup for my fake mom. They all look similar.

      “There you two are.” Gina waves us over to the food tables. “We’re just about done serving the pot pies. Make yourself a plate and eat.”

      Lacee frowns. “I’m sorry we’re late and didn’t help serve.”

      “That’s okay.” Gina smiles at me. “The most important thing is that Park spends quality time with his mother. Have you seen her yet?”

      “No.” I look over my shoulder, pretending to search, but I feel like I’m at a zoo looking at the penguins moving around. I know they’re all different, but I can’t tell you what their differences are.

      “Oh, she’s right over there.” Gina points to the table next to the couch.

      Mary’s sitting in a chair, staring off into space. An uneaten plate of food sits in front of her.

      Yikes—she is old. But maybe that can play in my favor. Her silver hair is cut to her chin, and she’s wearing pink sweats. There’s no makeup or expression on her face. Just blank emptiness.

      “Yep.” I gesture to her. “There’s Mom.”

      “Let’s go say hi.” Lacee tugs me toward her.

      It’s the moment we’ve all been waiting for. I just need to go for it.

      I stand to the side of her. “Hi…Mom.” That word feels unnatural rolling off my lips—I don’t think I’ve ever said that phrase before.

      Nothing happens.

      I glance at Lacee, lowering my voice. “Maybe she’s tired. We should let her rest.” I turn to go, but Lacee grabs my arm, keeping me there.

      “No, I’m sure she’ll want to see you.”

      I clear my throat, tapping on Mary’s shoulder. “Hey...you.”

      She stirs to life and glances up at us. Her wrinkly face presses into a frown. “What do you want?”

      “I…we,” I point to Lacee, hoping to put some of the heat on her, “wanted to come say hi.”

      Lacee’s face lights up, and she leans over, so she’s closer to Mary. “Hi, Mrs. Bradshaw. It’s so nice to meet you. I’m Park’s friend Lacee.”

      “Who’s Park?” Her forehead creases together, but since she no longer has eyebrows, I can’t necessarily tell if they furrow.

      “Your son,” Lacee says.

      “I don’t have a son named Park,” Mary snaps.

      Yep, this is exactly how I saw this entire scene playing out.

      My eyes dart to Lacee, and I lower my voice. “She has dementia.”

      “I have dementia?” Mary’s voice rises.

      Lacee smiles at me. “I think her hearing is just fine.”

      “Yes, it appears to be,” I mutter.

      “I don’t have dementia.” Mary waves the diagnosis away with the flip of her hand. “My mind is as solid as a rock. Ask me anything.” Her eyes dart to Lacee.

      “Uh,” Lacee looks at me. “What’s your name?”

      “Pfft.” Her lips rumble together, blowing a raspberry. “Ask me something hard.”

      “Okay, who’s the President of the United States?”

      “Reagan.” She holds her finger up in the air, wagging it with each word. “Ronald. Wilson. Reagan.”

      It’s a Christmas miracle.

      “She came up with Reagan’s middle name,” Lacee whispers, barely moving her mouth like some kind of ventriloquist. “Impressive.”

      “She’s a diehard supporter of the former President,” I lie.

      “Peter!” She yells, causing us both to jerk with surprise.

      “No, it’s Park.” Maybe if I keep repeating my name, she’ll memorize that too.

      “No,” she grunts. “I don’t know who Park is. I have a son named Peter.”

      I crouch down to one knee. I really need to sell this.

      I place my hand on Mary’s arm. “That’s me.”

      Her eyes squint, and she purses her lips. “You’re not Peter. He’s dead,” she grunts.

      Out of all the things Mary can remember, it’s too bad that she remembers her son being dead.

      She looks up at Lacee. “And who are you?”

      “I’m Park’s friend.”

      “Did they tell you that I’m an actress?”

      “Uh, no.” Lacee glances over at me with a playful smile. “What type of actress are you?”

      “I do it all—musicals, Broadway, television.” She lifts her chin in a proud way. “And last year, I played Darby Shultz in The Mafia King. Did you see that one in the theater?”

      I remember reading about this in Mary’s profile that Derek sent me. The movie came out in 1980 and was mildly successful. Definitely the crowning moment in Mary’s career.

      “I haven’t seen it yet.” Lacee shakes her head. “What’s it about?”

      “It’s a mystery,” I jump in, trying to prove to both Mary and Lacee that I belong in this conversation. “Everyone thinks the mafia king is a man, but really it’s Darby Shultz running the mafia the entire time.”

      “Pfft.” Mary swats me away. “You just gave away the ending of the movie.”

      “That’s okay.” Lacee smiles. “I still want to see it.”

      Mary turns her attention to Lacee, lighting up brighter than the Christmas tree in the corner of the room. It’s 1981, and Mary’s reliving her glory days. “I play a smart, strong woman who fools all the men around her.” She sits back in her seat, pleased with herself. “No one sees Darby Shultz coming.”

      Lacee’s smile grows. “I love twists like that, but when it comes from a strong female, that’s even better. I’m sure you’re amazing in it. I’ll watch it for sure.”

      “I am amazing.” Mary brushes her hair back. “I almost won an Academy Award for my role.”

      “Yes, you did.” I give Mary a light punch on the shoulder, then realize that’s the completely wrong thing for a son to do, so I pull my hand back.

      Her eyes glaze over, and she blinks back at me.

      “Mary?” I incline my head. “Are you okay?”

      Her gaze shifts back and forth across my face in fast movements. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Park Bradshaw.”

      She rolls her gums together, thinking it through. Then something about her softens. She reaches up, placing her aged hand on my cheek. “Peter?”

      Oh.

      We’re no longer in 1981. I don’t know where we’re at.

      Now she really does think I’m her son. There’s so much love behind her tear-filled eyes that I instantly feel guilty for including her in my schemes.

      “You came to see me?” Her lips curl upward.

      I smile back at her. “Yeah, I came to see you.”

      Her mouth quivers, and the guilt that I just felt turns to pity as I realize how much a visit—from even a poser like me—means to Mary.

      “It’s been so long.” A single tear rolls down her cheek. “I don’t want to spend Christmas alone.”

      “No one should be alone.” I’m overcome with empathy, and I have a hard time keeping my voice steady. “Especially at Christmas.” My words tear open old wounds I thought no longer existed, and I’m surprised by my rising emotion. I was trained years ago never to feel anything. Yet, here I am, feeling all sorts of things in a room where the majority of people are wearing adult diapers.

      Mary’s eyes roam to Lacee. “Did you come for me too?”

      “I did.” Lacee perks. “You’re the main event.”

      “I haven’t had any visitors since I came here. I’ve been so lonely.”

      Lacee kneels beside me, gently placing her hand on Mary’s knee. “Well, we’re here now.”

      “Are you Peter’s wife?”

      “I…” Lacee hesitates as if she’s caught in the middle of a lie but also doesn’t want to ruin the moment. “Absolutely. I’m Peter’s wife.” She nods with exaggeration. “Yep, we’re married.” She nods again. “We have three kids, two dogs, and four cats. Peter coaches the kids in water polo, and he’s great at it.” She slaps me on the shoulder. “He’s got a real talent for talking to ten-year-olds and polo-ing with them.”

      “Polo-ing?” I mouth as I eye her.

      “Just go with it,” Lacee says, mimicking a ventriloquist again.

      “Good for you.” She pats the top of Lacee’s hand. “I’ve always said Peter’s a good-looking young man.”

      “Almost as good-looking as Bono from U2.” Lacee smiles.

      “You two?” She points to both of us. “What about you two?”

      Lacee’s brows drop. “No, U2. Your favorite band.”

      “Never heard of them,” Mary blurts.

      Lacee’s eyes drift to me. “That’s really a shame.”

      There goes my pretend, thoughtful Christmas present of the vinyl U2 War album.

      Mary leans into Lacee like they have a private matter to discuss. “Peter used to pick his nose and wipe his boogers on the walls.”

      “Did he?” Lacee tilts her head to me, fully amused.

      I definitely didn’t do that because I’m not Peter.

      “That wasn’t me.” I shake my head.

      “Oh, yes, it was. I used to get so mad at him. Those things would dry up, and when I’d go to clean them, they’d be so stuck they’d take the paint off the walls with them.”

      What the crap? That is disgusting.

      Thanks for nothing, Peter.

      “Wow.” Lacee gives me a pointed stare. “This information would have been good to know before noon when I was still deciding if this date should continue.”

      “This didn’t happen,” I assure her. “It’s dementia talking.”

      “Sure it is.” Lacee smiles.

      Mary leans forward again, patting her hand. “Is Peter loyal to you?”

      I expect to see the usual playfulness in Lacee’s expression, especially since we’re pretending to be married and we just discussed nose secretions in detail—I can’t bring myself to call them by the other name—but instead, her gaze is loaded with something genuine.

      “Yes.” Lacee glances at me. “He’s very loyal. I definitely don’t deserve his loyalty.”

      Our gazes stay locked on each other for a second more. My heartbeat pounds against my chest like the little drummer boy is giving the performance of his lifetime. There’s a new sensation tossing inside me, something other than attraction—I’ve already felt that for Lacee. This feeling is more substantial and complicated.

      She turns to Mary, pulling out the chair beside her. “Can we sit and eat dinner with you?”

      “You’re staying?” Mary’s hopeful eyes dart back and forth between us.

      I walk around to the other empty chair. “Of course, we’re staying. I thought you could tell us all the Hollywood gossip from your years of acting.”

      “I never liked that Olivia Newton-John.” Mary frowns. “They cast her over me in Grease. Can you believe that? With my Broadway background, I would have made the perfect Sandy.”

      “I can’t believe it.” I shake my head.

      “Pfft.” She rolls her eyes like she’s disgusted.

      “And after you tell us about Hollywood, we should play a couple of rounds of Farkle.”

      Her gummy smile lights up her entire face. “I love Farkle.”

      “I know.”

      “You’re a good son, Peter.” She pats my hand. “Thanks for not leaving me alone this Christmas.”

      As I scoot my chair in, I catch Lacee's gaze on me. She presses her lips into a small smile, and for one night, I’m happy to stay in this pretend world where I’m married to Lacee, and we’re visiting my mom during the holidays just to cheer her up.

      I know Sienna needs me, but right now, so does Mary Bradshaw.
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      “I liked your mom,” I say to Park as we walk up the sidewalk to my parent's porch.

      His lips lift. “I liked her too.”

      “Oh, good.” I tease. “Maybe you should keep her then.”

      “Maybe I will.”

      “It is weird though, that she kept calling you Peter.”

      He shakes his head. “Dementia.” He squeezes my hand. “But I do have a few issues to discuss with you.”

      “What?” I flip my head in his direction.

      “Three kids? Two dogs? And four cats? Are we running a petting zoo?”

      I laugh, leaning my head into his shoulder. “I was improvising, and so the pets and the kids just kept adding up.”

      “And where did I pick up water polo?”

      “Oh, you know.” I wave my hand in front of me. “You learned it when you lived in Europe.”

      “I see. And if I’m coaching ten-year-olds, that means you were eighteen when you became a mom.”

      “Hey, it’s been done before.”

      “Yeah, on Teen Mom on MTV.”

      “You got me there.” I laugh. “Next time, I’ll try to make my lies sound a little more believable.” When we reach the top of the steps, I turn to face him. “So besides my crazy info dump to your mom, did you have a good day?”

      “It was one of the best days I can remember.”

      “Did today turn you into a Christmasy kind of guy?”

      “It was definitely a good start.”

      “It was more than a good start,” I challenge. “I planned the perfect day. My mission’s been accomplished.”

      “Well, not entirely.” Park’s lips tilt, a dead giveaway that he’s flipping into his charming mode. He steps toward me, placing his hands on my hips. “There is one thing that we never did.”

      “Oh, really?” I wrap my arms around him. “What’s that?”

      He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small mistletoe, dangling it in front of me.

      My brows climb. “Where did you get that?”

      “In the Kris Kringl store.”

      “And what do you plan to do with it?”

      “Oh, I’ve got big plans.” That cocky smile on his face just landed Park the number one spot in the hottest-man expressions I’ve ever seen. He pulls me closer. My hips and chest press against him, causing my heart to tick faster.

      “But we already kissed today at the reindeer farm.” My lips move into a flirty pout full of fake pity. “You probably blocked it out because your performance was only rated a six, and your ego was bruised.”

      “Kissing is a two-person job. So if you give me a six, you give yourself a six.”

      I laugh. “No, I’m always at a ten.”

      “Oh, so I’m the problem?” He pulls me closer, adding a smirk. “Well, I’ve heard it’s not Christmas unless you kiss under a mistletoe. Is that right?”

      “That does sound like some sort of scientific fact, and I’m all about science.”

      “So what do you say?” Park smirks as he holds the mistletoe above us. “Should we kiss again for the sake of the season and to see if I can get closer to that ten?”

      “If we must.”

      He chucks the mistletoe aside, and we both crack a smile as we close the distance. Our mouths meet in the middle, but it’s Park that begins the gentle skim of the kiss. Instantly, sparks ignite in my chest, shooting through my body as if his touch is some sort of flint used to make fire. I raise up on my toes so I can feel the full warmth of his body against mine. I glide my hands up his back, curling my fingers into his hair.

      And that’s when the kiss turns chemical.

      I’ve reached my activation energy.

      Every atom, molecule, and cell is working together inside my body, creating an intensity in my chest that’s thrilling and electrifying. I’m a reactant in Park’s arms, being converted by the heat of his kiss. There was the Lacee before this kiss and the new version of myself that’s an entirely different compound.

      The kiss heats up, and so does my body. We cling to each other, stumbling until my back’s pressed against the front door. I slip my cold hands under his coat and shirt, tracing the warm skin on his back. I’m combusting—releasing energy in the form of heat despite the frigid air outside. It’s a basic chemical principle, but to actually feel it happening inside my chest is gratifying in the most heart-stopping way.

      Park ends the kiss first and presses his forehead against mine as our heavy breaths mingle together.

      “What would you rate that kiss?” he whispers.

      A ten.

      A resounding ten!

      There’s a crowd of people inside my heart giving us a standing ovation, complete with cheers and slow claps.

      I smile. “Maybe a seven.”

      “Same.” His lips widen into a sexy grin. “Glad we’re on the same page.”

      “Me, too.”

      He pulls back, shoving his hands in his pocket all casually like he didn’t just deliver a show-stopping kiss. “Thanks for the great day, Lacee.” He turns to leave, but I stop him.

      “Park, do you want to celebrate Christmas again tomorrow?” I smile. “With me?”

      “I’d love to.”

      So would I.
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        * * *

      

      

  




Park

      I left Mary’s side kitchen door unlocked so I didn’t have to climb through the window again. I flip the light on and throw the rental keys and Gina’s package of candy she gave me on the counter. Now that I know Mary a little bit, I don’t feel like such an intruder in her house. I can picture her shuffling around the kitchen, making soup or sitting in her recliner watching television.

      If I were Mary’s son, I would definitely visit her for real.

      I reach inside my back pocket and grab my phone while my other hand pulls out a chair at the kitchen table. I drop down into the seat, staring at the photo of the tracking number. Those twenty-two numbers predict the end of the world. At least the end of my pretend world. Because as soon as the package arrives with the computer chip, this holiday fling is over. But there’s still a part of me that hopes the computer chip isn’t arriving soon. Like maybe Lacee sent the gifts through First-Class Mail. Is it too much to want a five-business-day delivery? Or so much Christmas mail that the post office is behind? That would give me more time with Lacee.

      I punch the tracking numbers into the website on my phone and hold my breath, waiting for the information to appear.

      The package was delivered today. As in, the computer chip is probably under the Warren’s tree right now.

      Freaking Priority Mail Express!

      Looks like this mission will be over sooner than I wanted.
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      I never would’ve taken Park Bradshaw to be the type of guy gallivanting around Leavenworth, Washington on a romantic Christmas date when there’s a bigger job to be done. He’s always seemed so laser-focused on work that I can’t reconcile that he’s the same guy I’ve known and worked with on complex, dangerous missions.

      I mean, he got taken down by a baby reindeer today.

      How is he one of the top CIA operatives in our country?

      Apparently, a cute redhead with blue eyes is enough to turn him into a complete fool.

      Honestly, I’m surprised. But there are a lot of things about Park that are surprising me lately. Like the fact that he’s hanging out at an old folk’s home, masquerading as the son of a dementia patient.

      I didn’t see that coming.

      But the biggest surprise, and the one I can’t seem to get over, is the fact that he’s a double agent in the CIA, working for both sides.

      I guess I don’t know him as well as I thought.

      Or maybe I do. Maybe all the information that’s being fed to me is wrong. It’s hard to decipher who’s telling the truth when I’m not even telling the truth. I mean, I’m not actually in trouble.

      I wish I could just walk up to Park and ask him. “Hey, it’s me, Sienna. Are you a double agent? Because if you’re not, we need to clear your name. And if you are, then I’m going to kill you with my bare hands.” I don’t know. Something with more finesse or more eloquence than that, but still gets the same point across.

      The problem is, I can’t just walk up to Park and reveal myself. I have to sit back and watch until I know for sure who to believe.

      But one thing’s for sure, I’m sick of waiting around and wondering if Park’s telling me the truth while he plays reindeer games. And beyond that, Todd Allen is hounding me for an update. I’m not sure how much longer I can keep Park’s location hidden.
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      December 21

      The next morning, I knock on the Warren’s front door. Lacee and I made plans to hang out today, but first things first. I have to find the computer chip.

      “Hey, Park,” Bruce says as he opens the door. “Are you here to make gingerbread houses with us?”

      “Maybe.” I shrug. “Lacee just said to stop by around 11 a.m.”

      The timing worked out perfectly since I went to the assisted living home and had breakfast with Mary. We planned it last night, and I was surprised by how much I was looking forward to it.

      “Well, come on in.” Bruce holds the door open wider. “We’re happy to have you.”

      I step inside, and my eyes immediately go to the tree in the living room and the stack of presents circling the bottom of it.

      “We’re in here.” Bruce gestures to the kitchen.

      “Park!” Lacee calls. “You’re just in time for the gingerbread house competition.”

      The entire Warren family is sitting around the kitchen table. Stacks of gingerbread are spread out with tubes of frosting next to them, and there’s got to be twenty different bowls of colorful candy lined up.

      “This looks serious,” I say as I walk up to the table.

      “It is serious.” Lacee’s expression is severe. “We don’t mess around when it comes to making gingerbread houses.”

      “And whoever makes the best house,” Cassi chimes in, “gets to open one present on Christmas Eve.”

      I nod. “High stakes.”

      “The highest.” Lacee smiles as she kicks out the chair beside her. “Come on. You have to make one too.”

      “These look professionally done.” I slowly sink into my seat, glancing around the table at the beginning stages of each of their houses. “I’m not sure I can keep up with all of you.”

      “Nonsense!” Gina frowns. “This is just for fun.”

      “And to be able to open a present before everyone else.” Erika doesn’t even look at me when she speaks. She’s focused on adding shingles to her roof.

      I’ve never made a gingerbread house before—another shocking revelation from the Park Bradshaw Christmas sob story.

      “I’ll give it a try.” I shrug, picking up supplies. “How hard can it be?”

      Hard.

      Making a gingerbread house that actually stays together with frosting that doesn’t drip all over the place has become my own mission impossible.

      “I’m starting to get blisters on my fingers from holding the walls together, and they still aren’t staying up.” I lean over to take a peek at Cassi’s house.

      “Hey, hey!” She pushes me away with her forearm. “No copying others.”

      “I’m not copying. I just didn’t know I needed a degree in engineering for this activity.” I fidget with a piece of gingerbread that isn’t stable. “I can’t get the load-bearing walls to hold my roof up.”

      Lacee hunches over, placing a stick of Big Red gum on her chimney. “There’s an art form to creating a masterpiece, and clearly, I have the skill set.”

      “I’m going to start calling you Big Red,” I say as she places another piece of gum around her chimney.

      “I like it.” Bruce pops a candy into his mouth instead of using it to decorate his house.

      My thumb and fingers try to place a red hot on the exterior of my house, but it twists and turns, staining my skin red. I had no idea how difficult tiny candies were to work with.

      Three hours later, I set my finished project on the kitchen counter, lining it up next to everyone else’s.

      Lacee tilts her head, studying the lopsided house. “That’s all you have to show for yourself?”

      I shrug. “I was trying my best.”

      “Well, your best sucks.” Erika folds her arms, standing next to us.

      “Oh, come on.” I scoff. “It’s not that bad.”

      “It’s not great either.” Lacee straightens my mailbox made out of gumdrops.

      My house is only one story high. The candy that I stuck to it has slipped down from its original spots making everything look uneven. One side of my roof is cracked and caving in. And my chimney looks like the leaning tower of Pisa.

      “Well, not everyone can be as good at making gingerbread houses as you.” My eyes shift to Lacee’s gingerbread masterpiece. It’s not even a house. It’s a street with two-story gingerbread condos.

      “What can I say?” She shoves her hand into her pockets. “I’m a little competitive.”

      “Okay, it’s time to choose a winner.” Gina leans forward, taking pictures of all the houses. She turns to me with a warm smile. “Park, this shouldn’t be a surprise, but you came in last.” She puts a candy necklace over my head with a paper medal hanging from it that says, Yours Sucked.

      “Thank you for this.” I wiggle the necklace in the air. “I’ll treasure it forever.”

      “Even my dad’s is better than yours.” Cassi offers me a smile.

      “Yeah, thanks for coming, Park.” Bruce gives me one giant pat on my back. “It’s nice not to come in last this year.”

      “Anytime.” I nod back at him.

      “Bruce, you came in fourth place.” Gina puts his candy necklace around his neck. “Cassi, you’re in third place.”

      Cassi rolls her eyes. “I never win. I don’t have the patience for this kind of stuff.”

      Gina kisses her on the cheek as she puts the necklace around her daughter’s neck. Then she turns to Erika and Lacee. “And the runner-up is…” she pauses for dramatic effect, “Erika!”

      “Oh, come on!” Erika throws her arms in the air. “You only chose Lacee because Park’s here.”

      “Do you hear that?” Lacee holds her hand up to her ear, and a slow smile spreads across her lips. “That’s the sound of victory.”

      She breaks into a dance that’s mostly swaying hips and in-and-out elbows, but it’s adorable. Especially the way she purses her pink lips together as she dances.

      Her mom puts the homemade first-place medal over her neck that says You Sleighed It. Lacee picks it up and kisses it, and it’s moments like this that make me think all I want for Christmas is Lacee Warren.
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        * * *

      

      Lacee rinses the last candy bowl and sits it on the counter to dry. Her family left thirty minutes ago to do some Christmas shopping, so we’re finally alone.

      “That was nice of you to offer to clean up the gingerbread house mess.” I lean against the kitchen counter. “I’m guessing the winner doesn’t usually do that.”

      She dries her hands off on a kitchen towel. “Well, Erika seemed upset about losing, and I knew you’d help me clean if I offered, so it wasn’t a big deal.”

      It’s time to bring up the Christmas gifts she mailed before we move on to the next activity. “So since my mom can’t remember her favorite band, I guess the vinyl I got her for Christmas isn’t going to be a big hit after all.”

      Lacee shakes her head. “Yeah, I don’t think it is.”

      “I should’ve gotten her a scarf like you.”

      “If I remember correctly, you said the scarf I bought for my mom was a lame present.”

      “I absolutely did not say that.”

      “You did.” She smirks.

      “I don’t think I’ve used the word lame in that context since fifth grade.”

      A small puff of laughter spills out of her. “Okay, maybe you didn’t say it that way, but you did imply it wasn’t thoughtful.”

      “Well, now I want to trade you. My vinyl record for the purple scarf.” I push off the counter and head to the Christmas tree. “Has the gift come in the mail yet?”

      Lacee follows after me. “Yeah, it came yesterday.”

      I crouch down by the wrapped presents. “Which one is it?”

      “You can’t have my mom’s present.” She kneels beside me. “Get your own generic scarf.”

      “Oh, come on!” I flip through the boxes until I find the tag that says, To: Mom, From: Lacee. It’s a fairly small gift, about the size of a book. “Here we go.”

      The second I pick up the present, Lacee reaches for it. “Like I said, get your own scarf.”

      I pull my arm back. “I’ll trade you straight across. The record for the purple scarf.”

      “No.” She shakes her head. “Besides, your mom lives in an assisted living center. When is she going to wear a scarf? She doesn’t even go outside.” She reaches for the box again, but I quickly transfer it to my other hand.

      “When is she going to listen to a vinyl record? She doesn’t have a record player there.”

      “Well, that’s on you. You're the one who picked a dumb gift.”

      Lacee’s lips lift into one of her trademark mischievous smiles. Both her hands go to my chest, and she pushes hard, sending me off balance. I fall backward, landing on my butt. Before I know what’s happening, Lacee’s on top of me, wrestling me for the gift.

      It’s the best form of wrestling I’ve ever done. There’s so much physical body contact. It’s like I’ve died and gone to hot redhead heaven.

      I roll our bodies over, pinning her on her back. My body rests on top of hers, and our faces are a few inches apart.

      My mouth curls into a cocky grin. “Did you really think you could beat me in a wrestling match?”

      She raises her chin in boldness. “I let you win.”

      A glimmer in her blue eyes says she really believes that. You gotta love her spirit. Nothing beats a confident woman. 

      “Fine.” I brush a stray lock of hair from off her cheek. “You can keep the scarf if,” my smile grows, “you let me take you out for a late lunch.”

      “Right now?” Her brows jump.

      “Do you have something better to do?”

      She shakes her head. “Nothing better comes to mind.”

      “Do we have a deal then?”

      “We have a deal only if I can choose the place.” Another captivating smile spreads across her mouth. It’s the kind of smile that makes my heart race and my chest burn with attraction and excitement.

      What is this woman doing to me?

      I’ve never been more distracted in my entire life. My thoughts keep coming back to Lacee. I’m addicted to her spirit, her wit, her mind, and her coconut-smelling shampoo.

      I want to lean down and kiss her and never stop—take this wrestling match to the next level—but I don’t. Lacee means more to me than a frivolous make-out session.

      I stand, reaching my arm out to pull her up. Our hands stay together like neither one of us wants to break the physical touch. “Let’s go then.”

      “I just need to grab my shoes and my purse.”

      That’s what I thought she’d say.

      She walks toward the hallway, hanging onto my fingers until she gets too far away, and we’re forced to break apart. Then she turns and disappears. “Now, don’t be getting any ideas about taking my mom’s present with you,” she calls.

      Actually, that’s exactly what I was planning on doing.

      I shove the gift into the back of my pants and pull my shirt over it.

      I’ll return it once I get the computer chip off the tag.
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      “What did we just order?” Park stares at the Bavarian delicacies in front of him.

      I took him to a little-known German restaurant across town. The place is dimly lit, decorated in dark colors, and empty. We have the entire bar to ourselves.

      “It’s just a Bavarian sample platter.” I laugh. “There’s schnitzel, pickled herring, and some goulash.”

      “No one should ever eat something named goulash. Were all the appetizing names taken?”

      “It’s good. I promise.”

      “Alright.” He picks up his fork. “Let’s try this.” He dips it into the goulash first and brings a big scoop to his mouth. I lean forward, watching with anticipation. He nods as he swallows. “It’s actually pretty good.”

      “Haven’t you learned by now to trust me?” I smile. “I’ll never lead you astray.”

      The door opens, and two men step inside. Both of them are dressed in dark colors and have serious expressions on their faces. They stand at the entrance, staring at us, then slowly make their way to a table on the opposite side of the restaurant by the jukebox.

      Park’s body goes rigid as he watches the two men enter the bar. Then a third man steps inside. Strangely, dressed the same way. But this guy heads to the counter, taking a seat on a barstool.

      “Lacee?” Park grabs my hands, forcing me to look at him. There’s a serious undercurrent in his blue eyes that I haven’t seen before. His voice lowers so that only I can hear him. “Whatever happens in the next thirty seconds, just go with it. Okay?”

      It’s the same thing I said to him on the escalator a few days ago, right before I kissed him.

      “What’s going to happen in the next thirty seconds?”

      “I’m going to fight these men.”

      My expression stays the same as I think through his words. 

      Fight these men?

      A slow smile spreads across my lips, and I burst into laughter. 

      He frowns. “That’s an odd reaction, but I’ll take it.”

      I’m still laughing when Park stands. My eyes follow him as he walks toward the jukebox like he’s picking a song. Then suddenly, one of the men at the table lunges for Park, and a fight breaks out. My laughter comes to a screeching halt as I realize I’m in the middle of some kind of bar fight. Except this isn’t a normal bar fight. This is fighting on steroids with complicated moves and ninja-style kicks.

      What the whiplash!

      One minute I was starring in my own version of a Hallmark Christmas movie, but now we’ve moved onto the Lifetime network or maybe even Netflix with this level of violence. I’m no longer TV-G.

      The guy at the counter picks up a barstool and hits Park over the shoulders with it.

      I gasp—or maybe it came out as a scream—as Park staggers backward.

      “Don’t…worry…Lace.” His words are broken, probably like his back. “I’ve got this.”

      It doesn’t look like he’s got this. He’s extremely outnumbered and possibly hurt, but somehow Park finds the strength to get back in the ring. He kicks the first guy in the stomach, elbows the next in the nose, and punches the third across the jaw. That’s when the first guy pulls out a gun and points it at him.

      What the jingle bell is going on?

      They wrestle back and forth as Park tries to keep the gun barrel away from him. The scuffle travels across the bar, smashing into tables. The other two men charge after them. Then suddenly, the gun goes off, shooting one of them in the chest.

      “Oh, my gosh! You shot him,” I yell.

      Park flips his head to me. “That wasn’t my fault.” He doesn’t waste any more time. He moves through a sequence of fight moves on the two men left, yet somehow he manages to carry on a conversation with me. “My finger didn’t pull the trigger.”

      “Are you sure?” I twist in my seat, following them as they crash around the bar.

      He glances at me from inside a headlock. “I can neither confirm nor deny that I was the one who shot that guy.”

      That’s when more shots go off. I stay frozen in my spot in the booth. Most people would scream and freak out or hide under the table, covering their heads with their arms as if they were at a baseball game and someone just yelled Heads up! But when it comes to bullets, I don’t think a shield of forearms would do anything to save anyone so I don’t bother.

      I should probably call 9-1-1. Do you call 9-1-1 in situations like this? What would I even say? My holiday fling just randomly got in a fight with three strangers, and now there’s a dead guy. That seems complicated, so I decide to do nothing. Besides, isn’t it the bartender’s job to call 9-1-1 in these kinds of scenarios? Where the heck is the bartender anyway? He’s MIA!

      One of the men kicks Park in the back of the knees, and he falls to the ground, landing on his stomach.

      “How you doing, Lacee?” With his cheek pressed against the floor and a man kicking him in the ribs, Park somehow manages to add a smile to his question. “You okay?”

      “I’ve been better.”

      “It’s almost over,” Park says as one of them drags him up to a standing position.

      More gunshots ring out, and this time I duck behind the vinyl seat as they fire away. A few seconds later, Park leans over me.

      “We've got to go!”

      I glance behind me and see the other two men he was fighting lying on the ground. “Did you kill them?”

      “Technically, they were trying to kill me.” He pulls me behind him, shielding me, then cracks open the restaurant door. A round of bullets goes off from outside in the parking lot. One blasts through the bar window, shattering the glass next to us.

      “Why are there more people shooting at us?”

      Park throws me a confident smile. “Don’t worry. It’s just like four or five.”

      “Four or five! This is the nightmare before Christmas!”

      Park’s still focused on the men outside when one of the gunshot victims springs back to life, charging us with a knife in his hand. Instinct takes over, and I kick his arm, hitting the knife out of his hands. My leg comes up into a jumping front kick, connecting with the man’s jaw. He staggers backward and falls to the ground, knocked out.

      Park snaps his head to me. “What just happened?”

      “I guess that one wasn’t really dead.”

      “Did you just take him down?” The disbelief in his eyes is pretty strong.

      “It was reflex.” I stare down at the body on the floor. “I…I used to do karate, remember?”

      “That’s right.” He smiles as another round of gunshots fires through the walls.

      Why does Park smile so much when we’re being shot at? That seems like the opposite response he should be having.

      “You’re doing great.” He nods at me. “Now, we’re just going to make a run for the car.” Park peeks his head through the door's opening, and immediately guns shoot at him. He pulls a weapon out and fires back.

      “You have a gun?” My eyes widen. Where the heck has that been hiding every time our bodies have been pressed against each other?

      He leans back behind the wall, resting against it. “Would you prefer that I didn’t?”

      “I don’t know what I prefer.”

      “Very natural response. Do some deep breathing to stay calm. When I say go, we’re going to run to the car. Go!”

      “What, like now?” I yell.

      Park pushes the door open, firing shots as he moves. I watch in frozen panic. He opens the passenger door and turns back to help me in, but I’m not there. He ducks behind the car door and whips his head to me. But I’m still ten feet away inside the restaurant.

      “I said go!”

      “I wasn’t ready! I’m still deep breathing.”

      “But I said go.”

      “I thought you would give me a one, two, three. Even a five, six, seven, eight would’ve told me that I should go.”

      “Go, didn’t tell you to go?”

      “No.”

      “Okay, then.” He sighs. “One, two, three, GO!”

      I hesitate, and Park rolls his eyes in exasperation.

      “Fine.” I crawl across the sidewalk, chanting, “I’m going to die. I’m going to die.” I climb into the car, keeping myself in the fetal position as if that will somehow save me from the bullets. Park slams my door and fires his gun at the shooters as he runs around the vehicle to the driver’s side. I don’t even know where the shooters are. There’s just gunfire…everywhere. It’s surprising neither of us has gotten hit.

      He climbs in and starts the car. The tires skid as he pulls out of the parking lot and onto the road.

      “What is happening?” I grab onto the Oh, Crap handle, squeezing it tight. If there was ever a time to use that handle, it’s now. “We just fled the scene of the crime. We’re definitely going to jail.”

      “You think?” Park flashes a big grin, and I want nothing more than to smack him, but I’m hanging on for dear life as the car zooms down the road.

      “Is that smile supposed to make me feel better?” My chest moves up and down, pumping air in and out of my lungs.

      “Is it working?”

      “No!” I purse my lips together. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

      “If you’re going to throw up, try throwing up out the window. This is a small car, and I don’t think either of us wants to deal with that smell right now. Plus, that vomit might breach the rental car agreement.”

      “And bullet holes don’t?” I close my eyes, trying to control the queasiness in my stomach.

      “Yeah, you’re right. I’m going to get dinged for those.” Park turns the radio on. Now I’ve got Carol of the Bells blaring, adding to the thumping in my heart. “Sit back and relax. Everything’s under control.”

      But I’ve never felt more out of control in my entire life.

      “Stop the car!” I shout.

      “Uh, Lacee. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we’re being chased right now. Stopping the car isn’t really an option.”

      I glance in the side mirror and see a black SUV barreling down the highway toward us. “Who are these men?”

      “I promise I’ll explain everything.” He swerves around a car, almost hitting oncoming traffic. “Just maybe not right now.”

      “I don’t even know who you are!” My hands go to my head. “This is what I get for kissing a complete stranger.”

      “Leave the kiss out of this.” He swerves into traffic again, getting around another slow car. “The kiss didn’t do this.”

      “I want out of this car!” I pull on the door handle, but it’s locked. My fingers fumble for the button that unlocks everything.

      “Lacee, I need you to calm down.” A bullet hits the car's back window, shattering the glass, and I scramble even more to open my door. “Okay, okay! I see what I need to do here.”

      From the corner of my eye, I see Park’s arm raise, and before I know what’s happening, he sticks the tip of a pen on my thigh and clicks the top. I feel a small pinprick.

      “What are you doing?” My leg immediately goes dead.

      “I drugged you. I’m sorry, but you wouldn’t calm down.” Park moves his hand back to the steering wheel.

      “You’ve…got…to…be…kidding…me.” My words slur together, and my eyes turn groggy as I collapse into the side of the door.
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      My foot presses hard against the gas pedal, and I swerve in and out of slow traffic. The black car does the same. My tires spin in the snow, and suddenly we’re drifting through all two interstate lanes, circling around and around. Lacee’s body falls sideways, and I grimace as her head hits my shoulder.

      I gain control of the car, but now we’re facing the wrong way with the SUV speeding toward us. Its tires are whirling in the wet snow, drifting back and forth. I shift my car into reverse and start driving backward before our front bumpers hit.

      I place my hand on the side of Lacee’s seat, looking over my shoulder so I can see where I’m going out the back window, but that position forces her head, which used to be leaning against my shoulder, to fall into my lap. Her forehead lands on my upper thigh, and I roll my eyes.

      Oh, come on!

      Shouldn’t her seatbelt be holding her in? But that’s when I notice she doesn’t have her seatbelt on. She must’ve forgotten to fasten it when we fled the restaurant.

      This is not going to work.

      “Sorry about this position, Lacee. It’s not intentional.”

      I take my eyes off the road and push her body away with the hand that’s not driving. But she just falls back on top of me. I’m fighting against the dead weight of her sleeping body as the car drifts from lane to lane in reverse.

      I steal a glance at the black car. The man in the passenger seat holds a gun out the window and starts firing.

      Oh, boy.

      The first round of bullets misses us completely, probably because the car is swerving back and forth as I work to get Lacee off me.

      I’m pushing on her shoulder, trying to keep her out of my lap, when a bullet shoots through the front window and lodges into her headrest.

      “On second thought, maybe you won’t care that your head is resting in my lap if it means keeping you alive.”

      I forget about getting her body off of me and shift the car into drive just as I turn hard on the steering wheel. We spin around, sending Lacee’s body back into her own seat.

      We’re facing forward now. There’s an overpass on my left. I jerk the wheel hard, pointing the car toward the two pillars holding up the bridge. It’s going to be a tight fit, but if any car can do it, it’s the tiny rental car.

      The man in the black car fires another round of shots at us just as we pass through the two pillars. There’s not an inch to spare on either side. The tires plow through the thick snow, hitting a bit of a jump as we cross over to the other side of the interstate. Both our bodies lift into the air, and I grab Lacee by the arm, keeping her from smacking into the front dash. We drop back into our seats as the car lands on the road again.

      I turn over my shoulder, watching as the black car attempts to go through the same pillars we did. I hold my breath, hoping the SUV is too wide. The car’s momentum jolts to a stop as the front of it crashes into the pillars. Smoke billows out of the engine, and the front airbags deploy.

      I push the gas pedal and drive off, leaving behind the wrecked SUV and its passengers.
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      Lacee fits perfectly in the cradle of my arms. She would look endearing if it weren’t for her wide open mouth and the drool running down her chin. I nod at a couple as I walk past them in the stairwell at the motel. They look at Lacee passed out in my arms and shoot me a disapproving look.

      “She had a little too much to drink,” I explain. “She’s always been a lightweight when it comes to liquor.”

      The man chuckles. “Been there before. She’s going to have quite a headache in the morning. Be prepared.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. I am.” I lift my elbow, showing off the grocery bag hanging from my arm. “Have a good night.”

      I walk down the row of rooms until I get to ours. My knee holds Lacee’s body so I can get the key card out of my back pocket and open the door. I step inside, kicking the door shut with my toe. It’s dark, but there’s enough light from the moon that I can easily make my way to the bed and lay her down on top of it. She doesn’t even flinch. It looks like she’ll be out for a couple more hours. And when she wakes up, she’ll be furious at me for drugging her. But in my defense, I couldn’t have her jumping out of the car during a high-speed chase.

      I drop my bags on the bed and lock the door from the inside. I peek around the curtains, ensuring there’s nothing weird outside, then snap them shut. My fingers brush against the wall until they hit the light switch. Two lamps flicker on, illuminating the small motel room.

      We should be safe here tonight. I drove across Washington into Idaho without anyone tailing us. But the question is, how did they find me in Leavenworth in the first place? No one besides Sienna knows I’m working on this case. I contacted Derek a few times, but he didn’t know any specifics, and even if he did, he’s one of us. He wouldn’t turn on me.

      I sit down on the edge of the bed and reach into my duffle bag, grabbing Gina Warren’s gift. When Lacee wasn’t looking, I put it in my duffle bag in the trunk of my rental car the second I walked out of the Warren’s house. But everything happened so fast this morning. I haven’t had a chance to open it yet. I tear the wrapping off and open the box. The purple scarf is folded neatly inside. As I lift it, the price tag flaps out from under the fabric, and stuck to it is the small computer chip everyone seems to want. I breathe a sigh of relief.

      “It’s good to see you,” I say as I peel it off the tag.

      I wish I could load it onto my computer and see what’s gotten Sienna in so much trouble, but I can’t. The microchip only works when both parts are fitted together like a puzzle. And right now, I only have one piece of the puzzle. Sienna has the other half. But I know she’ll find me. She’s the only one who can get us out of this mess.

      I place the computer chip inside my pocket, then stand, grabbing the grocery bag. I sift through the items I bought at the local convenience store. It’s nothing spectacular, but it’s the best I could do this late at night. I hold up a pair of flannel pajamas and place them on the bed next to Lacee. Then I step back, folding one arm across my chest with the other rubbing my chin.

      My eyes alternate from her body to the pajamas. I guess I don’t have to change her into something more comfortable. She can sleep in her regular clothes. Except then, I won’t be able to wash her clothes, and I specifically found a hotel with amenities so I could wash them. Who knows how many days we’re going to be on the run?

      I shake my head.

      This is ridiculous.

      I’ve placed multiple bombs around a room while dodging laser beams and then crawled down the sewer pipes to safety, all in a matter of thirty seconds before an explosion went off. Surely I can change a woman out of her clothes without violating her privacy.

      I take a step toward the bed, then hesitate.

      For some reason, the thought of seeing Lacee half-naked makes me more nervous than bombs and laser beams combined.

      Come on! I hype myself up. I’m a man in my thirties. This is all part of the job.

      Yep, changing Lacee out of her clothes and into pajamas isn’t a big deal. Nobody cares if a doctor or a nurse changes you into a hospital gown because they are professionals. I’m also a professional, so this is totally fine.

      I pull off her boots and jacket and place them on the dresser. Then I lean over her, putting my face right next to hers.

      “Lacee?” I gently flick her cheek. “Lace, you awake yet?”

      She doesn’t move. I didn’t think she would, but you can never be too cautious in these types of situations.

      My fingers grasp the hem of her shirt.

      This is fine. She’s totally going to be fine about this.

      I turn my head away as I lift her shirt over her head. I may be a killer, but I’m also a gentleman. Can a killer be a gentleman? I don’t know, but with Lacee, I want to be a gentleman. A guy that she trusts completely, no matter what. A guy she knows would never do anything to hurt her. That’s why I keep my eyes upward, noticing the texture job on the ceiling as I unbutton the buttons on the flannel pajama top. That and the fact that the next time I’m invited back to her parent’s home, I want to be able to look her dad in the eye.

      I suck in a deep breath, then push on her shoulder, rolling her to her side so I can put the back of the pajama top down on the bed. That’s when I notice the black lacy straps on her bra.

      “Black and lacy? Come on!” I jerk my head away, letting her body roll onto her back again. “Why couldn’t she have been wearing a beige bra with extra support? Something a grandma would wear?”

      My fingers fumble around as I lift each arm into the arm holes, then when I’m sure she’s covered, I glance down and begin buttoning the pajama top. I consider leaving her like that, but I’m committed to the job now.

      I swipe at the sweat on my brow and work myself up for the bottoms. It takes me almost ten minutes to complete this part of the mission, but I’m proud to say I made it out alive—and Lacee made it out with some modesty.

      I place a pillow behind her head and tuck her legs under the covers. Then I sit down on the edge beside her, brushing away the hair from her face. She’s never looked so peaceful or beautiful. I instantly feel guilty for getting her mixed up in all of this. When I placed the computer chip on her scarf at the mall, it wasn’t supposed to get this complicated. I figured I would follow her to the parking lot, stage an accidental meeting, and get the computer chip back from her.

      And then I’d never see her again.

      I never imagined I’d travel with Lacee to Leavenworth and end up in the middle of a holiday romance. But Lacee’s the type of woman that’s easy to like and hard to forget, a dangerous combination for my heart. Now all I can think about is keeping her safe. I’m confident in my skills, but having her here adds an extra layer of intensity to the mission.

      Getting Lacee home safely for Christmas just became as important as finding Sienna and the second computer chip.
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      December 22

      A dense cloud looms over my brain. Nothing makes sense.

      Where am I?

      Why do I have a hangover-headache?

      What is that heaving breathing?

      Am I wearing flannel?

      My brain commands my eyes to open, but the action doesn’t happen immediately. It’s on a five-second delay, just like live TV. Is Janet Jackson’s wardrobe malfunction also to blame for my five-second delay? That’s a perfect example of things not making sense. I don’t even know Janet Jackson.

      There’s another heavy breath—almost like snoring.

      I lift one eye open to a slit, and I’m immediately blinded by sunlight. I squeeze my eye shut, working up the courage to try again. I raise my brows high on my forehead as if they’re somehow attached to my eyelids like puppet strings. Then I slowly tear each eyelid open. I rapidly blink until my sight adjusts to the white glow of sunlight. My gaze slowly travels around the room. There’s a nightstand with a lamp, a TV stand, and a door to a bathroom. I glance down, and my chin hits the flannel collar of a button-up pajama top. I frown as I try to make out the pattern on the fabric. It looks like somebody threw up Christmas all over it.

      There’s another wheeze, and I shift my head to the side. Park’s sleeping next to me. That’s when I remember everything—the bar fight at the restaurant, the dead bodies, the car chase, and the pen he poked me with. I fly out of bed. The movement causes my head to swirl. The room spins, but I can still see Park jump out of bed, too. He lands in a defensive stance with his gun pointed at the door, then he points it at the bathroom, and lastly, he points it at me.

      “Are you crazy?” I duck. “Did you sleep with a gun under the mattress?”

      “No, under my pillow.” He lowers his arm, setting the gun down on the nightstand. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to point it at you.”

      I slowly rise, taking in the scene. Park’s dressed in only his briefs, just like the first time I met him in the mall dressing room, and I’m easily reminded of how incredible his physique is. It’s the present that keeps on giving.

      Merry Christmas to me.

      “You’re awake.” Park smiles. Smiles as if everything’s okay. “How do you feel?”

      My expression turns fierce, and I pick up my pillow, throwing it at him. “How do I feel? Did you slip me a roofie?”

      “No, it was just a mild sleeping drug.” He swats the pillow down with one easy flick, but that doesn’t stop me from attacking.

      “A mild sleeping drug!” I grab another pillow and high-step onto the bed, hitting him on the head and the back over and over again with the pillow. “Forget about the drug! You almost got me killed! And now you kidnapped me and pointed a gun at me!”

      “Whoa, whoa!” He puts his hands up, backing away from my blows. “I did not kidnap you. You voluntarily came with me.”

      “That’s because I was getting shot at! Where else was I supposed to go?” I glare at him, giving the pillow in my hands the old heave-ho in Park’s direction. He ducks, dodging the flinging pile of feathers.

      I’m standing on the bed, my chest moving up and down with angry breaths. That’s when I catch a glimpse of myself in the full-body mirror hanging on the wall. Part of my bangs sticks straight up. There’s a rat’s nest on top of my scalp where my cowlick is. Black mascara residue is smudged under my eyes. Crusted drool trails from the corner of my mouth down to my chin. There’s white crap on my lips, like I decided to shed all of my dead skin cells while sleeping. And if that isn’t enough, I’m wearing boxy, oversized Frosty the Snowman pajamas.

      I’ve never looked so unattractive in my life.

      And here I am—next to the top contender for the sexiest man alive award. And to make matters worse, he’s a killer. The sexiest man alive is a killer wearing black briefs with photoshopped-caliber abs. I’m attracted to killers.

      I narrow my eyes on Park as I pull on the hem of my shirt. “Frosty the Snowman pajamas, really? Was there nothing else?”

      “Are you seriously critiquing my choice of pajamas for you?”

      “Yes. I’m offended that you saw Frosty the Snowman and thought, ‘That looks like something Lacee would wear. Let’s put her in the pajamas that make her look like a six-year-old.’”

      “First of all, I thought you were going to be upset about the fact that I dressed you in those pajamas. That’s what I’ve been bracing myself for.”

      My brows jerk together, and I shift my weight.

      Dang it.

      He dressed me—saw me in my underwear and bra while unconscious. His gaze could’ve lingered as long as he wanted. That’s what I should’ve led with, but for some reason, I went the frumpy pajama route. I’m blaming the misstep on my massive headache from being drugged.

      That’s a sentence I never thought I would think.

      “Pervert!” I leap off the bed, landing on Park’s back. I wrap my arms and legs around his body like a koala hanging on a tree branch. “You better not have enjoyed one second of changing me!” I tighten my grip around Park’s neck as if I mean to choke him, but somehow he manages to get a hand under mine, taking the threat away.

      “It was literally the most stressful ten minutes of my entire life.” His free hand pulls at my legs, trying to break them apart, but I’ve got them locked tight in a death grip.

      “Ten minutes!” I forget about trying to choke him and pound on his back with my fist. “You drugged me, took my clothes off, and slept with me!”

      It’s like somebody pushed pause on the action in the room. We both freeze as we process what I just said.

      “Not slept.” I straighten against his back, lowering my voice to normal. “You know what I meant.”

      “I know what you meant. I was there.” Park twists us around, falling backward on the bed so his body is on top of mine. We wrestle back and forth for a few seconds until he unlocks my arms and legs from around his body and shoots up to a standing position.

       “Would you calm down?” His hands are out in front of him, palms up. “It’s not like I gave you a date rape drug. Besides, nothing happened. I pulled off your pants,” —my eyes narrow, and I start kicking him with my legs— “to put your pajamas on!” He quickly finishes. “I pulled off your pants to put your pajamas on. That’s it. I swear I didn’t see anything. And nothing but sleeping happened in the bed.”

      I lift my back, resting on my elbows, and shake my wild hair away from my face.

      Taking cues from me, Park relaxes a little. “Have you ever tried dressing someone when you’re not looking at them? It’s hard. So I think ten minutes is an impressive Guinness World Record.”

      “Fine.” I lift my chin. “But next time, let’s try to cut it down to three minutes.”

      Park’s dark brows pull together.

      Next time, let’s try to cut it down to three minutes?

      Why would I say something that stupid? There shouldn’t be a next time.

      He steps forward, leaning down, so his hands are on either side of me on the mattress. His solid chest hovers above me, and suddenly I feel like I can’t breathe. Even though there are four inches of air between us, the nearness of Park’s body crushes my lungs. His messy hair and dark stubble give him a rugged look that can’t be ignored. And when I say it can’t be ignored, I mean I don’t ever want to tear my eyes away from him.

      “And for the record,” his voice is low and rumbly like thunder rolling across the sky, “I chose the Frosty the Snowman pajamas because I was trying to make you look a little less attractive. I have a job to do. I have to keep us alive, and I don’t need any distractions. But somehow, my plan backfired.”

      Backfired?

      Does that mean Park thinks I look good in Frosty flannels?

      It doesn’t matter if he thinks I look good or not.

      I glance at his face. His broad shoulders are also in my eye line. How could they not be? “You’ve got a lot of explaining to do.”

      “I know. I’ll tell you what I can.”

       His eyes sweep over me, and a flame of attraction warms my chest. I feel like my heart’s playing the hot and cold game, and I’m close to my target. My entire body screams, You’re getting hotter. Hotter. You’re on fire! Burning! Scorching! I can’t handle the heat, especially now. This situation changes everything between us. I need to turn around and cool this game and my heart down.

      I glance to the side, breaking the current. “Can you please put some pants on? Pantsless Park is getting old.”

      Or distracting.

      However you want to look at it.

      I catch his cocky smirk. He clearly doesn’t believe that Pantsless Park is getting old.

      I keep my eyes averted, and that’s when they land on my mom’s purple scarf. I jerk my gaze back to him.

      “You took my mom’s present? You are the assassin that stole Christmas! The murderer of Christmas spirit!”

      “I can explain.”

      “I don’t want your excuses.” A rush of adrenaline tumbles through me, and I knee him in the groin. I wish it were harder, but considering the lack of space I’m dealing with here, it’s the best I can do. Park groans as he doubles over in pain. Really, his body just hunches over mine—I didn’t think that through all the way. I push on his chest, moving him out of the way so I can escape from under his perfectly sculpted pecs.

      I turn to face him, folding my arms. There’s a slight wince as he straightens, and his blue eyes glance up at me. “I didn’t know you were a nutcracker.”

      What can I say? I know a thing or two about self-defense.

      But even I can admit, kneeing Park in the groin may have been taking things too far. I’m all over the map right now. I’m angry one second, attracted to Park the next, confused, violent. I don’t know how to behave in situations like this. I’m running the whole gamut of emotions right now.

      Park exhales and grabs his pants from the dresser. At least he’s getting dressed. That should help the physical aspect of my crazy responses.

      I stand with my hands on my hips. “Are you going to explain what’s going on here?”

      “I’ll tell you everything, but first, we’ve got to get on the road.”

      “No, tell me everything now.”

      “It’s not smart for us to stay in the same place for a long period of time. In case you didn’t notice yesterday, we’re kind of on the run. Let’s get dressed and keep moving. I’ll tell you what I know in the car.”

      Park’s expression is more serious than usual, and I know he’s right about the need to keep moving, so I agree to wait to hear what he has to say.

      “Fine.” I nod. “As soon as we get in the car.”
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      I step out of the motel and glance over the balcony. There’s a foot of fresh snow on the ground, sparkling in the sunlight, and a shoveled path from the bottom of the stairs to the parking lot.

      “Where’s the car?” I follow him down the stairwell.

      “We can’t use the same car. It’s too noticeable.”

      “Then what are we going to do?”

      Park surveys the parking lot, scratching the side of his head. “Uh…”

      “Oh, I see.” I roll my eyes. “You’re stealing a car.”

      “Think of it as borrowing a car.” He shoots me a playful smile. “I’ll let you pick which one.”

      “I don’t want to be an accomplice to your crimes. I’m not going to jail for you.”

      “I don’t know if crimes is the right word.”

      “And what would you call your theft? A random act of kindness? Don’t you have any respect for people’s personal belongings?”

      He gives me a pointed stare. “I think auto theft is the least of our problems right now.”

      That is so very true.

      “Fine.” I point to a black BMW. “What about that one? It looks fancy, like the person who owns it might not be financially ruined if it gets stolen.”

      “Sounds good.” He walks to the car, pulling out a small pocket knife-looking thing. I can’t see his hands from where I’m standing, but the tool does the trick, and the door unlocks.

      Park unlocks my door and then bends down, hotwiring the car to start.

      “I am going to jail,” I mutter as I drop into the passenger seat. “I. Am. Going. To. Jail.” I yank on my seatbelt, but it doesn’t budge. I pull again and again, but it’s like I’m in a tug of war with the strap, and I’m losing.

      Park’s arm reaches across my body, and his fingers brush against mine as he grabs the seatbelt. I freeze, shifting my gaze to his blue eyes and freshly shaved jaw two inches from me. It’s smooth as frosting on a Christmas cookie.

      “You don’t have to pull so hard.” That same rumble to his voice sends my heartbeat racing through my chest. I nod as my eyes travel across his face. Why are all the bad guys so good-looking? He pulls softly, and the strap slides right out.

      “Thanks,” I say, taking over the seatbelt. I tried to be snarky, but there wasn’t any punch behind it. Probably because Park is still in my space, making my heart pound. And I swear his eyes drop to my lips, but before I can really know for sure, he leans back to his side of the car. His closeness threw me off for a second, but I recover. I click the seatbelt and brush my bangs out of my eyes.

      “Should we see who the lucky person is that got their car stolen?” I open the glove compartment box, sifting through the papers and junk. There’s a pack of gum, a lighter, a charging cord, and some breath mints.

      “What happened to having respect for people’s personal belongings?”

      “We already stole it, so that rule doesn’t apply anymore.” I flip the compartment shut, disappointed by the contents inside. “We’re in the car now.” I look at Park. “You can start telling me what the heck is going on.”

      “I’m not actually a business consultant.” He pauses as if he’s contemplating what to say. But then he sighs and just goes for it. “I’m really a government operative.”

      I throw my hands up in the air. “I knew you were an assassin!”

      “What?” His brows bunch together. “How did you get assassin from government operative?”

      I ignore him. I can’t be derailed right now. “I mean, I figured you weren’t who you said you were. I don’t know many business consultants who get shot at regularly. Were you sent to kill me? I’ve been pretty straightforward on my taxes, but there was that one time I wrote off that trip to Cabo, claiming it was a research trip. I should have known the FBI wasn’t going to fall for chemistry research at the beach.”

      “Lacee, no.” He shakes his head. “Think of a government operative like a government spy. My job has nothing to do with you or your taxes. You were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “Oh.” I shrug off the concern. “Why didn’t you say so?”

      Park smiles. “I’m trying to.” I gesture for him to continue. “Two days before I met you, I received a package from one of my co-operatives. Inside the package was a message telling me she was in trouble.”

      “She?”

      “Yes, she.” His lips lift into a smirk as if he can sense my resentment.

      “And does she have a name?”

      “Well, yeah, but I can’t tell you.”

      “Why not?”

      “Government operatives don’t go around alerting people who they are. That would defeat the entire purpose of our agency and blow our covers.”

      “Don’t you think your cover is already blown?”

      “It is for you and me, but not for the woman I work with.”

      “So you’re more loyal to her than you are to me?”

      Park turns to me. “Can we move on from her and get to why we’re being chased in the first place?”

      I flip my hair back from my shoulder. “Fine. Let’s move on.”

      “Anyway, my co-operative needed to recover a microchip.”

      “Why? What’s on it?”

      “I don’t know. All I know is that the computer chip was being transferred in the mall from the people who created it in the first place to a new buyer.”

      I twist in my seat so I’m facing Park. “Who’s the buyer?”

      “I haven’t figured that out yet, but I did intercept the computer chip from the men selling it before they had a chance to pass it off.”

      “Do you have it now?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can I see it?” He gives me an unsure expression as if he can’t trust me with something so valuable. My face turns hard. “If you want me to believe your story, I need some proof that what you’re telling me is real.”

      “Fine.” He rolls his eyes, reaches into his front pocket, and pulls out a small square chip the size of a Skittle.

      I take the chip between my fingers, examining it. There’s a sticky residue on one side and a gold memory board on the other. “What does all of this have to do with me?”

      “Well,” his face takes on a guilty grimace, “when we were standing in line to check out, I stuck the computer chip to the tag on your purple scarf.”

      “This?” I hold it up.

      “Yes.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “I thought the men selling the microchip were on to me, and I needed to use you to smuggle the computer chip out of the mall safely.”

      My mouth falls open. “I was your drug mule?”

      “Okay.” He shrugs. “I know it sounds bad, but it was supposed to be easy.”

      “I was your drug mule!” I slap him on his shoulder several times, causing my periodic table charms to jingle like the bells on Santa’s reindeer.

      “Stop saying drugs. There are no drugs.” He uses his forearm to fight off my blows while still watching the road. “Careful! Don’t lose the chip!”

      “I don’t want your stupid microchip.” I hand it back to him, pushing his shoulder one last time.

      “What is with you and all this hitting today?”

      “I don’t know.” I press my back into my seat, taking in a calming breath. “This entire situation is bringing out a violent side in me.”

       “Everything would’ve been fine if you hadn’t mailed the scarf immediately after you left the mall, but since you did, I had to follow you to Leavenworth and wait for the package to arrive.”

      “Oh my gosh!” I drop my head in my hands.

      “What?” Park rubs my shoulder. “Lacee, what is it? Everything’s going to be okay.”

      “I’m such an idiot.” I whip my head up. “I thought we just randomly came together through fate. I proposed we kiss through the holidays. I even set up rules for our holiday fling.”

      Park smiles. “I loved your proposition.”

      I shut down his charming smile with a glare. “Well, it’s obviously over now. There will be no more kissing now that I know the truth. Nothing from here on out!”

      “Yeah, of course. I get that.” He removes his hand from my shoulder. “It’s all my fault. I never should’ve gotten you involved in the first place.”

      I glance out the window absently, not really seeing anything. “And now I’m going to die. If not from embarrassment then from getting shot.”

      “You don’t need to be embarrassed, and you’re not going to die. I’ll keep you safe until we get this all sorted out.”

      My eyes dart to him. “You’re pretty cocky about your abilities, aren’t you?”

      “Not cocky.” His lips lift. “Confident. You just need to trust me.”

      “Trust you!” I scoff. “I don’t even know who you are.”

      “You know who I am.” He shrugs. “Park Bradshaw.”

      “Is that your real name?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you really from New Jersey?”

      “Yes, but I don’t live in Chicago.”

      I can live with that change.

      “Did you go to college?”

      He laughs to himself.

      “What’s so funny?” I demand.

      “I didn’t go to college, but let’s just say I studied and trained for many years.”

      I lean forward, intrigued. “Like what kind of training?”

      “That’s classified.”

      “I love classified.”

      His smile grows. “I’m sure you do.”

      “What kind of things do you spy on?”

      “I do more than spy on people.”

      “So you’re a hitman?”

      His brows drop. “That makes it sound like I kill people for a living.”

      “Don’t you?”

      “Not always.”

      “Well, that’s a relief,” I say sarcastically. “Do you know martial arts?”

      “Yes.”

      “How to dismantle a bomb?”

      “Yes.”

      “How to jump out of an airplane without a parachute and not die?”

      “Um,” his brows drop, “no.”

      “Do you speak different languages?”

      “Four. Wait…” He looks up like he’s counting in his head. “Five.”

      My mouth drops. “You speak five different languages?” I whistle and sit up a little more, not even trying to hide how impressed I am. “Have you ever escaped from a foreign prison or some kind of captivity?”

      “Twice.”

      “Twice? Sheesh! Have you ever been shot?”

      “Three times.”

      “Seriously?” I scan my eyes over his body as if I can magically tell where the bullets hit him.

      He just shrugs like the things he’s done in his life are so mundane. And I’m quickly learning that I’ve underestimated Park. It sounds like he’s more than capable of getting us out of this mess.

      “Have you ever worn a mask of someone else’s face that looks super real and then snuck into a party and secretly killed the bad guy just before he’s about to strike a deal with another bad guy and then taken the mask off and surprised everyone?”

      “Lacee, are you just naming everything you’ve seen in Mission: Impossible movies?”

      “No!” I puff out a laugh.

      Okay, maybe I am.

      “But you’ve…” I don’t know why it’s so hard for me to spit it out. “You know…killed a bunch of people before?” He looks at me, and I know. I know I’ve asked a dumb question. There were dead guys at the bar just yesterday. “Right. I guess that comes with the job.” I tap my fingers on the side of the door, trying not to ask my next question, but I can’t help myself. I have to ask it. Don’t I? “How many people have you killed? Like, what’s your number?”

      “Nope.” He shakes his head. “That’s like a man telling his girlfriend how many women he’s kissed. It’s never a good idea.”

      “Oh, come on!” I complain. “You can tell me. Is it more than twenty?” 

      He shakes his head again, showing me he’s a locked vault.

      “Fifty? It’s fifty, isn’t it?”

      More head shaking with sealed lips.

      “One hundred!” My eyes go wide. “I can’t believe you’ve killed one hundred people!”

      He frowns. “I never said I killed one hundred people.”

      “But you didn’t say you didn’t.”

      Park rolls his eyes as if that’s an answer I’d be satisfied with.

      I cross my legs under me. “Who is this agency you keep talking about? The CIA?”

      “Kind of.” He bobs his head back and forth. “Basically a branch of the CIA. I can’t really talk about it.”

      “How does a person get involved in such a secret government agency?”

      He glances at me as if he’s thinking about whether or not he wants to tell me. His eyes shift back to the road, and he sighs with resignation. “I was recruited by the government when I was a teenager. They were looking for someone who didn’t have a family. They found me in the foster care system when I was fifteen.”

      “And you just agreed to go with them?”

      “I didn’t have anything better to do. Besides, they promised I’d get to see the world, and to a boy who hadn’t been anywhere or seen anything, that sounded pretty good. Plus, I had all the skills they were looking for. I was athletic, a quick learner, daring, and smart. They loved me.” He shrugs. “I’d never been loved by anyone or anything before.”

      “So Mary Bradshaw is not really your mom?”

      “No.” He shakes his head. “That was an unexpected coincidence.”

      “I guess our pretend marriage is off.” I jokingly pout. “Our poor kids and your water polo team. It’s always hardest on the children when a marriage breaks up.” Park laughs, and I’m glad. I remember how happy Mary was when she thought her son had come to visit her. And I even remember a gleam in Park’s eyes as if he was enjoying her as much as she enjoyed him. “What happened to your parents?”

      He glances in the side mirror, changing lanes. “I don’t have any.”

      “Everyone has parents. Unless you were dropped on the orphanage's front porch by a stork.”

      “Close. It wasn’t the orphanage's front porch. I was left in a cardboard box in Bradshaw Park in the middle of New Jersey. That’s how I got my name.” His face stays even, probably a consequence of all of his training.

      My heart breaks for him and everything that he had to overcome just to get where he is today. No family? I can’t imagine my life if I didn’t have my family to fall back on.

      My smile fades. “Oh, no!” I yell.

      “What?” Park clutches the steering wheel tighter, looking behind us frantically.

      “My family! They’re going to wonder what happened to me. I’m sure they’re worried sick.”

      “The only time you’re allowed to yell Oh, no!  is if it’s an emergency or if someone has a gun pointed at our heads. Those are appropriate times to scream out. Anything else, like not seeing your family for a few days, is considered a little thing we don’t yell over. Does that make sense?” His grip on the steering wheel loosens.

      “My family isn’t a little thing.”

      “Okay, you’re right. You can call them when we stop, and tell them how you decided to go skiing for a few days or something.”

      I unzip my purse, pulling out my phone. “Why can’t I call them now?”

      “No.” I grab her phone, shoving it back in her bag. “You can’t use that. It will give our location away.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know.”

      “So let’s recap. No using your cell phone and no screaming unless it’s an emergency. Understand?

      “Okay, sorry.” I blow out a breath. “I just thought about my mom, and the scream came out.” I zip my lips. “It won’t happen again.”

      “That would be appreciated.”

      The car beeps.

      “What’s that?” I sit up straighter.

      “That would be the gas light. I think you picked the only car in the parking lot that was on empty.”

      I smile. “Well, at least now we can call my family, and I have to go to the bathroom. So it’s a blessing, really.”

      “Such a blessing.” Park smirks as he veers the car off the freeway exit toward a gas station.
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      The car stops in front of the gas pump.

      “Wait here.” I open my door and climb out. “I’ll let you know when it's safe.”

      I spend the next few minutes pumping gas, glancing around. When I’m done, I knock on Lacee’s window. She looks at me, confused. 

      “You can get out,” I mouth.

      She shakes her head as if she’s still confused.

      I roll my eyes, opening her car door. “We really need to work on our signals.”

      “I don’t know what knocking means,” Lacee explains.

      “How do you not know what knocking means?”

      “I must’ve missed that in all my chemistry classes.”

      I hold her arm, keeping her body close to mine. An electric spark travels down my back to my toes. I told myself that pulling Lacee to me was for her own safety, but I can’t deny how good it feels to have her close to me again, even if it’s just for a brief moment.

      I keep my head on a swivel as we walk toward the entrance. I don’t expect anyone to find us here, but you can never be too careful. A bell dings as we open the door. I look around. The place is empty except for the cashier.

      “They have hot chocolate!” Lacee runs to the machine across the store.

      “What are you doing?” I follow.

      “Is hot chocolate not allowed?” She doesn’t wait for my answer. Instead, she pulls out a foam cup and starts filling it up.

      “I just like to be kept in the loop. That’s all.”

      “Okay, fine. I’m getting hot chocolate.” Steam drifts up from the liquid into the air. “Yikes. It’s so hot it’s boiling through the foam cup.” She sets the cup down on the counter. “I’m going to let it cool a second.” She glances at the cashier. “Where’s your bathroom?”

      The woman with colorful tattoos down her arms points to the back corner. “Over there.”

      “Thank you.” Lacee smiles.

      The bell on the door behind us rings again, and we both turn over our shoulders as a bald man with a goatee walks into the service station. His eyes flick toward us then he turns down the first aisle of snacks. I escort Lacee to the single bathroom and knock on the door, waiting a second before I open it. A loud fan turns on with the fluorescent lights. I lean around her, peeking my head inside the bathroom.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Making sure it’s safe.”

      “It’s a tiny bathroom. There’s literally only one place someone can hide.” She kicks the door hard, slamming it against the wall. “See? No one’s behind the door. It’s all clear.”

      “You would’ve felt really dumb if somebody had been hiding there.” I hand her my secure cell phone. “Here. You can call your family on this.”

      “Thanks.”

      I step back. “If you have any trouble in the bathroom, just yell for me, and I’ll come running.”

      “I’m sure you’re just being paranoid,” she says as she slams the door in my face.

      The second I turn around, the man with the goatee wastes no time. He comes at me, punching me in the side. I wish Lacee could see me now. I don’t think I’m being paranoid.
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Lacee

      I take my time going to the bathroom and washing my hands. I open up my purse and grab some lip gloss, applying it. Then I lean forward, looking in the mirror. I trace my fingers over the ridges of my face, pulling at the bags under my eyes. This whole experience has added ten years to my face. I straighten, heaving a heavy sigh as I take Park’s phone out of my pocket.

      I decide to snoop around his device for a minute to see if he’s telling me the truth. It only seems fair.

      I click on his text messages, but everything, including who he sent them to, is encrypted along with his emails. A face ID is needed to open any app besides the calculator and the weather app. I press on the photo icon expecting it to be locked down as well, but it opens up to only two pictures saved on his phone: a picture of my postal receipt and a snapshot of the one hanging on my refrigerator of me in my lab coat and safety glasses. I’m not shocked Park was in my apartment. I’m shocked he snapped a picture of my photograph before we met again on the plane and before I suggested we kiss our way through the holiday season.

      It’s cute in a semi-creepy stalkerish way.

      I guess I’m into that.

      Park liked me enough to stop looking for the computer chip in my apartment and snap a keepsake picture. That thought makes me smile.

      I decide I better text my mom before Park comes knocking. I dial her number into the messages and click on the voice record, holding the speakerphone up to my mouth.

      “Hi, Mom. I just wanted to let you and Dad know that my cell phone battery died last night.” There’s a noise outside the bathroom, and I pause, glancing at the door. I can’t hear anything else over the loud bathroom fan, so I continue my voice message. “Park and I decided to go to Stevens Pass to ski for a few days.” That seems like a likely explanation as to why I’m gone. Stevens Pass is a ski resort thirty-five minutes away from Leavenworth, and my parents shouldn’t be too concerned about me going there. I pace around the bathroom, using large hand gestures as I talk. “I know I should’ve told you before I left, but we’re fine.” It feels taboo to tell them I’ll be home for Christmas, so I leave that part out. “I’ll text you tomorrow and let you know how the skiing is.” I hear another loud noise, and the restroom door shakes. My brows furrow. “Love, you all.”

      I push send on my text and shove his phone back in my pocket. I open the bathroom door just as Park gets thrown into a rack of chips. His body crashes to the floor, but he instantly rolls to his feet, shooting me a tired smile.

      “Hey, Lace.” His breaths are heavy.

      My eyes dart between him and the angry man marching toward him. He says something in a language I don’t understand.

      “What’s he saying?”

      “Don’t have a clue.” Park lunges forward, wrapping his arms around the man’s waist. The man jabs his fists into Park’s side, causing his words to come out in small grunts.

      “I thought you spoke five languages.”

      “Not this one,” he groans, shoving the man back.

      They push off each other, and Park elbows him in the cheek with one quick rotation of his body. The man takes the hit surprisingly well and counteracts by punching Park in the jaw. They spar back and forth, throwing and dodging punches. I find myself ducking and flinching every time Park gets hit. I should probably be more helpful instead of just watching. I’ve always hated that in action movies—the helpless woman standing there while the guy gets the crap beat out of him. Like, go pick up the gun or something.

      Since I’m not a helpless woman, I grab a couple of cans of baked beans off the shelf and throw them at the guy. One hits him in the back of the head and distracts him enough for Park to grab him by the collar and force him into some shelves of candy. As the man comes up, he pulls a knife out of his boot.

      “He’s got a knife!” I yell as his wrist flicks forward, sending the blade through the air.

      Park opens the refrigerated glass door, using it as a shield. The tip of the blade hits the glass, cracking it before it falls to the ground.

      He smiles at me through the shattered glass. “Thanks for the warning.”

      “Did I really help?” My lips curl upward with self-confidence.

      “You did great,” Park says as he picks up the knife. He slashes the blade back and forth several times, cutting the man’s shirt sleeve off and trimming the side of his goatee. That’s some serious precision with a blade. The man knocks the knife away, and they wrestle back and forth through the aisles. I follow behind, watching the action punch for punch. But from where I’m standing, it looks like Park is losing. I search for some way to help. That’s when I see my hot chocolate on the counter. I grab the cup, flinging it in the man’s direction. The burning liquid lands all over his face and neck.

      “I told you that stuff was hot!” I justify my actions.

      The man yells in pain as he stumbles toward the Frazil slushie machine. He pushes on the tabs, and a colorful spray of cold slush spills over his face.

      Park tilts his head. “That’s one way to use a slushie machine.”

      “Very creative.”

      Park looks at me. “And it smells delicious.”

      “I think so too.”

      “As fascinating as this is to watch,” he shrugs, “I don’t think it’s helping us win.”

      “Probably not.” I shake my head.

      “But you’re doing great.” Park grabs the man by his collar and lifts his head out of the slushie machine, pushing him toward the hot dog rollers.

      “Oh, more burning?” I point at the grill.

      “I’m just taking your lead. Besides, the Frazil machine probably numbed his face. He won’t feel a thing.” Park forces the man down and presses his cheek against the burners.

      His eyes go wide, and he fights back, but Park overtakes him, holding the side of his face against the heated grill. He yelps as the smell of burning flesh mixes with gas station hot dogs, and I decide right then and there that I may never eat a hot dog again.

      The man kicks and squirms, kneeing Park in the upper thigh, loosening his grip. He comes up with a red, charred face from the rollers, but it doesn’t slow him down. They fight back and forth until Park grabs the knife on the ground. He slices the blade through the air at a ridiculous speed, cutting the man across the chest. His black shirt splits open, and a stream of crimson spills out. The man hits Park’s arm, sending the knife flying across the room…again. Can we not get a better grip on the weapon? Shouldn’t that be a top priority here?

      Park does some spin move, grabbing a twelve-pack of beer on the way. As his body comes around, he swings the beer, hitting the man in the temple and knocking him out. His body drops to the ground, finally still. A line of blood runs down his face from where the bottle caps cut his forehead.

      “I can’t believe that worked,” I say, standing over his body.

      Park moves to my side. “He won’t be out for long.”

      “Aren’t you going to kill him?”

      “Do you want me to kill him? I was trying to be respectful.”

      “I don’t want him to come after us again.”

      “I’ll make sure he doesn’t.”

      Park bends down, hitting him over the head with the twelve-pack a second time. Then he grabs a box of Christmas lights from a nearby display and drags the man to one of the refrigerated doors. Park ties his hands up, looping the strand of lights through the door handle.

      “Now,” he explains, “even if he does wake up, he can’t go anywhere.” He pulls out a cell phone and a wallet from his pockets.

      “Oh, smart. We should learn who he’s working for.”

      Park smiles at me. “Yep.” He points to a bag of chips on the ground. “Are you hungry?”

      “A little.”

      He nods his head to the chips. You don’t have to tell me twice. I bend down, grabbing some bags of Doritos and a bottle of water.

      “Okay.” He straightens. “You ready to go?”

      I hold up two Doritos bags. “Cool Ranch or Nacho Cheese?”

      “Nacho Cheese every time.”

      I smile, tossing the Cool Ranch bag aside. “I couldn’t agree more.”

      He escorts me to the door.

      “Where did the cashier go?” I ask as we pass the front counter. “Don’t we have to pay for the chips?”

      “Uh, she left when the fighting started. I don’t think she gets paid enough to break up fights.” Park throws a couple of dollars onto the counter. “That should cover it.”

      He opens the door, looking around. In the distance, police sirens blare.

      “Is that for us?”

      “Probably.”

      “What happens if they come? Will we be arrested?”

      Park tugs me toward the car, picking up his pace. “No one’s getting arrested.”

      My eyes dart to the truck parked next to us at the gas pump. A large man is watching us as he fills his beat-up truck with gasoline. He’s dressed in a blue mechanic’s jumpsuit. His dark beard is long enough to go to the top of his sternum, and a toothpick hangs out of his mouth. He’s got an I’m-going-to-kill-you look in his eyes. It’s the opposite of a smolder—more of a tough guy, evil eye thing.

      “Uh, Park?”

      “I see him.” He throws open the passenger door, practically pushing me inside. “Stay in the car.”

      “Are you sure? Maybe I can help.” But the door slams in my face. 

      I thought I was pretty helpful in the gas station.

      I flip around in my seat, watching as the fight unfolds behind the car. Is this guy with the other guy we left inside the gas station, or is he a new threat? The mechanic dude is huge and seems to have the upper hand. The car shakes as he throws Park into the back window. His cheek smashes against the glass.

      “It’s fine!” he says, trying to press his lips into a smile. “Everything’s under control.”

      The big guy pulls him off the car and jabs him in the face several times.

      Things don’t look fine. If Park loses, it’s just me and the big guy left alone. I scramble out of the car, looking around for a weapon. I grab the windshield squeegee and chuck it at him. He doesn’t even flinch. Apparently, squeegees are harmless.

      I clutch the gas pump, swing it around my head like a lasso, and then release it. The metal handle hits Park in the back of the head mid-fight, knocking him off balance.

      “Oh my gosh! I’m so sorry!” My hands go to my mouth. “I was trying to hit the other guy.”

      “I figured.” Park kicks the man in the stomach. Then he takes the gas hose and wraps it around the man’s neck. He tries to pull off, but Park loops it a few more times, tightening it. I run forward, taking the dangling gas pump. There’s not much slack, but enough to angle it toward the guy’s head like a gun. I pull the trigger, spraying gasoline in his eyes and face. I’ve never used a gas hose as a weapon before.

      Park watches the entire thing play out as he holds the hose around the man’s neck tighter and tighter. “You really like using liquid during fights, don’t you?”

      I lift my shoulders, still spraying gasoline. “Well, it looks like a gun. So…” My words trail off as the man’s eyes roll back into his head, and his body slackens and falls to the ground.

      The police sirens get louder, and there are flashing lights on the horizon.

      “Start the car!” Park yells as he digs through the man’s clothes, looking for clues as to who he works for.

      I run around the car to the driver’s side and hit the wires together, starting the engine. I shift the car into reverse just as Park dives into the front seat. My foot pushes on the gas pedal, and we go flying backward. The back right wheel bumps over something, and I slam on the brakes.

      My face turns to Park, and my mouth drops open. “Did I just—”

      “Yep.”

      I shift the car into drive and push on the gas pedal again. The tires lift over the body for a second time.

      “Oh my gosh! I killed him again!”

      “I think he was dead the first time.” Park looks over his shoulder out the back window. “Actually, he might’ve already been dead from the gas hose.”

      “You don’t know that.” I peel out of the gas station, making my way to the on-ramp. “I’m a killer!” my voice comes out panicked.

      “You’re not a killer.”

      “I am! I kill people. I burn them with hot chocolate and run over them with my stolen car. I’m a killer. And a thief.”

      “In that order?” Park asks with a playful grin.

      “That’s not funny.” I bite back my smile as my eyes dart to the speedometer. “It’s too soon to be joking about anything right now.” We’re pushing one hundred miles per hour. This is the second time we’ve made a dramatic escape. You’d think I’d be used to the whole fleeing the scene thing by now, but I guess there’s still room for improvement.
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      Lacee’s been driving for one hour without anyone following us. She weaves in and out of traffic better than the cars on Crossy Road. Must be all of her driving on the Massachusetts Turnpike.

      Is it bad if her impressive driving skills are a turn-on?

      Yes, it’s bad, Park. Stay focused.

      She’s been quiet, and I haven’t pushed her to talk. I’m sure this is all a lot for her to take in. Instead, I’ve been going through the phones and wallets of the two men we left back at the gas station. A password locks both phones; without Derek’s help, I can’t break in. And there was nothing significant in either wallet. Not that I thought there would be. Those guys were professionally trained. They weren’t going to leave behind any clues about who they work for.

      “Pull over up there.” I point to a garage off the side of the highway.

      Lacee makes a sharp right turn, and we skid to a stop in front of the building. I hop out of the car, shooting the lock around the door handles. Sparks fly into the air, and the chain drops to the ground. I pull the sliding doors open. The garage is empty except for a few old tractors and tools. I motion for Lacee to drive the car inside and then glance around outside before closing them shut again.

      Lacee climbs out of the car, back and forth. “This is insane!” she finally says. “People are trying to kill us.” Her fingers comb through her red hair and then drop to her side. Her gaze flips to me as I come around the car to her. “And you’re trying to kill them!”

      I hold my hands up. “I can see you’re about to freak out but if we could just—”

      A burst of laughter erupts from her mouth, and her eyes pop like she’s as surprised by the reaction as I am. Another chuckle puffs out, and her hand covers her lips as if she can somehow hold in her giggles. But her laughter can’t be reined in. It coughs out of her in boisterous spurts until she’s doubled over with her hands on her knees.

      “You’re laughing.” I smile, watching the hysterics play out. “That’s a great sign. Most people who are being chased wouldn’t handle it this well.”

      She straightens, trying to speak through her laughs. “I’m being chased!” She points to herself as streams of tears trickle down her face into her smile. “Me! I’m being shot at and chased. And there’s nothing I can do about it.”

      “Technically, we’re both being shot at and chased.”

      My comment makes her giggle even harder, and her finger dramatically swings to me. “And you’re the one that’s supposed to protect me!”

      My expression falters. Is there something funny about me protecting her?

      She swipes a hand down her face, trying to stop her convulsions. “Oh, man!” She exhales as she leans back against the car. She brushes away her tears, calming her breaths. “I needed that.”

      “Glad you feel better.”

      “I do.” She exhales. “Just a little bit.”

      I lean my back against the car, matching her position. She shifts closer to me, her arms and legs pressing against the side of my body, creating a fusion of warmth between us.

      Her blue eyes meet mine. “Who are these men, and why do they keep finding us?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrug. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “So what are we going to do now?”

      “There’s only one thing that we can do. We need to find Sienna.”

      “Who’s Sienna?”

      “My co-operative.”

      The corner of Lacee’s lips raise. “Oh, now you trust me with her name?”

      “Well,” I smirk, “you did throw a can of baked beans at that guy back in the gas station so I’m pretty sure I can trust you now.”

      “Is that all it took?”

      She lets out a light puff of laughter, and I want nothing more than to grab her and kiss her, but I can’t. Not anymore. Not when I’ve lied to her and put her in danger. Everything between us stopped when those men found us in Leavenworth—everything except for my feelings for her. Nope, they keep growing stronger.

      Our stares hold as a torrent of attraction flows between us. My thoughts must be transparent because Lacee glances away, breaking the moment.

      “How do we find Sienna? Do you know where she lives?”

      “Not exactly.” I push off the car and walk to the trunk, popping it open. “But I do have the package she sent me.” I pull out my bag, close the trunk and set it on top. “Maybe there’s a clue that I missed.”

      “Wait.” She follows me to the back of the car. “You have your bag with you? Did you know people were coming after us, so you came prepared?”

      “No, I had my bag in the rental car back in Leavenworth.”

      “Oh.” Her shoulders drop.

      I zip open the top and pull out the Amazon Prime package. Lacee leans over my shoulder, looking at it.

      “There’s no return address. How did you know it was from Sienna?” 

      “Her last name is Prime, and I didn’t order anything, nor do I have, an Amazon Prime account, so it seemed obvious that it was from her.”

      Lacee watches as I pull out the book inside. Her brows wrinkle together. “Pig Breeds and Their Characteristics. Is this Sienna chick a psycho or something?”

      “I don’t think so. More likely it’s a clue to something, but I can’t figure out what. This came with it too.” I open the book and pull out the Christmas stocking bookmark, holding it up for Lacee to see.

      “Do you think the bookmark is a clue or just some kind of Christmas coincidence?”

      “Knowing Sienna, nothing about this package is accidental. So I’m sure the bookmark means something.”

      “Stocking. Hmm.” Lacee taps on her chin as she thinks. She’s really taking this detective role seriously. “Like a woman’s stocking?” Her expression turns to disgust. “Eww. Is this some kind of kinky thing between you and your coworker? Like you collect her stockings and smell them when you two aren’t together?”

      “Seriously?” I give her a pointed stare. “That’s what you came up with?”

      “Hey,” Lacee raises her palms in innocence, “I don’t know what kind of weird partnership this is.”

      “I can assure you it’s not the kind where I collect her stockings and smell them.”

      She shrugs. “Glad we ruled that out.”

      “Now, if we can get back to the package, the only thing that is off about it is the address on the front. She wrote seventy-four when my house number is really seventy-eight.”

      “Well, did you go to page seventy-four in the book?”

      “Yes.” I flip the pages, turning them to that exact one. “But there’s nothing there.” I hold the book open for Lacee to see.

      “Wait a second.” She shuffles to the front of the car and opens the passenger door. She leans in, grabbing something. A second later, she pops up with the lighter from the glove compartment box. “Maybe there’s a secret message on the paper written in invisible ink.”

      I shake my head. “Sienna isn’t into invisible ink.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I just know.”

      “It’s worth trying, isn’t it? You said so yourself that there might be a clue that you missed.”

      “Fine.” I shove the book toward her.

      “Thank you.” She flicks the lighter on and holds it above page seventy-four, slowly moving it up and down the words.

      “You’re heating the paper.” I lean over her, watching.

      “Yeah, some natural solutions can act as invisible ink, like lemon juice, for example. The carbon-based compounds get absorbed into the paper’s fibers. But heat causes the chemical bonds to break down, freeing the carbon. When the carbon comes in contact with the air, it goes through a process called oxidation, and one of the effects of oxidation is for the solution to turn a darker color.”

      I smile as I watch her, completely turned on by her chemistry talk. Lacee can talk nerdy to me anytime she wants.

      “What?” She glances at me with a sly smile.

      “That’s probably the sexiest thing a woman has ever said to me.”

      Lacee rolls her eyes. “It’s high school science, Park. I can’t believe you didn’t think of it yourself.”

      I can’t believe I didn’t either.

      “Okay, here we go!” Her voice gets excited, and she leans down over the book. “See right here.” She points to three circled words that are spread across the page.

      “Where pigs swim?” I look at her to confirm we’re seeing the same thing.

      “That’s your clue.” She smiles. “Where pigs swim.”

      “Do you still have my phone?”

      She pulls it out of her back pocket and hands it to me. I immediately Google the phrase, where pigs swim, and watch as the answer pops up on my screen. “Big Major Cay, Exuma Bahamas.” I turn to Lacee. “That’s where pigs swim. You’re a genius, Lacee Warren.”

      Her blue eyes light with excitement. “Now Google Exuma, Bahamas and stocking.”

      “Smart.” I add the words to my search engine. “There’s a Stocking Island in Exuma. It’s a five-minute boat ride from Great Exuma island.”

      Lacee bounces up and down on her toes. “We need to go there! Stocking Island—that’s where Sienna will be.”

      I shake my head, letting my smile drop. “You can’t come with me. It would be best if you didn’t get involved further. I don’t know what we’ll find in Exuma or what kind of trouble Sienna’s in.”

      Lacee takes a step forward, I think to intimidate me, but really I just find the action adorable. She places her finger on my chest, poking me with it. “Listen, Park. You involved me the second you stuck that computer chip on my scarf. You can’t change your mind now. Whoever these people are, they’ve seen me with you, and I’ve seen 007. They always kill the pretty girl with the spy dude. So I’m coming with you, and you better get used to it.”

      “Fine.” My lips spread into a wide grin. I can’t help it. “Pack your bags, Lacee. Oh, wait. You don’t have any bags, just a pair of Frosty the Snowman pajamas.” She punches me on the shoulder, and I make a dramatic show like it hurts. “I’m kidding. We are going to Exuma, Bahamas. But first, we just have to find a way to get there.”

    

  







            TWENTY-NINE

          

          

      

    

    






SIENNA PRIME

        

      

    

    
      What the heck is happening?

      I updated Todd Allen about Park’s locations because he’s my boss, and that’s part of my job. I figured Todd would send in a few men to tail Park, making him stick to the original plan, but I didn’t expect this.

      I didn’t expect an ambush at the bar in Leavenworth with a car chase and gunfight to follow. And I certainly didn’t expect an organized attack at the convenience store. I don’t know why there’s been so much wreckage and dead people.

      Is Todd trying to take Park out?

      And not just him.

      It’s clear that Todd’s men are fully prepared to kill Lacee Warren, too, and that doesn’t make any sense. Unless they aren’t Todd’s men. Is there a third party that has access to the information I’ve been passing along to Todd and Derek? Because they are the only two people who know I’m working on this case and know where Park’s at. It’s like all the information I’ve given them is coming back to bite me in the butt, and it doesn’t add up.

      At least now, Park’s headed to Exuma.

      That was the end goal the entire time.

      The mission will be accomplished, and then I can finally stop living this lie.
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      “So this Derek friend of yours, he can just do whatever you need him to do?” I ask Park as we walk around a small airport in the middle of Idaho. The winter sky is dark, and there’s a full display of stars twinkling against the navy backdrop.

      “Yeah, basically. Derek can do anything.”

      “What did you say to him when you talked to him on the phone?” I wanted to overhear Park’s conversation, but he took the phone call privately.

      “I just told him that we needed to get to Exuma, and he gave me the location of a nearby small airport.”

      “Yeah, but you can’t just walk into an airport, steal a plane and fly it to the Bahamas without anyone noticing.” I follow behind him, trying to keep pace. “Can you?”

      Park stops walking, and I nearly bump into him. “Who says we’re stealing a plane?” He shifts, so he’s looking over his shoulder at me.

      Okay, I’ve got to be honest.

      This spy side of Park is freaking hot.

      It’s like James Bond, Jason Bourne, and Ethan Hunt combined together to make some delicious Christmas spy strudel.

      A normal person would freak out and try to get away. But not me. No, the truth is, I feel safe with Park. There’s a look in his eyes that tells me he’d do anything to protect me, and I trust that look.

      “Okay, what are we doing here if we’re not stealing a plane?”

      He smirks. “Flying to Exuma.”

      “Do you even know how to fly a plane?”

      “Kind of.”

      My brows lift. “Kind of? Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

      He shakes his head, laughing. “Relax. I’m not flying the plane. We’re hitching a ride with that guy.” He points across the hangar to a man who looks close to my age. He’s got jeans and a sweatshirt on and a worn-in Yankees hat. “He’s our ride.”

      “Who is he?”

      “I don’t know. Just some contact of Derek’s that we can trust.” Park steps out of the shadows, and I scramble after. “Are you Justin?” he extends his arm out to the man as he walks toward him.

      “I am.” The man takes his hand, shaking it. “And you must be Derek’s friend.”

      “That’s right. I’m Park, and this is Lacee.”

      “Hi.” I give a little wave.

      “Perfect timing. I was just about to take off.” He turns to face the cargo plane behind us. “Let’s get you to Exuma.”

      I walk up the ramp to the back of the cargo plane and look around. There’s nothing but boxes and crates. “Where are we supposed to sit?”

      Park walks past me, sitting down on the floor. “Wherever we want.”

      The door on the back slams shut, causing me to startle.

      “So I take it there are no seatbelts?” I walk to Park, sitting down across from him.

      “It doesn’t look like it.”

      I glance above me at some of the boxes strapped in with ties. “What’s all of this?”

      “Potatoes for the islanders.”

      “Really?”

      “No.” Park laughs. “I have no clue.”

      “You guys ready for take-off?” Justin peeks his head around the seat. He’s got a headphone on with a little microphone.

      Park gives him a thumbs up, and the plane slowly starts rolling forward.

      “How come you didn’t already know where Sienna lived?”

      Park straightens his legs, crossing one foot over the other. “I’ve never met Sienna before.”

      “You’ve never met her? But I thought you said you work together.”

      We do. But we’ve always worked from different angles. Her job was primarily field and tactical support while I was in the middle of the action.”

      “If Sienna was over field support, why is she the one in charge of this mission now?”

      “I haven’t worked with her for two years. She must’ve transferred to being a field officer.”

      “I think it’s weird that you don’t really know her.”

      “I do know her, but our only communication was over the computer or phone. I’ve never actually seen her in person.”

      “Then why would she ask for your help? And why were you so eager to help her?”

      “I don’t know.” The plane speeds up, and within a few seconds, we’re lifting off the ground. Once we’re in the air, Park keeps explaining. “I like Sienna.”

      My expression changes despite my best efforts.

      “There’s no reason to be jealous.” He smiles.

      “I’m not jealous.”

      “I’ve been trained to know when someone is lying, and you are definitely lying.”

      “Oh, brother.” I roll my eyes. “Just continue your story. You like her.”

      “Not how you think. I liked working with, and talking to, Sienna. She’s fun and easy. She makes difficult, impossible missions seem normal and doable. I trusted her. And so when I got her message that she was in trouble, I knew she trusted me too. She could’ve easily gone to anyone else in the agency, but she didn’t. She reached out to me. So, of course, I wanted to help her.”

      “I see.” I drop my eyes to my hands in my lap.

      “You’re jealous again.”

      “No, I’m not.” I lift my head, adding a fake smile. “Besides, what would I be jealous of? You and I were never anything more than a temporary holiday romance. Remember the rules? We would’ve walked away from each other in a few days no matter what.”

      “I remember.” The lighting in the back of the plane is dim, with nothing but runner lights on the floor, but I can still see Park’s blue eyes. “I’m sorry I dragged you into all of this.”

      “It’s not all your fault.” My lips lift. “I’m the one that walked into your dressing room.”

      “True.” He nods. “But I still put you in danger, and I’m sorry about that.”

      “Hey, didn’t we say that all is fair in love and war?”

      A small laugh puffs out of his mouth. “We did.”

      “Then there’s no need for you to apologize.”

      The plane bounces, and I immediately grab onto a nearby strap that’s keeping the boxes from falling over.

      “You okay?” Park’s expression turns to something sweet.

      “Yeah, I just hate turbulence when I’m not buckled in.”

      “I remember that about you.” He scoots over, putting his arm around me. “I promise I’m not trying to make a pass at you. You said the holiday fling was over, and I respect that. I’ll just hold you to your spot so you can sleep.”

      “Okay.” I peek up at him, easily smelling his familiar sandalwood fragrance. That smell triggers the memory of every kiss we’ve shared since we first met. And all I want to do is go back to the easy part of our relationship.

      The plane drops again, and his hold around me tightens. “See? I’ve got you. You can close your eyes and go to sleep.”

      “Okay.” I tear my gaze away from him and lean into the warmth of his body, reminded once again how easy it is to be with Park Bradshaw.

      Now my head just has to figure out if I’m in love or in war.
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      December 23

      There’s a loud noise under me as the plane's landing gear lowers. My eyes jolt open, and Lacee’s red hair is the first thing I see. We’re both lying on our backs. My arm wraps around her, and her body presses against mine, with her head using my chest as a pillow.

      I close my eyes again, savoring the moment. I breathe in Lacee’s scent. I’ve been trying to figure out ever since I met her what she smells like—beyond coconut shampoo—and I think I’ve finally figured it out. She smells like Christmas. A few days ago, I didn’t even know Christmas had a smell, but now whenever I’m near Lacee, I smell peppermint from her parent’s candy store, goulash from the German restaurant she took me to, reindeer food from feeding Blitzen, hot chocolate from the bonfire, and gingerbread from making houses with her family. All of my happiest memories from the last few days are wrapped up in her and her scent, and I want to breathe it in forever.

      Lacee's body moves, and she slowly lifts her chin, looking at me with her puffy sleep eyes. “I thought you were going to hold me to my spot.”

      “Isn’t that what I’m doing?”

      “I think you’re holding me to you.”

      “Can you blame me?”

      She smiles her bright smile, and it’s like a gut punch to the heart in the best way possible. I push her hair back from her face, keeping my fingers on her cheek. She tilts her head even more, and under any other circumstances, I would take that as a sign that she wanted me to kiss her. But I can’t. Not when she told me yesterday that things between us are over.

      Everything was going so well. I was enjoying the holidays for the first time in my life with the most incredible woman who makes me feel alive and full of energy. But it’s like I woke up on Christmas morning and found a lump of coal in my stocking.

      The magic’s over.

      I’m getting nothing from Lacee because I’ve been nothing but bad.

      At least in her eyes.

      Except right now, Lacee’s eyes tell me she wants to kiss. I want that too, but it can’t come from me. I can’t be the one to make the move.

      This is her Christmas party.

      I just want to be invited to it.

      She scoots her body up, inviting me in. Her lips graze over mine in a slow but sensual way. I react by wrapping her more fully in my arms. This kiss isn’t about heated passion or taking things to the next level. It’s more about feelings. Feelings that have gotten stronger the more time we’ve spent together. Feelings that we’re not supposed to have. The kiss is soft and slow, with a longing behind each skim that’s palpable and heartbreaking, at least for me.

      “We’re just about to land,” Justin yells back, breaking things up.

      “Sorry.” Lacee dips her chin, pulling away. “I said we weren’t going to do that anymore. I just hate the thought of you never working up to a ten.”

      “It would be a shame if I never reached my potential.”

      Her blue eyes playfully peek at me. “I’m giving this last kiss an eight. Just so you know where you stand.”

      “I’ll take it.”

      And yes, I’m secretly disappointed that she said this last kiss.

      The plane’s tires touch the ground, and everything jostles.

      “I guess we made it to Exuma,” Lacee says, sitting up.

      And just like that, the moment between us is over, leaving me craving more.

      “Yep.” I stand. “Now we just need to find Sienna.”
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      Going from a thirty-degree temperature in Leavenworth to eighty-five degrees in Exuma, Bahamas, is a big swing. No amount of day-old deodorant is going to be able to combat that. Luckily, the breeze from the water taxi helps cool things down. The boat is taking us to Stocking Island. I thought finding Sienna’s exact location would be difficult, but apparently, Stocking Island has a population of about twelve people, which narrows down the search. All it took was asking my water taxi driver if there was a single woman that owns one of the houses on Stocking Island. He knew exactly who I was talking about and said he’d take me to her house.

      I glance over at Lacee. She lifts her chin in the air, letting the wind blow her red hair behind her. She’s wearing giant sunglasses that cover half her face. She picked them out in a local store while I arranged the water taxi. She also changed her snow boots out for sandals and her jacket and jeans for a blue tank top and white shorts. Now, she looks tropical and cute, and I love seeing this different side of her.

      But don’t worry, she didn’t forget to buy something tropical for me. I look down at the netted neon shirt she picked out. I don’t actually think you can call it a shirt. It’s more like a see-through crop top, ending two inches above my belly button. The worst part is that the fishnet fabric acts like a cheese grater against my nipples. I need some Body Glide right about now to prevent chafing. I think Lacee was trying to get me back for the Frosty the Snowman pajamas I put her in. I could take the netted shirt off and just go shirtless, but I’d rather play this game with her. Besides, it’s not all bad. My see-through crop top shows a lot. I’ve been flexing my six-pack the entire boat ride, and although Lacee’s wearing sunglasses, I can tell by how she inclines her head that she’s stolen a few glances. At least the black swim trunks she bought me aren’t that bad. Although, there’s nowhere to hide my gun with this apparel, so it’s stowed in my duffle bag along with our winter clothes.

      My eyes scan the shoreline ahead of us. It’s nothing but white sand, turquoise water, and green palm trees. One palm tree is decorated like a Christmas tree with ornaments. And next to the one restaurant, Chat ‘N Chill, stands a plastic Santa Claus in swim trunks and sunglasses. The boat breezes by that part of the island, taking us around to the tip. Up on a hill, nestled into the foliage is a small blue and yellow house about fifty yards from the water. I would’ve missed it completely if I hadn’t been looking for it. I get Lacee’s attention with my hand and point to the house, indicating that it must be Sienna’s.

      The vibration of the motor lessons and the bow of the boat gently glides into the shore until it hits the soft sand and stops. I hop over the side, landing in the shallow water below. I reach for Lacee, helping her out of the boat.

      “Isn’t this beautiful?” She looks around, taking it all in. “Sienna went up a notch or two in my book just based on where she lives.”

      “I agree. It’s a cool area.” 

      I always thought my secluded spot in Kauai was pretty awesome, but seeing Sienna’s place, I feel like trading my house in for the stunning water of Exuma.

      “I’ll come back to get you in a little while,” Norman, the water taxi driver, says as the boat drifts from shore. 

      “Like how long?” I call after him.

      “It’s beach time. It doesn’t matter.” Then Norman speeds away, giving us the peace sign as he leaves.

      “Can we really trust that guy?” Lacee uses her thumb to point over her shoulder. “I feel like Norman will forget about us, and we’ll be stuck here for days.”

      “Would being stuck on a deserted island with me for days be the worst thing in the world?” I smile.

      “It would be if I was stuck here with you and Sienna, watching while you throw knives at tiny targets and clean your guns.” Lacee walks up the beach toward the house. “Plus, it’s Christmas—the time to be with the people you love.”

      I drag my feet through the warm sand as I follow after her, wishing Lacee felt a little bit of love for me. “Throw knives and clean guns? Is that what you think spies do all day?”

      Lacee turns around, so she’s walking backward. “I guess we’ll find out.”

      I glance ahead at Sienna’s house, and a weird feeling invades my stomach. I think I’m nervous, and I’m rarely nervous. This isn’t how I thought meeting Sienna in person for the first time would go. I never thought I’d bring a woman I have feelings for with me to meet the woman I’ve always kind of had a crush on. Not a crush, but just someone that I’ve always respected. And I certainly didn’t picture myself wearing a neon green fishnet crop top when meeting Sienna. Right about now, I feel like taking it off, but I’ve never been a quitter, so the shirt stays on.

      The closer we get to the house, the more it looks like nobody’s home. All the windows are boarded up with locked storm shutters, and the white wicker patio furniture is stacked neatly in the corner with a cord tied around them.

      Disappointment sinks into my stomach. I wanted to get some answers about this mission and the computer chips. But it looks like I’m left in the dark again.

      “If Sienna’s here, she doesn’t want anyone knowing it.” Lacee steps onto the deck. “The place looks like she’s prepping for a hurricane.”

      I knock loudly on the wood shutters that block the front door, but instead of waiting for an answer, I walk around the wooden porch.

      Lacee follows behind. “Do you think we came all this way for nothing?”

      “Not for nothing. Sienna wanted me to come here. So there has to be a way inside.” I brush my fingers along the top of each window ledge, looking for a key. I walk back to the front, and my gaze focuses on three decorative seashells hung on the siding next to the door. It’s the only decoration. I pull the shells off the wall, flipping it over. Nothing. That’s when I purposely drop the decoration on the ground.

      “Whoa!” Lacee jumps back as the seashells crash into pieces.

      In the middle of the debris is a silver key.

      I bend down and pick it up. “Looks like we’re in.”
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Lacee

      The door to the house creaks as Park pushes it open. He’s got his gun out and pointed in front of him as we enter. I’m not sure who he thinks has locked themselves inside the small house and waited for days for us to come just so they can jump out from the shadows and kill us. But I don’t want to rain on his parade with my spy skepticism, so I shut my mouth and let Park do his thing.

      I glance around the dim house. There’s not much to it. Just a light blue sofa and loveseat in the front room, a tall, skinny shelving unit with books and magazines, a small table with two chairs, and an open kitchen with an old white stove and refrigerator. One coffee cup hangs on a hook above the sink next to a yellow dish towel. The place seems lonely and bare—like how I’ve felt the last three months before Park came along.

      After a few seconds of him waving his gun around every corner, he lowers it and looks over his shoulder at me. “I think the place is empty.”

      You think?

      I just nod instead of saying something sarcastic.

      Park sets his bag on the counter and goes back to the bedroom. Hangers clatter together inside the closet. Since he’s rummaging through Sienna’s stuff, I can too. I poke around the kitchen, opening a few drawers.

      “What kind of last name is Prime anyway?” I swing open the refrigerator door. There’s nothing inside—no surprise there.

      “I don’t know,” Park says back in the bedroom.

      “It sounds made up.”

      “It probably is.”

      “Is your name made up?”

      “I have a bunch of aliases.”

      “Like what?” I thumb through the silverware drawer, which only has enough utensils for two.

      His head pops out from the bedroom. “Like Parson Brown.”

      I roll my eyes, moving on to the next drawer. “Is Sienna insinuating she’s in the prime of her life? Or does it have something to do with prime numbers—her code name is 2, 3, 5, 7, 11, 13, 17, 19—”

      “I get it.” Park’s words stop me from continuing.

      “Or maybe she’s comparing herself to beef. She’s not USDA Choice beef or USDA Select beef. She’s USDA Prime.”

      “It’s just a name.” He smirks as he comes into the kitchen. “You might be overthinking it.”

      “Maybe.” I shrug, opening the cupboards under the sink. “What are we looking for anyway?”

      He reaches his arm up, grazing his fingers over two bolt hooks attached to the ceiling above the front door. “We’re looking for the other half of the microchip or a clue to where it’s at.”

      “How are you so sure it’s here?”

      He steps back, keeping his eyes on the bolts. “Sienna had to have led me here for a reason.”

      I come around the kitchen counter, leaning against the bar. His focus shifts and he moves to the couch, lifting the cushions and running his fingers along the lining.

      “You’re so confident in your relationship with her.”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “You said yourself that you don’t really know her.”

      “No, I said I’ve never met her.” He places the cushions back in their spot and kicks the corner of the rug over in front of the couch. There’s one odd-looking board that doesn’t completely fit in with the wood flooring. Park bends down, jiggling the piece back and forth until it loosens and pops up. “It looks like Christmas came early.”

      He pulls the other boards aside, revealing a metal cache of guns, weapons, and electronic gadgets that look like they came straight out of the Mission: Impossible movies. We just need Benji to tell us how to work them all.

      “Holy crap!” I hunch over him, getting a better look. “What the heck is she doing with all of that?”

      He starts pulling out some of the guns. “Every operative has a collection like this somewhere in their house.”

      “Do you have a collection like this?”

      “Yeah, but Sienna’s is more impressive. I guess that’s to be expected since she started in field support. She’s going to know more than me about tech stuff and gadgets.” He leans down, feeling around the compartment to ensure he has everything. Then he places the boards back down and flips the rug over. “Honestly, though. I’d trade these guns in for the second computer chip.” His eyes scan the house. “We don’t have time to tear this place apart. There has to be something we’re missing.”

      “What about a book?” I push off the counter and walk to the shelf. “Sienna sent the message to you in a book. Maybe that’s where she hid the second microchip.” My fingers travel along the spines until one book, in particular, catches my eye. I pull it out and hold it up for Park to see.

      “Pig Breeds and Their Characteristics,” he reads, and I’ve never seen anyone move so fast. Park quickly stands, making his way to me. He tears off the book cover, and glued to the spine is a computer chip almost identical to the one Park has.

      I smile big at him. “I solved the case! Move over Sienna Prime because there’s a new Nancy Drew in the house.” I shuffle around the front room doing some karate moves. In the middle of my roundhouse kicks, I notice Park staring at me. He’s watching me more closely than an Elf on the Shelf. And this isn’t just any stare. His blue eyes show love behind them, and I don’t know how I feel about that. I stop mid-karate chop and fidget with the bottom of my tank top. “What is it?”

      His lips curve into a new smile full of astonishment and appreciation. “It’s just…” He shakes his head. “I've never met anyone like you and...” I shift my weight, uncomfortable about where this speech might be going. As if Park’s aware of my growing anxiousness, he shakes his head again. “Never mind. Let’s see once and for all what’s on these microchips.” He grabs his duffle bag from off the counter. “I have a laptop in here we can use.”

      I plop down on the couch relieved, and a bit disappointed, Park didn’t say anything more. This already feels like a big moment. We don’t need to confess any feelings right now. After Park sees the information on the computer chips, the situation might change, and whatever he was about to say two seconds ago might not even be relevant anymore. He sits beside me on the couch, opening his computer.

      “You okay?” He eyes me. “You seem nervous.”

      I am nervous.

      My heart is thrumming inside my chest, not just the cute little beats. I’m talking about a bass drum's low, rumbly beats. Yeah, my heart is pretty much rounding out a percussion band right now. 

      “This is the big reveal.” I swallow. “I just don’t know what to expect, you know?”

      “I don’t either. But it can't be good if people are killing others for this information.” He snaps the two microchips together and plugs them into the drive on his computer. Files flicker onto the screen, flashing pictures and codes in fast succession.

      I put my hand on his forearm. “Park, before we look at all of this, I want to tell you something.”

      “Your timing is terrible.” He laughs, glancing at me. “Can we talk about whatever it is after I make sense of all these files?”

      I scratch my forehead. “After might be too late.”

      “The files are already popping up. I promise I’ll give you my full attention after we figure this out.” Park leans into the screen, studying a rendering of a missile. “I think these are plans for some kind of weapon.”

      I sink back into the couch.

      I’ve lost him.

      He flips through the files, scans, and pictures. Mathematical codes and formulas are written all over the pages. “Can you make sense of any of this?”

      I sit up, looking at the computer screen. “It’s a bit above my pay grade, but I can try.” I tilt my head, reading the equations. In a lot of ways, it’s like a paleographer reading ancient hieroglyphics. You can pick up bits and pieces of what’s happening, but you don’t have the whole story to really know for sure. “They’re chemical formulas—compounds that are used to harm, incapacitate, or kill.”

      “They’re weapons of mass destruction, but not nuclear.” Park huffs. “They’re plans and formulas for chemical weapons with the launch codes.” He runs his fingers through his hair absentmindedly as he flips through more files. “Why wouldn’t Sienna turn this into the CIA? Why would she enlist me? This is serious. If this information gets into the wrong hands, it could mean World War III. Millions of people could die.”

      He clicks through the last of the files, but now they’re photographs of people, not weapons. He inclines his head, studying a man in one of the pictures. “I recognize that guy, but the photo isn’t clear enough for me to make out who he is.”

      “Park, can we talk now?” I stand, pacing back and forth. “I have something important to say.”

      He looks at me, but I can tell he’s distracted. His mind is on chemical weapons and the men in the pictures, but it’s okay. Now is as good of a time as any. “There’s something I need to tell you.” I suck in a deep breath, working up the courage. “I—”

      Bullets fire through the walls of the house. Park tackles me to the floor, shielding me with his body. He yanks the chips out of the computer drive and shoves them into his pocket. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

      So much for telling him what I’ve been dying to say.
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      I don’t know how these people keep finding us.

      My phone is secure.

      We weren’t followed.

      Sienna’s house is in a safe location.

      It’s like they knew we would be here.

      The shots outside come from different angles, breaking through the walls and shutters.

      “Stay down!” I army crawl to Sienna’s cache of guns on the floor across from me. “They’re probably shooting to break through the storm shutters. We have a few seconds before they’ll come inside.” I load some guns and sling them around my shoulder. Then I grab a few other small devices and throw them toward my bag next to the couch. “But don’t worry. I’m going to get us out of this.”

      Shots fire right behind me, and I whip around. Lacee’s standing in the middle of the living room, holding a small gun out in front of her.

      “What are you doing? You don’t know how to use that.”

      She points the weapon at the walls and starts firing, going around in a complete circle. I leap behind the couch for protection when she swings the gun in my direction.

      “Who are you shooting at?” I yell.

      “Whoever is shooting at us!”

      “Well, stop before you kill me.”

      “I’m not going to kill you.” Everything goes silent, and I peek my head up from behind the couch. “But you’re right. That was excessive.”

      “How did you even know how to use a weapon like that? The safety was on.”

      Her eyes sweep over the gun, and she shrugs. “I’ve played a lot of video games at arcades.”

      I stand, walking toward her. “From here on out, let's leave the shooting to me.”

      The front door bursts open, and I lift the gun in Lacee’s hand. Together we shoot the man that busted through. Then we turn and shoot the person crashing through the living room window. Behind us, another comes in the kitchen window. I swing Lacee’s arm around and fire at him.

      We stand in silence for a second, arms stretched out in front of us, my chest pressed against her back, and the top of her head resting on my cheek.

      “I thought I wasn’t supposed to use the gun anymore.” She breathes against me.

      I think I was the one doing the shooting.”

      “Are you sure?” Her blue eyes peek at me. “It felt like I was the one in control.”

      Actually, I’m not sure, but I have no time to analyze the situation.

      I step back, sifting through Sienna’s supplies that I threw over to my bag. I take the most important things and zip the bag shut. “We’ve got to go.”

      “Do you think we killed everybody that’s after us?”

      “Probably not.” I shake my head, throwing the shoulder strap over my body.

      “Then how are we going to get out of here?”

      I rush to the kitchen, pulling out the oven. I yank on the gas pipe, breaking it off the wall.

      “You’re going to blow this place up?” Her jaw drops. “Why? It’s such a cute beach house.”

      “It’s our only way to safety.”

      Lacee shakes her head, backing up. “No, this is a terrible idea.”

      I glance out the front door. “See that huge rock island down there?”

      She jerks her head to where I’m pointing. “What about it?”

      I grab one of Sienna’s gadgets. It looks like an oversized machine gun, but it’s not. I point it at the rock island and pull the trigger. A metal arrow shoots out of it with a cable attached. It speeds through the air, down the hill one hundred yards, until the tip hits the side of the rock cliff and locks into place. I fasten the gun to the hook bolts in Sienna’s ceiling—I like the forethought she put into her exit strategy. Then I detach the handle.

      “This gadget is going to shoot us out of the house like a rocket.”

      “That sounds sketchy.”

      “It’s not. Basically, we’re going to zipline from this house down to the island.”

      “But there’s only one handle.”

      I wrap one arm around Lacee, bringing her to me. “I’ll hold on to you.” I smile at her—that’s my go-to reaction when I’m trying to keep her calm.

      “I don’t like this idea.” She pushes against me. “What if you drop me?”

      Another round of bullets starts firing into the house. The next wave of operatives are closing in on us. We’re running out of time.

      “Do you trust me?” I feel like Aladdin asking that question.

      “No.”

      My brows drop.

      That wasn’t the answer I was hoping for.

      I take a stun pen out of my pocket—luckily, there was one in Sienna’s hidden supplies. “You may not trust me, but I hope you’ll forgive me.”

      I poke the pen into her neck, shooting a wave of sleeping drugs into her neck. Lacee’s eyes go wide, and her body goes limp against mine.

      “You…son…of…” Her words slur together as her eyes roll back.

      Yep, she’ll be furious at me when she wakes up. But she’ll be alive, so how can she really be that mad?

      I grab one of the kitchen chairs and loop the zipline cord through the back of the chair several times. Then I sit on the chair with Lacee in my lap—spider style. That’s another thing she’d probably be upset about, but she’s never going to know. I wrap my arm around her back and curl my feet around the legs of the chair. Several men crash through the ceiling with guns pointed at us. I throw a grenade toward the oven. I have four seconds before everything explodes. I hold onto Lacee with one arm, push the button on the escape gun, and the zipline handle shifts forward. It locks into place and shoots us out of the house. Two more seconds before the grenade detonates. We zip through the air, hanging above the shallow water just as the house explodes behind us. The cord we’re attached to loosens—probably because the hooks the zipline was attached to are now melted. We drop eight feet below into the ocean. It only takes a second before I find my feet and pull Lacee out of the water. I look back at Sienna’s destroyed house. She’s not going to be happy about that.

      Behind me, a horn honks.

      I turn and see Norman waving at me from his boat.

      Talk about impeccable timing.

    

  







            THIRTY-FOUR

          

          

      

    

    






LACEE

        

      

    

    




      December 24

      A familiar headache throbs against my temples.

      The bright light knocking on my eyelids isn’t helping things. Neither is the Mannheim Steamroller version of Deck the Halls that’s blasting in the background. I’d recognize those trumpets anywhere. My mom’s been playing that Christmas album at full volume since I was little.

      But why is it playing now?

      I open my eyes and look around. I’m in my bedroom at my parents’ house in Leavenworth, but how did I get here? The last thing I remember was being with Park in Exuma. Maybe it was all just a dream. I push my bangs back and laugh.

      Of course, it was a dream.

      I sit up, and that’s when I see what I’m wearing—Frosty the Snowman flannel pajamas. I reach for my phone. It’s on my dresser, plugged into the charger just like always. I flip the screen up, checking the date–December 24.

      Christmas Eve.

      Freaking Park!

      How the heck did I get here? The flight alone from Exuma to Seattle is six hours long. Not to mention I was in a house, on an island, surrounded by people shooting at me. Then there’s the question of how Park got my limp body halfway across the globe. And that’s not even the end of it. How did he break into my parents' house, change me into pajamas, and exit the place without anyone hearing him? That’s quite the escape story, and it’s driving me crazy that I don’t even know the details of it.

      All I know is Park drugged me and undressed me again. I’m furious. Okay, I should be furious, but I’m really not. How can I be mad at a man who risked everything to get me home safely in time for Christmas? It’s like the biggest romantic gesture of all time.

      At least I assume I’m safe unless the bad guys are actually the ones playing Deck the Halls and not Mannheim Steamroller. I swing my legs out of bed and slowly stand, feeling the effects of the sleeping drug. I glance around the room and notice two presents sitting on my dresser that weren’t there before. And resting on top of them is a piece of paper. I walk to the dresser in a slow, clunky way and pick up the note, trying to focus my eyes.

      
        
        Dear Lacee,

      

        

      
        I’m sorry for drugging you again. I just wanted to get you out of there alive. It was never my intention to put you in danger, and now, my only goal is to keep you safe, even if that means never seeing you again. I just don’t think I could live with myself if anything were to happen to you. So I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything between us…well, not everything. There are quite a few moments that will live on repeat in my head. But I’m not going to lie; it will always bug me that we didn’t get to a level ten kiss. It’s only the second mission in my life that I didn’t complete, and I’ll always wish I had.

      

        

      
        Thank you for giving me the best Christmas. Until I met you, I didn’t know that the holidays could be magical, but you showed me what this time of year is really about.

        I made sure to rewrap your mom’s present. It’s the one with the golden bow.

      

      

      My eyes flick to the two wrapped packages.

      
        
        The present with the red bow is for you. Since you won the gingerbread contest and get to open one gift tonight, I’m hoping you’ll open mine.

      

        

      
        I think you’re incredible, and I sincerely hope you get what you want in the future.

      

        

      
        Park

      

        

      
        P.S. I got your pajama change time down to three minutes just like you requested.

      

      

      I step back, sitting on the edge of the bed with Park’s letter still in my hand.

      I feel sad.

      This isn’t how it’s supposed to end. I mean, it is. But it’s not. Park was always supposed to walk out of my life, but I’m not supposed to feel this empty and heartbroken about it. I’m supposed to feel relieved. But relief is the opposite of what’s happening inside me.

      There’s a knock on my bedroom door then it swings open. My mom stands in the doorway wearing a Santa apron and a big smile. “You made it back.”

      My shoulders drop. “I’m so sorry that I left with no explanation. I’m sure you were so worried.”

      She takes a seat next to me on the bed. “I wasn’t worried. You’re an adult. I know you can take care of yourself.”

      “I know, but it was still rude to just up and leave right before Christmas.”

      “I figured you had a good reason.” My mom smiles, pushing my hair back from my face. “Besides, I trust any son of Mary Bradshaw to take care of my baby girl.”

      If she knew the truth, she probably wouldn’t trust him.

      “Did you and Park have fun?”

      “We did.” My lips lift into a smile, but the action feels weird for how sad I am. “It was very unexpected but at the same time adventurous.”

      “You do love a good adventure.”

      “Yeah, I do.”

      “Well, when Park called last night and said you were coming home we—”

      “Park called you?” I sit up straighter.

      “Yes, he said you’d be getting home late and that you were already asleep. He asked if I could leave the front door unlocked so he could carry you to bed.”

      So that’s how he got inside my parents’ house without alarming anyone. Not as dramatic as I had thought.

      “I don’t know why you couldn’t just walk to bed yourself,” my mom shrugs, “but I played along because him carrying you inside seemed romantic.”

      “I was really tired,” I lie. “Like exhausted.” More like drugged. “I’m sure he tried to wake me, and I just slept right through it.”

      “I’m glad you got some rest then.” She pats my leg and stands. “Get dressed. We’re about to have brunch. And then you can help make the Oreo Surprise dessert.”

      I force a smile. “Sounds great.”

      “Honey, are you okay? You seem sad.”

      I am sad, but I can’t explain to her why. “I’m fine.”

      “Okay, come and eat then.” She squeezes my shoulder once before walking out of my room.

      I exhale, trying to relieve some of the heartache, but it won’t go away.

      There’s a pressing, crushing pain expanding in my chest, and at any minute, I feel like it’s all going to explode in my face.
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      I glance out my hotel window, looking down at the last-minute shoppers funneling in and out of Pike’s Place Market in downtown Seattle.

      I did the right thing.

      That’s what I keep telling myself.

      It doesn’t matter what my heart feels. Things between Lacee and me would’ve never worked out. I can’t keep putting her in danger, protecting her when things go wrong. She deserves more than that. Besides, the longest relationship I’ve ever had is with my oceanfront condo in Kauai. I don’t do long-term things. That’s not the type of life I live.

      So I walked away because I…

      Geez.

      I’m not finishing that sentence.

      I’m not saying something that dumb. I’m not the guy that develops feelings for a woman. I’m the guy that’s too busy working a job to even know that women exist.

      But don’t worry. Whatever the heck is going on with me is just a feeling. It will fade away like the pain from a gunshot wound. I’m not stupid enough to think that Lacee and I could actually have a future. I kill people for a living—that’s a deal breaker for most women. With my job, I’d never be able to give her a normal life. I jet-set around the world, in a new place every year. That’s not what Lacee wants.

      I let out a deep breath and grab my laptop. It’s time to forget about her—that ship has sailed. My focus now is on the computer chips. Normally, I’d turn them into the Director of the CIA, but I’m hesitating because Todd doesn’t know I’m working on this case. And for some reason, Sienna didn’t turn the information into him herself.

      I take the microchips out of my pocket, piece them together, and put them in the computer. While I wait for the files to load, I call Derek.

      “You know it’s Christmas Eve, right?” Derek snaps.

      “Merry Christmas!” I infuse my voice with as much cheer as possible because I know it will bug him. “I hope you’re drinking a lot of eggnog.”

      “Most people don’t work on this holiday.”

      “If you’re not working today, why did you answer your phone?”

      “What do you want, Park?”

      I start with the easy stuff that Derek won’t say no to. “I need you to run some face IDs on a few photos. And,” this is where he’s going to get upset, “to find out what case Sienna Prime is working on, who her team lead is, and her location.”

      Derek spits out a humorless laugh. “You know I can’t give you that information.”

      “You have to.” My eyes drift to the computer screen and the now-loaded picture of the chemical weapon. “I think Sienna might be in trouble.”

      “Even if she were in trouble, what does that have to do with you?”

      “Remember when I said I was helping a friend?” I rub my fingers over my brows. “Well, Sienna Prime is that friend.”

      “Sienna has been working undercover for two years. She’s not in trouble.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I do.”

      “But how?” I press.

      “Because I talked to her today.”

      I lean forward. “You talked to Sienna today?”

      Did she mention whether or not she was upset that I blew up her Exuma beach house yesterday?

      Maybe she doesn’t know yet.

      “We spoke a half hour ago, and she’s still working on her assignment. She’s fine. In fact, she’s more than fine. She’s about to blow the entire case wide open. So leave her alone and let her do her thing.”

      My fingers swipe through my hair. “That doesn’t make sense. Sienna’s the one that contacted me. She’s the one that said she was in trouble. Why would she say that if everything’s fine?”

      “Maybe you misunderstood her.”

      “Trust me. I didn't misunderstand her. There’s something bigger going on, and I won’t stop until I figure it out.”

      “Park,” Derek lets out a heavy sigh, “if I were you, I’d walk away. This isn’t your mission.”

      “I’m in too deep. I can’t walk away.” My voice turns pleading. “Are you going to help me or not?”

      Derek spouts off a string of swear words. “I’m supposed to be getting ready to go to my niece's Christmas program. Instead, I’m engaging in illegal activity with you.” In the background, a door slams, and a few seconds later, his fingers type over a keyboard.

      load the pictures into an encrypted email and transfer them to Derek. “I need you to do that fancy facial recognition stuff with the people in the photographs I just sent you.”

      “If this gets me fired, I’m coming after you. I don’t care what kind of skills you have. I have more. I can kill you by pushing a button on my computer.”

      “I don’t doubt that.”

      “These pictures are crap.” He’s silent for a few seconds as he types. “I mean, they’re crap for everyone else but me. But since I’m brilliant at my job, I was able to match the faces with some files in our database. I’m sending you the information now.”

      I curl my fingers into a fist, pressing them against my mouth as I wait for his information to download. The picture pops up right as Derek reads his findings over the phone.

      “It looks like the tall guy pictured is a hitman Tom Aleksi. Probably a bodyguard to the other man pictured. A Nicholas Lawerence, a chemist from New York. Currently resides in Boston.”

      My brows fold together, and I lean forward, looking closer at my computer screen.

      Nicholas Lawrence?

      As in Lacee’s Nicholas Lawrence?

      I should’ve recognized that stupid peacoat.

      “That’s all I can do to help you, Park. I can’t get involved beyond this.”

      “I get it.” I can’t tear my eyes away from the picture. I’m trying to finish my conversation with Derek while my mind runs through a thousand things. “What you’ve done today is enough.”

      “I wish I could help more, but I have my career to consider.”

      “It’s fine. Enjoy your niece’s Christmas program.”

      “Good luck.”

      I click off the call and lean back into my chair, studying Nicholas Lawrence’s facial recognition file that Derek sent me. Why is Lacee’s ex-boyfriend pictured in a file with weapons of mass destruction? A few pieces to the puzzle start to fit into place. The weapons on the computer chips are all chemical and require a chemist to develop the formulas. And Nicholas Lawrence was at the mall the day I intercepted the second computer chip.

      So was Lacee.

      My heart sinks.

      Is she somehow involved in all of this?

      Is she designing and creating chemical weapons?

      There’s no way.

      I stand, shaking my head as I pace the small hotel room.

      Lacee just keeps being in the wrong place at the wrong time—that’s the only logical explanation.

      A memory flashes across my mind. Lacee wanted to tell me something right as the computer chips were loading on my computer. Maybe she wanted to tell me this.

      BANG! There’s a loud noise behind me.

      In one quick motion, I pull my gun out from the holster on my waist and point it at the balcony window as four men dressed in black come crashing in. They’re attached to cables fastened to the roof. Gunshots fire through the locked door behind me as more men enter the small hotel room and surround me.

      I raise my hands in defeat.

      It’s over.
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      So this is Christmas—bowls of homemade candies on the table, the sound of playing cards being shuffled, soft Christmas music in the background, trays of finger foods left out for hours, everyone dressed in nicer clothes with Christmas-patterned socks, a crackling fire, the glow of lights spread across the house, a cinnamon candle, laughter, smiles, the feel of something sacred and special. This is the part of Christmas I love the most…usually.

      But tonight, nothing feels right. Even the slow drop of snowflakes outside doesn’t have the same effect. It’s like something’s missing—a vacant spot in my heart that no amount of Christmas cheer can fill.

      I tuck my feet under me as I sit on the couch, watching the flames in the fireplace sway and crackle. Erika and Cassi are on the floor below me, playing a card game, completely unaware that I wish I were somewhere else.

      My dad places another log on the fire, turning to me. “It’s too bad Park couldn’t stop by for a little bit.”

      I think my heart was just feeling the same thing.

      “Are you guys dating or something?” Cassi flicks her eyes to me as she waits for Erika to discard.

      I feel myself getting defensive for no reason. “Why would we be dating?”

      Government operatives don’t date.

      How could they?

      There’s always a villain or a bad guy waiting in the wings, threatening any real relationship.

      So we’re not dating.

      Or using a holiday fling as an excuse to spend time with each other.

      Whatever game we’ve been playing this season is over.

      Cassi frowns as if she senses the frustration I’m projecting. “You spent the last two days skiing with each other. I assumed you must like Park a little bit or be starting some kind of relationship. Or else why would you leave right before Christmas?”

      “I do like him.” I relax my shoulders, reminding myself that my family has no clue where I’ve really been. They don’t know about the men with guns or the computer chips. They don’t know that being with Park is dangerous for him and for me. “But things between us would never work. Our relationship would be too complicated.”

      “I hate it when people say things like that.” Erika looks over her shoulder at me. “If you like him, which you just said you did, then uncomplicate things.”

      Uncomplicate things? That’s like asking a blindfolded person to solve a Rubik's cube. There’s no way to figure things out.

      “Well,” my mom fiddles with caramel popcorn in the kitchen behind us, “I think Park needs to spend Christmas Eve with his mom anyway. That’s the entire reason he came to Leavenworth.”

      I glance over my shoulder, lifting my lips to acknowledge her words, even though what she said isn’t true. I’m the reason Park came to Leavenworth for the holidays. I put the wheels in motion. I forced him to follow me. I just didn’t know I would end up feeling this way.

      My dad drops onto the couch beside me, putting his arm around my shoulder. “I’m sure everything with him will sort itself out after the holidays.”

      “Maybe.” I nod even though I know it won’t. Park never plans on seeing me again. And I shouldn’t want to see him again. I should let the chips fall where they may.

      “Okay, as the official winner of the family gingerbread house competition,” my mom comes around the couch holding my I Sleighed It first place award, “you get to open one present tonight.” She hangs my homemade ribbon on my stocking hook and turns to me. “Do you know what present you want to open?”

      “Uh…” My gaze drifts under the tree to the present with the red bow. “I think I’ll open the present Park left for me. I’m curious to see what’s inside.”

      My mom follows my gaze, bending down to pick up the gift. “Is it this one?”

      “Yeah.”

      She stretches her arm out, passing it to me. I slowly untie the ribbon as everyone watches in silence. My heart knocks into my ribs with each second. What if there’s something weird in the box, like the hand of a dead man that Park cut off? That would be really awkward, smelly, and hard to explain to my family. But since none of us feel the need to cover our noses, I think I can safely rule out decaying body parts.

      I tear through the wrapping paper and open the box. On top is the Blitzen ornament that Park picked out a few days ago when we were shopping on Commercial Street. That was the ornament he chose so I would never forget him and the time we spent together this Christmas. I hadn’t seen the decoration since that night in the store when Park paid for it. But now I’m happy he thought to give it to me. Under the ornament is something black and silky. I pull it out, holding it in front of me.

      “Oh, I love that dress,” my mom says.

      I smile. “I do too.”

      It’s the black silk dress I brought to the dressing room the first time we met. I’m speechless, and I’m sure my jaw is in my lap.

      “There’s a note too.” My dad points to the bottom of the box.

      I set the dress aside and open up the folded paper.

      
        
        Lacee,

      

        

      
        A woman like you should never settle for a mediocre New Year’s Eve. I only wish I could see you wear this dress. I know you’ll look beautiful. If you don’t mind, I’ll keep the Hydro Flask ornament to remind me of you.  I think it was supposed to be mine anyway. Merry Christmas.

      

        

      
        Park

      

      

      Who the heck is this guy?

      How did Park even accomplish this? The only thing I can think of is that he went back into the store and bought the dress after we spoke that day. The attention to detail and forethought is astonishing and heartwarming and romantic and… I don’t even know what else. I just know that I’ve never had anyone care about me enough to do something so personal and thoughtful.

      “What does the note say?” Erika grabs it from my hand and reads it out loud. “A woman like you should never settle for a mediocre New Year’s Eve!”

      “Aww.” Cassi is beside her, reading it too. “I only wish I could see you wear this dress. I know you’ll look beautiful!” Cassi’s voice gets louder with each word she reads until I feel like she’s shouting at me.

      “This guy is adorable.” Erika whips around so she’s kneeling in front of me.

      “I agree.” Cassi looks back and forth at my parents. “You can’t let her give up on him.”

      My mom shrugs. “It’s Lacee’s choice, and if she says things are too complicated with Park, then we have to respect that.”

      Erika’s expression turns fierce. “Uncomplicate them!”

      “You guys don’t know the whole story.” I stand, reaching for Park’s note. “There’s nothing I can do. We can’t be together.”

      “Oh, come on!” Erika rolls her eyes. “You’re the smartest person I know. Surely there’s something you can do to fix everything.”

      I stare down at my sister. There’s a challenge in her blue eyes as if she doesn’t believe what I’m saying. Heck, I don’t know if I even believe it.

      “Yeah, Lace.” Cassi smiles at me. “If you want to be with Park—and by the way, you’ve been moping around all day, I’m guessing you do—then get a little creative.”

      My eyes skip to my dad, and he lifts his shoulders. “Maybe you can work things out. Maybe Park’s worth trying to make it work. Only you know the answer to that.”

      I glance down at the Blitzen ornament in my hand.

      Get a little creative.

      Uncomplicate things.

      Maybe Park’s worth fighting for.

      I’m starting to think he just might be.

      And I’m also starting to think my feelings for him are more than a holiday fling. They feel like a holiday forever. Okay, that was dumb, but an impressive catchphrase isn’t the most important thing on my mind right now.

      Park is.

      So what if he’s a government spy who occasionally kills people? We can’t all be saints. And it’s not like I don’t have some secrets of my own…because I do.

      The truth is, Park has turned out to be the most loyal person I know. He helps out his friends. He takes risks. He’s brave and bold. And despite everything over the last few days, I find him to be more honest than half the people I know, and that’s saying something.

      My gaze jumps around the room to my family. “So you think I should go after him?”

      They all nod excessively, causing me to laugh.

      My mom’s eyes warm with her smile. “Honey, go find him at the assisted living home.”

      “I think he’s already left Leavenworth.”

      “Then go find him wherever he’s at.”

      “But that would mean leaving now…on Christmas Eve.”

      My mom brushes my words away. “There will always be next year.”

      “Okay.” I nod at them. “I’m going to go after him.”

      And I think it will finally be my turn to rescue him.
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      December 25

      If you’d asked me three weeks ago what my plans were for Christmas morning, I wouldn’t have said crawling through the HVAC ducts in one of Nicholas Lawrence’s buildings in downtown Seattle. Yet, here I am.

      I should be home eating Christmas ham.

      Actually, I don’t have a home.

      Thanks for nothing, Park.

      Not nothing.

      Park did really well in Exuma—I can see why his reputation in the CIA is what it is. Despite being a little bitter about the explosion and my beach house, I was impressed with his skills.

      And I’ll get over my home being destroyed.

      In fact, when I see Park, I’m not even going to mention it. He’s been through a lot the last few days. I can spare him my disappointment over losing my safe house.

      Besides, we have more important things to discuss. Like figuring out who the mole in the CIA is. I thought it was Derek. I straight-up asked him yesterday if he was the double agent. It made sense. He knew I was behind the scenes playing Park, he knew all of our locations, and he knew about Nicholas Lawrence. But oh my goodness! Derek folded under pressure like a lawn chair. I thought he would start crying on the phone—like sobbing. Either he’s a better actor than I am, or he’s not the mole. Since nobody could be a better actor than me, I’m leaning toward Derek’s innocence.

      That means I’m back to square one, but this time, Park will be on my side.

    

  







            THIRTY-EIGHT

          

          

      

    

    






PARK

        

      

    

    
      I broke rule number one. I got caught by my opponent.

      And now I’m hanging upside down, staring at a ticking time bomb as the seconds rapidly wind down.

      14:29, 14:28, 14:27.

      I feel like I’m waiting for the cheese to melt on a plate of nachos in the microwave. But when this timer goes off, I’m the one that will be cooked.

      14:26, 14:25, 14:24.

      This is fine.

      I’ve been in worse situations before…I think.

      My eyes drop to the ground, four feet below. Then I crane my neck, glancing up at the ceiling. There’s a small vent I can try to crawl through.

      I look at the bomb. 14:12, 14:11, 14:10. This rushed timeframe definitely adds to the dramatics of my escape.

      I just need to get my hands—which are currently tied behind my back—to the front of my pants. When Derek first told me he was switching out all the buttons on my pants with sharp-edged ones, I thought he was crazy. But who am I to question Derek? He’s the gadgets man. The guy that sits at a desk and gets you out of trouble just by clicking a few strokes on his keyboard or by installing sharp-edge buttons on all of your pants.

      The problem is, I’m not double-jointed. I don’t have hypermobility in my arms to get them over my head. So unless Derek’s button is in the back of my pants, it’s completely useless at the moment.

      I don’t want to, but I should probably glance at the bomb again just to make sure I haven’t magically lost five minutes without knowing.

      14:01, 14:00, 13:59.

      I didn’t lose five minutes, but it did physically hurt seeing the number thirteen blink at me in flashing red.

      Nicholas Lawrence’s men set the bomb to go off in fifteen minutes and then left me to die.

      Actually, a lot of other things happened first, like how they broke into my hotel room in Seattle yesterday (I think that was yesterday. It’s hard to keep track of time when you’re locked up) and took the computer chips from me. Then they shot me with some kind of tranquilizer—I can see why Lacee doesn’t like that. The next time I woke up, I was tied to a chair in this 12 by 12 metal room. There are no windows, only a steel door, a camera in the corner, and one light bolted to a wall. Nicholas Lawrence stood in front of me. He had that same slimy look on his face from when I saw him at the mall with Lacee. The only thing missing was his stupid peacoat.

      “We both know you’re not Parson Brown,” he’d said as he paced back and forth in front of me. I should’ve gotten bonus points for choosing such a memorable fake name. “So why don’t you tell me who you are and how you got the computer chips?”

      “Does it really matter who I am? You have what you’re looking for.”

      Nicholas had huffed out a breath through his fake smile. “It matters because I need to know who else I need to kill to clean up your mess. I need to know how far the information leaked.” I’d hated his arrogant expression, and if it wasn’t for the two muscle heads that had stood on either side of me, I might’ve tried to swing my chair with my body attached to it into Nick’s smug face. But instead, I’d chosen to play it cool. Eventually, there would be a time to escape. I just had to wait for that moment.

      “I’m not the one who caused the mess. From the information on those computer chips, you and your chemical weapons are causing the mess.” I had flashed him my version of an arrogant smile, although, in that situation, I had absolutely nothing to be arrogant about. I was bluffing.

      “I’m the creator, the brains behind the design. Whoever buys the weapons and what they choose to do with them isn’t my problem. I’m merely the seller.”

      “What if the buyer uses the weapons you created against Boston, Massachusetts, and you just happen to be in the city at the same time? Would it be your problem then?”

      Nicholas had laughed in my face at my question. “Don’t worry about me. I’m making enough money from my buyer that I won’t be in Boston if the weapons were to be used there.”

      He had said there not here. So I’d guessed we weren’t in Boston. Maybe he’d kept me somewhere close to Seattle.

      “Now,” Nicholas had placed his hands on the side of my chair, putting his face close to mine, “tell me who you’re working for.”

      “I work for myself.”

      “I’m not buying it. What about Lacee Warren? Do you expect me to believe that you and her together were some kind of coincidence?”

      That’s what I’d believed, but now I’m unsure. I can’t figure out Lacee’s involvement in all of this, but since Nicholas had brought her up, there must be some kind of connection.

      “No.” My smile had been perfectly in place for this part. “I used Lacee to get close to you, to gain information about the weapons, but instead, all I found out was what a lousy boyfriend you were.” I had hoped my answer was enough to keep Lacee out of this, to convince Nicholas that she has nothing to do with the computer chips just in case she was somehow innocent. But the truth is, I had no clue if that was true or not. It’s hard to protect something when you don’t know what you’re protecting them from.

      Nicholas had pushed off the chair, stepping back from me with thin, narrowed eyes. “Tell me who you’re working for, or I’ll kill you and the girl.”

      By girl I’d assumed he meant Lacee. No words in my entire life had ever stressed me out as much as those words had, but I couldn’t show it.

      “Do what you want with her.” I’d added a shrug to seem unfeeling. “She means nothing to me.”

      “And what about your life? Are you willing to die with your secrets?”

      I’d only smiled back at him. Every operative knows you die with your secrets. My hands were tied. Literally and figuratively.

      “Very well.” Nicholas had nodded. “I can see you want to do this the hard way.” His eyes had darted to one of the men standing guard next to me, and with no emotion, he’d told the man, “Kill him.” Then Nicholas had left the room without a glance back.

      That was about a half hour ago.

      It took the two muscle heads that long to tie me up, hoist me upside down, and dangle me from the ceiling like a punching bag. Once they did all that, they brought in a small device no bigger than a cash box you’d use at a carnival. They set it on the ground below me and started the timer. Then they laughed as they exited the room as if they thought me hanging here, watching a timer count down the last fifteen minutes of my life, was funny.

      Unless I can escape.

      I need to escape.

      I need to warn Lacee and protect her. Nicholas could be coming after her next, and she wouldn’t even know it.

      9:49, 9:48, 9:47.

      We’re in single digits now. Things are getting real, and if I know Nicholas’s type like I think I do, that’s not a typical bomb with one quick explosion. I’m guessing it’s some chemically charged freaky thing that won’t just outright kill me. No, I’m expecting a toxic gas that will drift up to my face—probably why they wanted me upside down—and melt my skin off, causing a slow, painful death.

      And that’s not me trying to be a Debbie Downer.

      Those are just facts.

      “Okay.” I breathe. “Think Park. There has to be a way to get out of this. What if I hoist myself up and bite through the rope above where my feet are tied? That would require enormous abdominal strength and sharp teeth, but I’m not ruling anything out just yet.” I glance up, trying to see if I have enough slack to even make that plan possible, and that’s when I see the vent cover move. It wasn’t a big movement, slight enough that I start to wonder if it even happened at all.

      I tilt my head, keeping my eyes trained on the ceiling. I blink several times, making sure what I think is happening is really happening. Because what I think is happening is the lid to the vent is opening.

      Sienna.

      She always said she’d find me.

      Her timing couldn’t be better.

      The first thing I see is red hair, then Lacee’s big smile. I squint my eyes looking up at her.

      “Ho, ho, ho! Merry Christmas!” she whispers. “I’m like Santa Claus coming down a chimney.”

      “Lacee?”

      “You didn’t say goodbye. I hate men that just end things without giving me a chance to have closure.”

      “Lacee?” I close my eyes, shaking my head. “All the blood must’ve rushed to my brain, and now I’m hallucinating. It makes sense that my last thoughts would be of Lacee. But I thought I was more mentally tough than this.”

      “Are you seriously talking to yourself?” She lets out a disappointed scoff that sounds too real to be fake, so I open my eyes and glance up again. She points at me with her pink-painted fingernail. “You’re better than this, Park.”

      “Are you real?”

      I think she might be real.

      “Of course I’m real.” Her gaze swings to the bomb just as the timer hits the number 8:07. “It looks like you’re in a bit of trouble.”

      “Lacee?” I repeat, still trying to wrap my head around what’s happening. “What are you doing here?”

      Her head disappears for a moment. She returns wearing black magnetic gloves. “You don’t seem happy to see me, Park. I was expecting a more enthusiastic reaction.”

      Am I seeing her?

      I’m still not entirely convinced.

      My brows furrow as I watch her twist her body out of the vent. She’s wearing black, fitted clothing that shows off every curve and toned muscle, and there’s a black backpack slung over her shoulders. She looks incredible.

      Using charged magnetic gloves and shoes, she hangs upside down and crawls across the metal ceiling like she’s Spider-Man. I wouldn’t believe it if I didn’t see it, but since I’m also hanging upside down with a direct angle at her, I guess I believe it.

      “Do you know how much effort it took to get here?” She inches her way toward the camera in the corner, keeping to the edge of the wall, so she’s not spotted by the lens. “I had to leave my family’s Christmas Eve party early. I didn’t even get to have my favorite dessert, Oreo Surprise. It’s got an Oreo pie crust, layers of chocolate pudding, cream cheese, whipped cream, and more chocolate pudding topped with whipped cream. It’s delicious, and we only ever have it on Christmas Eve. It was a big sacrifice for me to miss it. So maybe you could be a little more excited to see me.”

      “It just doesn’t make sense.”

      “The dessert layers? They alternate dark crust with light cream, so the entire thing looks like an Oreo.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “It doesn’t make sense that you’re here. How did you know where I was?”

      “I put a tracker on your phone when you let me borrow it at the gas station.”

      She put a tracker on my secure phone?

      “And I couldn’t just let you die. I mean, it’s my fault you’re in this mess in the first place.”

      It’s her fault?

      “So you are working with Nicholas?” The hysteria in my voice causes my body to swing back and forth. “This whole time, you’ve been lying to me?”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” She tilts her head so she can look at me. “I didn’t say I was working with Nicholas. I said I couldn’t let you die. I’m the rescue mission.”

      “You’re the rescue mission?” My voice gets even louder.

      “Obviously.” Her shoulders move up and down even though her palms are stuck to the ceiling.

      “And what does an electrochemist know about rescuing a government operative?”

      “A lot, actually.” She rolls one gloved hand off the ceiling, releasing the magnet, and reaches inside the side pocket of her backpack, pulling out a small device no bigger than an external cell phone charger. “In case you can’t tell, I’m not just an electrochemist.” She sticks the device on the ceiling next to the camera and clips a cord onto the existing camera’s plugs, controlling the camera. If I had to guess, the device is just looping through the last one or two minutes of video that had previously been recorded.

      “If you’re not an electrochemist, then what are you?”

      I brace myself for the worst. Lacee’s been working with Nicholas, designing and building chemical bombs. She’s a killer—not like me—she’s like a-weapons-of-mass-destruction-used-on-innocent-people kind of killer.

      “There’s no easy way to say this. So I’m just going to say it.” Lacee sucks in a deep breath and blows it out but still doesn’t say anything. Is she purposely trying to make this moment more intense than it already is because the dramatics aren’t necessary? Spoiler alert: there’s already a ticking time bomb counting down. We don’t need to add any more suspense to the situation.

      “Just tell me!” I practically yell at her.

      “I think you already know. I’ve primed you for this moment.”

      “What are you talking about? Did you design the weapons with Nicholas or not?”

      “No.” She shakes her head in frustration. “I’m Sienna Prime.” Her loose hand wiggles in the air at her side in a Jazz hand. “Surprise!”

      Just when I think things can’t get any more confusing, they somehow do. “What?”

      She gestures to herself. “I’m Sienna Prime.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “You’re Lacee Warren.”

      “I’m both.” She rolls one magnetic shoe loose from the ceiling, then the other, so she’s hanging by just one hand. “Sienna Prime is my alias with the CIA.” She pulls her fingers back, dislodging the glove from the ceiling, and drops eight feet to the floor, landing in a crouched position. “Lacee Warren is my real name.”

      “You can’t be Sienna Prime.”

      She straightens. “Why not?”

      “Because look at you.” I go to wave my hand in front of her but can’t because I’m still tied up. “You don’t have the skills it takes.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Her eyes sharpen as her hands go to her hips.

      “Nothing. It’s just I’ve spent the last few days with you, and you were completely helpless.”

      “Did you not just see what I did with the vent and the ceiling and the camera?”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “And I wasn’t completely helpless the last few days.” She cuts in, brushing her bangs back from her face. “What about taking out the man at the bar in Leavenworth?”

      “You know karate.”

      “Or the burning hot chocolate at the gas station?”

      “It stunned the guy for a second. That’s all.”

      “Or the can of baked beans I threw at his head?”

      “Lucky shot.”

      “Or when I backed over the other dude with the car.”

      “He was already dead.”

      “What about my gun skills in Exuma?”

      “The safety probably wasn’t on.”

      “You know what?” She waves her hands out in front of her. “This is a stupid argument. I’ve obviously been playing a part ever since we met.”

      “So you're saying it was all an act?”

      “Yep,” she says as she walks toward me.

      “Like being scared of getting killed and hyperventilating during the car chase?”

      “All an act.”

      “You were acting?”

      “I don’t know why this is so hard for you to comprehend. Yes, I was acting.” She pulls a knife from her backpack and slices the rope I’m dangling from in half. I duck my head and round my back as I fall to the ground, taking the brunt of the weight on my shoulders. “I couldn’t just start killing people. That would’ve completely blown my cover. And honestly, I think my acting skills were top-notch because you didn't have a clue.”

      I lay on my side and look up at her. “Why would I have a clue?”

      “You wouldn't, but I'm just saying I never tipped you off. Like, I'm not asking for an Academy Award or anything, but maybe you could acknowledge that I was brilliant in my role.” In two easy motions, she cuts through the rope at my wrists and the rope at my feet, freeing everything.

      I roll to a stand. “More like you’re brilliant at lying.”

      “I’m pretty sure that we both lied to each other.”

      “Yeah, but your lies are way worse than mine.”

      She folds her arms across her chest. “Are we really ranking whose lies are worse?”

      “Why not?” I throw my hands out to my side. “You ranked our kisses.”

      “That’s a completely separate topic for another time.”

      “Not really. Everything about our relationship is relevant right now. You’ve blurred all the lines. Muddied the waters. I don’t know what to believe anymore. I just know I can’t trust you.”

      “Oh, please!” She scoffs. “I didn’t throw this big of a tantrum when I found out you were a government operative who kills people.”

      “You didn’t need to throw a tantrum. If you’re really Sienna Prime, then you knew all along who I was!” I shout.

      “Shh! Are you trying to alert everyone that I’m breaking you out of here?”

      “No way.” I look up at the ceiling vent. “I’m breaking myself out of here.”

      “How? You don’t even have the tools. Besides, I’m already in the middle of my rescue mission. You can’t take over from here.”

      I drop my chin, looking at her. “Maybe I don’t want to be rescued by you.”

      She purses her lips, giving me a pointed stare. “Do you really think you’re in a good position to pick and choose who rescues you? Especially when a bomb is about to go off?”

      My eyes flip to the box. 2:52, 2:51, 2:50. Then they switch back to Lacee.

      Her brows are raised high on her forehead, holding there for this specific moment when she can give me this specific look. “Is it okay with you if I continue my rescue mission now?”

      “Fine. How are we getting out of here?”

      “Don’t you worry.” She smirks at me, and I hate to admit it, but I’m so relieved to see that charming smile of hers, even if I have no clue who it actually belongs to. “I have everything planned out.” She uses a small gadget to shoot a cable up to the venting system. She holds the slack out for me to wrap my foot around and pulls my body close to hers. I feel the hot whispers of her words tickle my neck. “You better hold on tight.”

      Holding on tight is all I’ve been doing since the moment I met Lacee Warren.

      Or should I say, Sienna Prime?
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      I army crawl—again—through the tiny air duct with Park right behind me. “We’ve got to get out of the vent system before the bomb goes off. I’m betting it’s chemical.”

      “You think?” Park mutters.

      His attitude toward me is warranted. I guess. But if he’s this upset now, I’m scared to see how he’ll react when I tell him the full story.

      “According to the timer on my watch, we have forty-seven seconds.” I shine my flashlight up ahead. “I’ll see if I can find a closer vent for us to come out of. If not, put your head down and close your eyes to prevent damage to your sight. And make sure you put your hands under your body until the heat and chemical waves have passed.”

      “You know this isn’t the first time I’ve been around a bomb?” he snaps. “I am a pretty successful CIA operative.”

      “Is that why you needed me to rescue you?” I say under my breath.

      “What was that?” His voice is laced with irritation.

      “Nothing. I didn’t say a word.”

      “I don’t believe you. Just like I won’t believe anything you say from here on out.”

      I choose to ignore Park’s bitterness, staying focused on the job. The light on my body suit shines in front of me toward a vent ten feet away. It’s not the one I’d plan on escaping out of, but it may be our only choice. I glance at my watch. Thirty-three seconds left. I inch my body toward it and unbolt the screws.

      “I don’t know where this will drop out, but we only have eighteen seconds. Close the lid behind you so the chemical doesn’t seep out.” I pull up on the cover, opening it. I glance down. Everything is dark. I don’t know what’s below, but there’s no time to waste. I maneuver my body so I can jump out feet first. Then I go for it falling through the air. My feet hit something hard, breaking through it completely. I crash to the ground, landing on my back in a soft pile of hay.

      This cannot be hay. Can it?

      Park follows after, landing to the side of me.

      My wristwatch alarm goes off, and I look up at the vent waiting for a blast of chemically charged smoke to come through the cover, but Park closed the lid, and we seem to be okay.

      “I thought that would hurt more.” He sniffs. “Do I smell hay?”

      “Better than gas.”

      “What is this place?”

      The flashlight on my vest shines between us, dimly lighting Park’s handsome face.

      “I don’t know.”

      He turns his body toward me, and his hand slides to my waist. His thumb traces circles on my skin where my shirt has lifted. “You came for me.”

      “Of course I did.” I smile. “We have each other’s back.”

      “I have a lot of questions.”

      “I have some too.” I scoot my body toward him. “When you were hanging upside down, you said that it makes sense that your last thoughts would be of me. What does that mean?”

      Park runs his fingers through my hair, pinning it behind my ear. “Just that if I’m going to die, I want to die with you on my mind.”

      “I think I’d prefer you live and have me on your mind then.”

      The corner of his mouth lifts. “I think I’d prefer that too.”

      We stare into each other’s eyes, and it only takes a moment before Park’s head dips down to kiss me. I knew he couldn’t stay angry for long.

      This kiss is different from the last one we shared in the cargo plane. This kiss is hot and fiery, full of passion and exhilaration. He rolls his body on top of mine, pressing me into the hay. We cling to each other like no amount of closeness is enough. It must be the dangerous circumstances we’re in because something about this kiss feels risky like we’re standing at the edge of a broken window one hundred and sixty floors above ground. We can feel the wind whipping our hair, hear the traffic below, see the people walking like little ants, but we still want to jump, no matter how stupid and deadly it seems. We still want to take a chance on each other.

      Park pulls his lips back. “If that wasn’t at least a level nine kiss, then I don’t even know what we’re talking about anymore.”

      I smile. “You made it to level nine.”

      “Do I have time to try for level ten?”

      “We’d always said that when Christmas was over or when we got to a level ten kiss that this holiday fling would be done.”

      “Since today is Christmas, I guess we better live it up.”

      He wraps me in his arms again, kissing me with more passion than before.

      One thing’s for sure, with this kiss, Park is jumping over the edge, and if he’s falling, I want to fall too.

      Soft music plays in the background.

      Am I imagining the music because this kiss is so good? I’m definitely getting a heavenly choir vibe. Not to mention the bright lights that suddenly shine behind my closed eyes. They get brighter as the music gets louder. Is that part of a level ten kiss too? Have I died and gone to kissing heaven?

      “Mommy, why is he attacking her with his mouth?”

      Wait. What?

      Our lips stop, and our eyes open just as the black curtain in front of us finishes opening.

      The glowing light that got stronger wasn’t heaven.

      It’s a spotlight and, with the curtain open now, everything is blinding.

      I shield my eyes from the lights, and that’s when I realize we’re lying on a stage in the middle of a stable. The curtains are wide open, spotlights are shining, Joseph is leading Mary in on a donkey, and there’s a full audience with gaping mouths.

      The little boy in the front row points at us. “Now, where’s baby Jesus going to lay his head?”

      “Yeah,” another girl tugs on her dad’s arm, “there’s a stranger in the manger.”

      Park scrambles to his feet. “No, no. Everything’s fine. Joseph and Mary and everyone can still fit inside the stable.”

      The crowd starts yelling. “You destroyed the program!”

      “Where’s your Christmas spirit?”

      “Christmas is ruined!”

      “I’m sorry!” Park yells back, with hands up.“It was an accident.”

      “You broke the stable!”

      “Technically, that was her.” Park points at me.

      “Boo!”

      “Uh, Park?” I jump to my feet. “I think we should go.”

      I pull him off the stage, but he still manages to call out, “Get one of the three wise men to fix it. They’re supposedly really smart.”

      I lead us through the backstage curtains to the green exit sign.

      “Where are we going? What is this place? I’m feeling very confused about how I was just in a metal 12 x 12 room, and now I’m on a stage.”

      “We need to find Nicholas’s lab.” I push through the door that leads into an unmarked hallway.

      “Like a chemistry lab?”

      “Yes, it’s where he makes the weapons.”

      “What is a chemistry lab doing in the same building as a stage and a community Christmas program?”

      I come to a T in the hallway and glance both ways, trying to orient myself. “We’re just outside of Seattle in an exposition building that Nicholas owns. The lab’s in the basement, but he rents out the other half to businesses and churches. It’s the perfect cover. Nobody would ever think to look here.” I turn right, running down the hall. “I think it’s this way.”

      “How do you know which way to go?”

      “I once saw blueprints of the building in Nicholas’s apartment. I took a picture and sent it to Todd. I still had the picture on my phone, and I studied it before I came here today.”

      Male voices travel down the hall. Someone’s coming. We look around for a door to escape out of, but there’s nothing.

      Park pushes me behind a pillar, covering my body with his. I bury my head into his neck, smelling the familiar sandalwood scent of his skin. My inner female CIA voice, always trying to prove herself in a male-dominated profession, tells me to push Park away—I don’t need him to protect me. But the truth is, having him hold me in his arms is the best Christmas present I’ve ever received.

      Park’s heartbeat thrums against my chest, stirring mine faster. His hands press against me, splayed out across my waist. The tip of his nose skims the side of my cheek, and his hot steady breaths brush over the exposed skin on my neck. We’re in a hiding-behind-a-pillar-so-nobody-sees-us position, but somehow it’s freakishly sexy. I’d hold this position for hours if that’s what it takes.

      The voices walk past us down the hall, not noticing or saying anything to the two of us. Park’s hands slide around my back, so our position is more like a hug than a cover. I close my eyes as his nose and lips graze over my neck and cheekbone. I’ve never been so distracted during a job in my entire life.

      “We should probably go.” Park releases me. At least one of us is focused. “If they’ve been watching the fake camera screen, they’ll start wondering why the bomb hasn’t gone off yet, and they’ll be suspicious.”

      “Right.” I drop my backpack to the floor and open it. “Here.” I shove a bulletproof vest in his hands.

      “What’s our plan?” He zips the vest over his chest.

      “We need to recover the computer chips and find out what we can from Nicholas Lawrence.”

      “He’s not going to tell us anything.”

      “Then we’ll make him.”

      “And just what information are we hoping to gain? The location of the weapons and the launch codes are already on the microchips. If we find the computer chips, we don’t need anything else.”

      “No, we need Nicholas to tell us who the broker is.”

      “Broker?”

      I back up, forgetting that Park doesn’t know what’s going on. “The broker, the person that’s acting as an intermediary between Nicholas and whoever is buying the weapons.”

      Park frowns. “I know what broker means. I didn’t know another party was at play here besides Nicholas.”

      “The broker is most likely a double agent in the CIA.”

      “There’s a mole in the CIA?”

      “Yeah.” I stop what I’m doing and meet Park’s gaze. “When we first met, I thought it was you.”

      “Me?” He rears back. “Why would you think that I’m the mole?”

      More voices down the hall cause us to pause and hold our breaths. When they drift in the opposite direction, Park steps in front of me, pinning me with his eyes. “I’m not the mole.”

      “I know.” I glance up at him. “I’ve known it for a while.” We hold each other’s stares for a moment, and I can see traces of trust return to his eyes. “Listen,” I toss him a gun, “I’ll explain everything, but we need to move. Nicholas will have a team of men guarding the door to the basement, and then he’ll have his personal guards in front of the door to the chemistry lab.” I chamber a round and check my magazine, making sure there’s plenty of ammunition.

      His brows drop as he looks at his weapon. “Why do I get the small gun? You’re the girl.”

      All those warm feelings of attraction rushing through me seconds ago have turned into girl-power rage. “You did not just say that.”

      “What?” He shrugs. “I’m bigger. I should get the bigger gun.”

      “You have tiny T-Rex hands, remember?” I tap the barrel of my gun over his knuckles. “So I will keep the bigger gun for myself and my normal-sized hands.” I swing the backpack over my shoulders and creep around the pillar, looking back at him. “Stay close.”

      I check both ways, making sure the hallway is clear. I nod to the right, pointing my gun as we walk down the hall toward Nicholas’s lab.
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      I can’t believe Lacee is Sienna or that Sienna is Lacee.

      My mind can’t make sense of it all. But somewhere deep inside, my heart can.

      From the moment I met Lacee, I felt like myself around her. We effortlessly connected in every way. There was sizzling attraction, comfortableness, and playfulness. She made everything real. What I feel for her is what I imagined it would feel like coming home to a family after years of being away. She feels like my home.

      Over the years, I’ve felt similar things for Sienna. Even though I never met her in person, we talked through earpieces, over the phone, and in emails. I’m surprised that I didn’t recognize Lacee’s voice as Sienna’s. It’s like my mind compartmentalized them into two different sections of my brain. There was no way in my mind that they could be the same person, so I never made that connection. Besides, most of the time, my conversations with Sienna were centered on our assignments, but there was always that same playful energy about Sienna that I find so attractive in Lacee.

      So I guess I should be happy. The only two women in my entire life that I’ve ever been interested in are the same person.

      I thought I was the one working a job.

      I thought I was the mastermind behind our relationship, organizing the next time we’d meet—making it seem accidental. But really, it was Lacee the whole time. Everything was planned out from the moment Sienna Prime sent me that package to now.

      Lacee’s always been in charge.

      I just didn’t know it until now.

      I point my gun behind me, keeping my head on a swivel for anyone that might be coming at us from the other direction. It feels weird to be so out of the loop on a mission. I literally have no idea what’s going on. All I can do is trust Lacee, which feels hard since I just learned she’s been lying to me and since she just told me that she thought I was the CIA mole trying to sell the chemical weapons. 

      I. Have. So. Many. Questions.

      But now isn’t the time to ask them.

      We come to another T in the hallway, and Lacee stops. Voices carry to us—there are maybe two or three men. We should easily be able to overtake them. The element of surprise will work in our favor. Although, we can’t use our guns unless we want everyone else in the building to know that we’re here. Lacee peeks her head around the corner, then pulls back. She lifts up six fingers.

      SIX! There are six men waiting for us around the corner.

      Crap.

      I’m not worried about myself. I’m worried about Lacee. Can she really handle being outnumbered like this? She’s only ever been a field support officer. I can’t let anything happen to her.

      She hands me a pair of smoke goggles from out of her backpack. How many things does she have in there? It’s like a new version of her Mary Poppins purse—the spy version.

      She motions with her fingers the plan. She’s going to throw a smoke bomb, shutting down visibility—except for us with our goggles. Then it’s going to be hand-to-hand combat. I’ll take five of them. It’s decided. I mean, I didn’t tell her that. I just decided on my own.

      Right as I’m rallying my inner troops, Lacee throws the smoke bomb down the hall, blanketing everything with a thick cloud. The men start yelling and coughing, and without warning, Lacee rushes toward them, leaving me in her dust.

      I come around the corner as she kicks a man in the stomach, knocking him to the wall. Then she does a roundhouse kick to another guy. The poor dude doesn’t even see it coming. But I did. These goggles give me an HD resolution of her fight scene, and it’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. She takes on the next two guys at the same time with a sequence of karate punches and hits, quickly overtaking them both—it’s clear that Lacee’s received every belt possible in martial arts. She moves on to the next man doing some cartwheel thing that lands her on his shoulders with her legs wrapped around his neck. I feel like I’m watching Ruby Roundhouse from Jumanji fight off a dozen men all on her own. Even her red hair fits the part. If only Lacee had on a crop shirt and tiny shorts.

      “Park?” she calls. “Are you going to help?”

      Stop fantasizing! Fight like a man!

      The smoke’s clearing, and the sixth man sees Lacee on his friend’s shoulders. He raises his gun and points it at her. That’s when I kick it into gear and hit the gun out of his hand. We fight back and forth until he falls to the ground just as Lacee’s guy drops unconscious.

      We stand there for a second, surveying the bodies below us.

      “Really?” Her expression turns barbed. “You left me with five men while you took one?”

      That’s not how it was supposed to happen.

      I guess there’s no need to worry about if Lacee is up to the task of being a field operative.

      “Have you seen yourself?” My mouth gapes open. “You’re amazing!”

      She bites back her smile, acting like my compliment doesn’t faze her. “Come on, let’s find the lab. That’s where Nicholas will be.” She steps over the bodies, moving forward with her gun extended.

      “Like seriously,” I whisper, following. “I’ve seen women fight before, but not like that. You’re like a super hot ninja woman. I’ve never been more turned on in my entire life.”

      “Shut it down, Park. This really isn’t the time to be turned on,” she says over her shoulder. I can’t see her full face, just the corner of her smirk, and it spins my whole world upside down.

      “Right.” I nod. “I’m totally focused.”

      There’s her cute smirk again.

      She pokes her head around the corner, assessing the situation. “It’s clear.” She moves forward again, gesturing to a metal door as we pass. “That stairwell will lead us downstairs to the lab. Once we take care of Nicholas, we’ll escape back up this way.”

      We quiet our voices, slowly walking down the stairs to the edge of the wall. Lacee sticks her head out and then holds up the number two—man-to-man defense. I’m going to be an active participant this time around. She’ll see.

      Lacee sticks her gun in the back of her pants and reaches inside her backpack, pulling out a red sweatshirt that says Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas on the front of it. She tugs it over her head. Then she hands me the bag. “Hold this.”

      “Where are you going?” I mouth to her.

      She signals that she’s got things under control. Before I can stop her, she disappears around the corner, casually walking toward the two men. I press my back against the wall, waiting, listening for when she might need my help.

      “Miss Warren?” one of the men speaks up. I wish I knew which one or what was happening, but I can’t risk looking around the corner and being seen.

      “Hi, Gerald. Long time no see.” Her voice is infused with charm. “Tom, how are you?”

      Tom Aleksi?

      That was the name of the hitman Derek had done the facial recognition on in the picture with Nicholas.

      “Miss Warren,” Tom says. “What are you doing here?”

      “You know how it is on the holidays. You start to get lonely and wish things were how they used to be. I just wish Nicholas and I were back together again. So I thought I’d come here and surprise him. I have a Christmas gift I want to give him.”

      “Dr. Lawrence isn’t expecting you,” the first guy, Gerald, says.

      “How did you even get here?” Tom asks.

      “I’ve come here before with Nicholas.”

      I can’t take it anymore. I have to see what’s happening. I peek around the corner. It’s the two muscle heads that tied me up. Lacee has both hands in the front pocket of her sweatshirt, and there’s a bright smile on her lips. She looks tiny next to Nicholas’s big bodyguards.

      “You’ll have to wait,” Tom says.

      Gerald turns to him. “Dr. Lawrence thinks she’s working with the man we detained.”

      “What?” She acts innocent. “I’m here because I have this cool present I think Nicholas would like.” Lacee pulls her hands out of her sweatshirt and stabs the bigger guy, Tom, with a needle. He drops to the floor while she puts Gerald in a headlock, flipping him to the ground. She holds her forearm tight around his neck until he passes out. Then she looks up at me.

      “I didn’t want to kill them,” she explains, dusting off her hands. “I thought this would be easiest.”

      “Yeah, that seemed easy.” I walk toward her with the backpack, glancing at the electronic key card that opens the door.

      Her eyes follow my stare. “Don’t worry. Derek gave me something we can use for the key card.”

      My brows raise. “Oh, Derek’s been helping you?”

      “Of course. How else do you think I got all of these gadgets on such short notice?”

      I roll my eyes. I can’t believe Derek’s willing to help Sienna Prime when it was like pulling teeth to get him to help me.

      Lacee unlocks the door but pauses before opening it. Her eyes shift to mine. “Park, can I take the lead in here? I have some unfinished business with Nicholas.”

      “Sure.” I nod, keeping my expression even, but inside I feel sick when I think about Lacee with Nicholas Lawrence. I want nothing more than to punch him in the face, but I’ll let Lacee do that.

      I’m sure she wants it more than I do.
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      Once inside Nicholas’s lab, I work quickly. I run to him, and just as he turns around, I jab him in the ribs with my fist. He doubles over in pain, his safety goggles falling to the ground.

      “Merry Christmas, Nick.” I lean down, talking in his ear. “Did you miss me?”

      “What do you want?” he grunts.

      Park comes behind me, pulling over a wooden chair while his other hand points his gun at Nicholas. I shove him down so he’s sitting, and Park uses a cord from my backpack to tie his forearms to the arms of the chair. Then he fastens his calves to the legs of the chair.

      “I want the computer chips,” I say.

      Nicholas lifts his chin in defiance. “What do you think you’re going to do with those? Use the weapon formulas for yourself?” He spits out a mocking laugh. “No one will believe you were smart enough to come up with such complex equations and designs.”

      From out of nowhere, Park punches Nicholas across the jaw. “Sorry.” He lowers his voice as he passes me so only I can hear. “I didn’t like how he was talking to you.”

      I bite back my smile.

      I feel like I’m in high school, and my boyfriend beat up another boy because he didn’t respect me.

      It’s cute, but I can beat up my loser ex-boyfriend all by myself.

      “It won’t happen again.” Park nods at me. “Carry on.”

      “The computer chips?” I narrow my eyes back on Nicholas. “Where are they?”

      “I don’t have them anymore.” A trickle of blood runs from his cut lip down his chin. “As soon as I pulled them off your friend,” he glances at Park then back to me, “I sent them to my broker. So as you can see, your visit here is a waste of time.”

      “Not necessarily. I don’t personally care about your weapons or your formulas. What I really want is to bring you down.” I lean against the fume hood where Nicholas was working when we came in. “Do you know how exhausting it was pretending to love you the last two years?” A realization flickers through his eyes, and his fists clench. “That’s right.” I shoot him a satisfied smirk. “None of it was real. I used you to gain knowledge. You thought you were so much better than me the whole time, but I was playing you, and you were stupid enough to fall for it.”

      Nicholas moves his forearms like he means to strike me, but the ties stop him. And the best part is, I don’t even flinch. The weight I’ve been carrying around the last few months, even the last year, slowly lifts from my chest, and I can finally breathe again.

      This is the checkmate moment I’ve been waiting for.

      “Poor, Nick. It’s got to hurt to hear that the woman you thought you had control over has played you for a fool.” Park folds his arms across his chest, leaning back against the counter. “For two years.”

      “You think I care about you?” Nicholas shoots his gaze in my direction. “You’re nothing to me.”

      I incline my head toward him. “And you're nothing to me.” I grab two pairs of gloves from the box on the counter, fitting them over my fingers. Then I put on protective eyewear. “That’s why I’m going to enjoy this next part so much.” I flip on the ventilator on the fume hood even though I know a fancy lab like this already has state-of-the-art ventilation to keep airborne concentrations low, but the hum of the fan adds to the dramatics. I open the nearest cupboard, scanning the chemicals until I find the most powerful. Nicholas’s eyes watch me as I examine the bottle. “Fluoroantimonic acid.” I glance at Park. “If I remember from all my chemistry classes, this is the world’s strongest superacid. It will dissolve glass, plastics, and every organic compound, including the human body. Its only kryptonite is Teflon.” I turn toward Nicholas. “Shall we try it out?”

      Nicholas squirms in his chair. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Oh, she would,” Park says behind me.

      I carefully twist off the lid, keeping it a safe distance from my body so I don’t inhale the fumes. Toxic smoke drifts out of the bottle, funneling up to the fan in the hood. I pour about one-fourth cup of the dangerous liquid into a Teflon container, watching as more gaseous smoke wafts upward. I pick up the dish and slowly hold it in front of Nicholas.

      “Lacee?” He fidgets in his chair, turning his head away, so he doesn’t breathe in the fumes. “What do you want? I’ll give you anything you want.”

      “I want to know who you're selling your weapons to.”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t know.”

      I lower the dish closer to his body, and that’s all it takes.

      His words come out fast. “There’s a broker making all the arrangements. I only know that the buyer is an independent weapons dealer in Russia that goes by the name of Sasha Petrov.”

      A weapons dealer in Russia. That’s new information.

      I move the dish closer until it’s right by his fingers. “And who’s the broker arranging the sale?”

      He shakes his head. That’s when I pick up his hand, fighting against his struggles. I remove the safety glove he’s already wearing. I’m pretty sure this moment makes me worse than the Grinch who stole Christmas. If I really were to stick his hand in the acid, I’d be known as the girl who stole Nicholas Lawrence’s fingers or, more likely, his life. That’s how dangerous fluoroantimonic acid can be.

      “If I tell you,” he shouts, stopping me from putting his hand in the powerful liquid, “will you put the acid away?”

      “I didn’t think you had a problem using chemicals to harm people.” Park pushes off the counter, walking toward us, but still keeping a safe distance from the acid. “After all, you had no problem creating deadly chemical weapons that could kill millions of people if used on them.”

      “That’s so true.” I nod at Park. “We should probably give him a taste of his own medicine.” I move his fingers closer to the dish. I don’t really plan on dipping them in the acid, but Nicholas doesn’t know that. And as long as he doesn’t know, my threats will work to gain information.

      “Wait!” A bead of sweat drops down his forehead. “I don’t know who the broker is. We’ve never met, only ever talked through encrypted messages and emails. But,” his breaths are heavy and panicked, “it’s someone in the CIA, a double agent.”

      I tip the bowl like I mean to pour a drop of the liquid over his skin. “Give me some information I don’t already know.”

      “Fine!” He swallows. “There’s a meeting in three days between the broker and Sasha. Sasha’s flying into Seattle to purchase the already made weapons and their codes and take them back to Russia. The broker is waiting to hear instructions on when and where that meeting is.” I glance at Park, wondering if he’s thinking the same thing I am. If we can somehow intercept this meeting, we’d be able to catch the mole and the Russian weapons dealer.

      “Have the broker and Sasha ever met before?” Park asks, letting me know he is on the same page as me.

      “This is the first time Sasha’s ever met anyone in person.” His frenzied eyes dart between us. “I swear that’s all I know. I told you everything, so you’re going to let me go now, right?”

      I glance at Park. “What kind of government spies would we be if we just let him go?”

      Park shakes his head. “Not very good ones.”

      I frown at Nicholas, shaking my head with fake pity so he’ll sweat things out for a second longer. “I’m not sure if we can.”

      We totally can.

      The CIA will want to keep Nicholas Lawrence alive for questioning and to squeeze any other information out of him. Then he’ll live the rest of his days in federal prison where he belongs.

      “You’ll have to catch me first.” That’s when Nicholas half-stands—as much as his tied legs will allow—and throws his weight behind him. He falls back as if he means to slam the wooden chair against the ground, trying to break it in half to escape. But the action causes his feet to kick out in front of him, knocking into my arm holding the fluoroantimonic acid. The Teflon dish flies in the air, and everything stalls, shifting into slow motion. I watch in shock as the liquid rises out of the bowl, suspended in the air like my breath. Park tackles me, pushing me out of the way of the dangerous chemical. We fall to the ground at the same time the acid spills all over Nicholas’s face and neck, with a small drop landing on his crotch. The clear liquid mixes with the moisture in his body, turning a brownish bubbling color as it immediately melts away his skin like Frosty the Snowman in the sun, only I don’t think Nicholas will be back again someday.

      Nicholas’s mouth opens as if he’s going to scream out in agony, but it’s like the acid swallowed up his voice and his breath. His eyes roll back into his head, and he lays there limp.

      We both sit stunned.

      “I saw that whole thing going differently,” I finally say.

      Park sits up. “The acid only splattered on him a little bit, so maybe he’s really okay.”

      I scratch the side of my head. “Yeah, but it’s like eating through his body and clothes, so probably not.”

      “Should we splash water on him just in case?” He glances over his shoulder. “I saw one of those safety showers over there.”

      “Technically, pouring water on him will cause exothermic hydration, which will make it worse, but if that makes you feel better, you can throw water on him.”

      “Not if it’s going to make him explode or something.”

      “I don’t think it matters at this point.”

      Park turns to me. “This wasn’t our fault, was it?”

      “I mean, I did get the acid out,” I shrug, “but I was never going to use it on Nicholas. I just wanted to scare him into giving us information. If anything, I killed him with kindness because I didn’t dip his hands in the acid.”

      “And how could we have known he would kick your arm?”

      “Right? He didn’t have to fling his feet out.”

      “That’s on him.” Park nods. “Don’t kick things. I’ve always said that.”

      “Exactly!” I point at him. “He really should’ve controlled his anger.”

      “And besides, Nicholas worked in a lab, so even if you didn’t pull out the most dangerous acid, that still could’ve happened to him.”

      “All chemists know this is a hazardous job.”

      We both nod in silence.

      Park points to Nicholas’s crotch, where the drop of acid burned through everything. “Is it too soon to crack a joke about chestnuts roasting on an open fire?”

      “Probably.”

      “You’re right. Well,” Park claps, “should we go?”

      “Yeah, I think so.”
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      The engine on the small enclosed yacht purrs as we taxi away from the dock, leaving the glow of Seattle Christmas lights behind.

      “Where did you get this boat?” I ask, glancing around.

      “I rented it. I wasn’t sure how our escape was going to go. I figured this was better than another car chase.”

      The spotlight on the bow shines in front of us, working with the moon to cast a glow across the water. Luckily, we’re inside the boat, safe from the frigid night air and falling snowflakes. Lacee sits in the captain’s chair, holding the steering wheel with one hand, leading us down the Puget Sound.

      Getting out of Nicholas Lawrence’s lab was easier than I thought it would be. All we had to do was walk out. It’s Christmas night, so the place was empty besides his personal guards, and Lacee and I already took care of them—actually, Lacee did most of the work. I was just there for moral support.

      “So that was gross.” I rest my arm on the back of my vinyl chair. “I’ve never accidentally killed someone with acid before.”

      “Me neither.” Lacee flips her head to me. “Is it weird that we’re talking about killing someone as casually as someone else talks about what they got for Christmas?”

      I look off into space, thinking about it for a second. “Probably.”

      “Maybe we should talk about Christmasy things instead.”

      “After all we went through today,” my jaw drops, “you want to talk about Christmas?”

      “Yeah.” Her shoulders move up and down, showing her more feminine side. Soft blue eyes gaze at me. “I wanted to thank you for your gift. I loved it, and I can’t believe you went back to that store to get the dress.”

      I smile, appreciating how Lacee looks with the distant city lights glowing behind her like a halo. “I’m glad you liked it.”

      “Of course, my Christmas gift to you was saving your life.” She smirks.

      “I think that’s the best gift I’ve ever received.”

      “And you said I was bad at gift-giving.”

      “What made you want to save me?”

      “There were a lot of reasons.”

      “Do I get to know those reasons?”

      “Maybe.” She smiles. “But first, I’m sure you have a lot of questions.”

      I suck in a deep breath and push it out with my words. “I do.”

      “Hold on. I want to give you my full attention.” She turns off the boat’s engine, and Silent Night softly plays on the radio in the background as if it was purposely in sync with the lull of the water. Lacee scoots her captain’s chair in front of me. “Okay, I’m ready. Fire away.” My lips twitch, and she realizes what she said. “Not fire away.” Lacee’s eyes pop. “There’s no need to shoot. We’re on the same team here.”

      “Are we?” My expression turns serious, prompting hers to do the same.

      “I didn’t think so when I sent you that Amazon package.” Her blue eyes hold mine. “I thought you were the mole working with Nicholas to sell the weapons.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “Two years ago, Todd pulled me off the Amsterdam case and called me into his office. He didn’t want me in field support anymore. Because of my background in electrochemistry, he needed me to assume my real identity to spy on a chemist in Boston that they believed was making weapons of mass destruction.”

      “Assume your real identity? Weren’t you worried about your family's safety if anybody found out?”

      “Yes, but no one was supposed to find out. The mission was top secret. Only Todd and the people above him knew about the assignment. Oh, and Derek. So as long as I did my job smart, no one would know I was undercover, and my family wasn’t in danger.”

      “What was your job?

      “To infiltrate Nicholas Lawrence’s life by working in his private lab. I was supposed to find out where the weapons were being made and stored, who he was selling them to, and most importantly, discover who the double agent in the CIA was. I was supposed to use any means necessary to get close to him and get him to trust me.” Her eyes drop, and I know this is the hard part for her to say out loud, so I finish her train of thought.

      “Which is how you ended up dating Nicholas Lawrence.”

      “Exactly.” Her chin lifts, and her eyes find mine again. “I thought I was getting close to blowing this case wide open, then Nicholas wanted nothing to do with me and fired me. Without access to the lab and Nicholas, there was no way I could gain intel anymore. I didn’t tell Todd at first. I thought I could figure it out on my own, but when he did find out, he was furious. He said I’d wasted the agency’s time and money the last two years all for nothing. He planned to put me back on field support. I was humiliated. Suddenly the ‘secret’ mission wasn’t a secret anymore. Everyone in the CIA knew that I had failed the assignment and couldn’t cut it as a field officer.”

      “I didn’t.”

      Lacee’s lips press into a sad smile. “That’s because Todd didn’t want you to know. He’d suspected for the last year that you were the mole.”

      “Why me?”

      “Because in France, you let the nuclear codes get away.”

      “That wasn’t my fault.”

      “That’s not how Todd sees it. He said you were obsessed with covering your tracks and placing the blame on someone else. Two weeks ago, he told me if I wanted to finish this case once and for all and establish myself as an operative, I needed to prove that you’re the mole. So he gave me the second computer chip.”

      “Where did Todd get it?”

      “He never said. He just told me to use it to get to you. So I sent you the package from Sienna telling you I was in trouble. Todd knew you would jump on this assignment because, as the broker, you’d already be at the mall making the exchange with Nicholas’s men for the second computer chip.”

      I stand up, pacing the boat to release my frustration. “That doesn’t make sense. If Todd really believed I was the mole, why stage this whole thing? Why not bring me in for questioning?”

      “He wanted proof.” Lacee’s eyes follow me back and forth as I walk. “That’s where I come in. I’m the one that’s supposed to build a case against you, supposed to gather evidence that you’re the mole so I can incriminate you.”

      I stop walking. “And have you done that?”

      “I was planning on it.”

      I’m trained to mask my feelings, but tonight, I have a hard time keeping the hurt out of my eyes. “Even though you’d worked with me for years and knew me?”

      Lacee must see the hurt, too, because she stands, forcing me to look at her. “I did know you, so when things didn’t add up, I gave you the benefit of the doubt, not Todd.”

      “And what didn’t add up?”

      “I was waiting for you at the mall that day. I saw you follow Nicholas’s man into the bathroom, and I tailed you when you came out. I staged our entire meeting. I couldn’t build a case against you without meeting you first. But then you put the computer chip on me.”

      “How did you know?”

      “Give me some credit.” A cocky-smirk forms on her lips. “Just because you were discreet doesn’t mean I didn’t notice. But in my head, I couldn’t figure out why you needed someone to carry the chip out of the mall for you. If you were the broker, you could’ve gotten the microchip from Nicholas’s man without all the drama and safely walked out of the mall with it. It didn’t make sense why you would risk putting the chip on someone else unless you legitimately thought Nicholas’s men were after you. Then later, when you and Nicholas met by the escalator, it was clear that neither of you knew who the other was.”

      “But Nicholas said he’d never met the mole before, only communicated through messages.”

      “I didn’t know that at the time. Until an hour ago, I figured Nicholas and the broker knew each other.”

      “So that’s it?” I puff out a restrained laugh. “Those are the reasons why you decided I’m not a double agent?”

      I guess I was hoping for something a little more personal.

      “No. Those aren’t the only reasons.”

      She steps closer, and my heart instantly jumpstarts like a traitor. Given all of this new information, you’d think I’d want nothing to do with Lacee Warren, but my head’s having a hard time convincing my heart.

      “I got to know you in real life. I got to see the way you treated me, my family, your fake mom, and Sienna. I mean, it was endearing how you’d fall on a sword for a coworker you’d never met in person before. That kind of loyalty and decency could never belong to a mole.”

      Dang, her kind words—they make it impossible for me to stay mad.

      “What about you?” I ask. “You risked everything, your career, and your life, just to save me. Doesn’t that make you a loyal partner, too?”

      “What can I say?” She laughs. “I’m a thrill junkie. I like walking the line for the people I care about, balancing everything so neither of us crashes to the ground.”

      “So does that mean we’re co-operatives again?”

      Her lips move into a half-smile. “Of course.”

      Are we co-operatives that flirt with each other?

      That touch?

      That kiss?

      What are the rules here?

      I’ve felt too much for Lacee to go back to how things used to be, but I also don’t know if I can trust in a future with her. When I got Sienna’s package, I wholly trusted everything she said—trusted her—and I thought that she trusted me. Now I find out that she believed Todd when he said I was the mole despite everything she knew about me. It turns out she didn’t trust me at all. Besides, it was hard to hear Lacee tell Nicholas that it was exhausting pretending to love him and that none of it was real that she used him to gain knowledge. My head says that she did the same thing with me. Her “all’s fair in love and war” motto keeps replaying through my mind like a warning. But my heart notices her flirty smile and how her eyes stare back at me with an intensity that reduces my strength.

      I have to play things smart right now. There’s too much riding on this situation to be blinded by my feelings for her. I still don’t have the full story.

      I step back, distancing myself from Lacee and her charms so I can think clearly. “So if you’re not building a case against me, what have you been telling Todd?”

      “Nothing.” Disappointment passes through her eyes when I step back, or maybe I’m just wishing it was there. “But now that we have more information about the case, we can go to Todd together.”

      “No.” I shake my head.

      “Why not?”

      “Hear me out.”  I sit down in front of her. “What if Todd’s the mole?”

      “You think the Director of the CIA is a double agent that’s been secretly working to design and sell weapons of mass destruction without anyone knowing? Not only that, but you think he placed a CIA operative on the case to uncover his identity?”

      “Well, when you put it that way, it sounds ridiculous. But yes, I think it’s been Todd all along.”

      “How did you even land there?” She sits down too.

      “It all leads back to the failed mission in France when the nuclear codes got stolen.”

      “You really have to get over France. Everyone has missions that aren’t successful. Look at Nicholas Lawrence and me.”

      “It’s not about the failed mission. I think Todd set me up.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “Because he wanted the nuclear codes to get stolen and sold to Russia because he’s the broker. He couldn’t just hand them over. He needed to set up a ruse to make it look like the US government was trying to recover them. Meanwhile, he tipped off the independent weapons dealer when and where they could retrieve the codes.”

      “Independent weapons dealer,” Lacee nods, “or known to his friends as Sasha Petrov.”

      “Exactly. I think Sasha Petrov has been involved in both cases.” I stand again because sitting feels too casual for a moment like this. “Then, when I came home from France, I started digging into the mission, trying to figure out what went wrong. But Todd knew if I kept digging, all roads would eventually lead to him, so he benched me and assigned me to stupid jobs where I wouldn’t be in his way.”

      Lacee twists her chair, so she’s facing me. “Surely he knew that wasn’t going to stop you from trying to figure out what happened in France.”

      “You’re right. That’s why he got you to frame me as the mole. If he can show everyone else I’m guilty, no one will look at him.”

      “Yeah, but why assign anyone to tail Nicholas Lawrence to try and find out who the mole is? Doesn’t that just bring more attention to the weapons and himself as the broker?”

      “I think he had to appease the Director of National Intelligence—make it look like he was trying to find the weapons dealer and the broker when really, the whole time, he was controlling what information you brought in so that the evidence didn’t lead back to him.”

      “Do you think Todd told Nicholas I was undercover?”

      “I don’t think so, judging by Nicholas’s reaction today. And telling Nicholas would only incriminate Todd as the mole since no one at the agency knew you were working the case. You’re not going to tell Nicholas you’re undercover, so if the only other person who knew you were there tells Nicholas, then he’s obviously the double agent.” I shake my head. “Todd had to save face with the Director of National Intelligence. That’s probably why Nicholas and Todd never met and why Nicholas didn’t know the name of the CIA officer acting as the mole.”

      “This is a lot.” Lacee sits back in her chair. “I feel like my brain’s about to explode with how everything fits together.”

      “I know.”

      “But now that we have the name of the weapons dealer can’t Derek search through encrypted emails looking for correspondence between Sasha Petrov and Todd Allen?”

      “You’d think. Unless Todd used an alias name.”

      Lacee’s lips twist upward. “Well, there’s only one way to find out.”

      “You’re right.”

      It looks like we’ll be interrupting Derek’s Christmas night.

      I’m sure he’ll be thrilled about that.
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      “You want me to do what?” There’s so much disbelief in Derek’s voice I’m starting to doubt if this is a good idea.

      Park leans over the speakerphone, resting his elbows on the table. “I want you to go through Todd Allen's emails and search for any correspondence between Todd and somebody named Sasha Petrov.”

      “You’re joking, right?” Derek laughs.

      “No,” Park says firmly.

      “You realize he's the boss. Not just the boss. Todd Allen is the director of the CIA. He answers to the Director of National Intelligence and the President of the United States.”

      My eyes flick to Park, waiting for his answer.

      “Yes, I know that.”

      “I’m just a lowly CIA desk officer.”

      “You're not lowly.” Park frowns. “You’re kind of a big deal.”

      “No. Uh-uh.” I can imagine Derek shaking his head on the other end of the line. “I'm not doing this.”

      “Let me try,” I mouth to Park.

      He straightens, gesturing to the phone on the table in front of us. 

      “Hi, Derek. It's Sienna.” I make it a point to infuse my voice with confidence and cheer.

      “If Park was still alive, I figured you were there somewhere,” Derek mutters.

      “Yeah, thanks for all of your help. The rescue mission was successful.”

      Park glances at me. “Except for the interrupted Christmas program.”

      “And the acid that killed Nicholas Lawrence,” I add.

      “What acid?”

      “Uh,” I look at the phone, “don't worry about it. Anyway, we really need you to do this for us and not tell anyone else about it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we have a feeling that Todd is the double agent.”

      “A feeling! You want me to put my neck on the line for a feeling?”

      “It’s more than a feeling,” Park cuts in. “We’ve both been working this case for a while, and all the evidence points to Todd.”

      “And if we don't expose him now,” my eyes dart to Park, “he's going to place the blame on someone else.”

      A few seconds of silence pass before Derek speaks again. “Okay, let's say I do this for you. Let's say I hack into Todd's email account. What if you're wrong? What if he's not the double agent? Then what happens?”

       Park shrugs. “Then we’ll all be screwed.”

      “Totally.” I nod, thinking through the consequences.

      “Not just screwed,” Derek coughs out. “We’ll be fired and thrown in jail for accusing a highly decorated government official of treason and espionage.”

      “But,” Park lifts his finger in the air, “if we’re right, we’ll be the heroes.”

      Derek sighs. “I do like the sound of that.”

      “Then look through his emails and see if you find anything.” I lift my shoulders. “If there's nothing there, Park and I will take a step back and examine the evidence again.”

      “It’s not like Todd’s going to know you poked around,” Park says, adding another layer to our manipulation.

      Derek hesitates like he’s thinking everything through. After a few moments, he says, “All right, fine.”

      Park and I smile at each other.

      “Give me a second.”

      “A second?” Park’s brows raise. “It only takes a second to search an entire email database for encrypted emails?”

      “It only takes a second for me.” The keyboard clicks in the background. “I'm very good at my job.”

      I drum my fingers on the table while waiting for Derek to search. “By the way, I got your Christmas card. Thanks for thinking of me.”

      Park lifts his hands. “You sent Sienna a Christmas card and not me?”

      “I told you we’re not friends,” Derek replies to Park.

      I bite back my smile.

      “Okay. Here we go.” Derek swears under his breath. “It looks like there are fifty-seven messages between a Russian encrypted IP address with the name SP and Todd Allen. The most recent email from SP was sent last week.”

      “Fifty-seven?” I look at Park. “I think we found our broker.”

      “Can you open them?” Park asks.

      “Yes, but they’re encrypted too. Decoding all of them would take me a while.”

      “What about the most recent one? Can you decipher that?” I turn to Park. “We need to find out the details of the meeting Nicholas told us about if we’re going to show up too.”

      “Unless we stage a meeting first.” Park raises his brows at me like a challenge.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, what if we fake the meeting—make Todd believe he’s meeting with Sasha Petrov when it’s really just a decoy?”

      “Wow.” I kick my head back. “That’s next-level thinking. But it’s just the two of us. I don’t think we can pull off something like that alone.”

      “Derek will help us.” Park smiles at the phone.

      “No, he won’t,” Derek snaps. “I’m already sticking my neck out for you two.”

      “But you said you wanted to be a hero.”

      “No, I said I liked the sound of being a hero. I don’t actually want to be one if it means I might get in trouble.”

      Park’s phone buzzes on the table.

      “Alright, I just decoded the last email between Sasha and Todd and forwarded it to you.”

      We both lean over the device, reading the file Derek sent.

      
        
        1228. Port of Seattle. Terminal 30. Come alone. Have the packages ready for shipping and bring the computer chips.

      

      

      “There’s your date and your location,” I say.

      Park straightens. “Sasha must be taking the weapons from the Port of Seattle to Russia by boat.”

      “So, how do we stage a meeting?”

      Park looks down at the phone. “Derek, can you send an encrypted email to Todd Allen—similar to this one—and make it look like it was from Sasha Petrov?”

      “Yeah. I just need to know what you want the email to say.”

      Park looks at me. “How about ‘Change of plans. 1227. 10:00. Still Terminal 30. Come alone.”

      “So you’re changing the meeting to a day earlier?” I ask.

      “Yeah. That way, we can control it.”

      My brows pull down. “But what if between now and the fake meeting on the twenty-seventh, the real Sasha Petrov sends an email with different instructions for a meeting on December twenty-eighth?”

      “I can flag this sender, so all emails from Sasha Petrov to Todd Allen go through me first,” Derek says.

      “Perfect, do that and send the fake message to Todd.” Park looks at me, smiling. “Are you ready to go undercover again?”

      “Are you kidding?” My lips tilt. “I’m at my best when I’m undercover.”
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      December 27

      “I’m in position,” I say into my earpiece. I set my bird-watching book on the bench next to me and pick up my binoculars, scanning over the pier and container ships around Terminal 30.

      “Roger that,” Lacee says. “I’m also in position.”

      I swing my binoculars over to her on the opposite side of the pier. She’s sitting on the ground holding a guitar with her instrument case open to collect tips. There’s a sports wagon next to her that she carried her stuff in with. She has a colorful beanie over her head, and her red hair is covered with a wig of blonde dreadlocks. Large sunglasses hide most of her face, and a rainbow-colored scarf hides the other half.

      “I’m still upset that your disguise is so much better than mine.” I look down at my jeans and the white Seattle Mariners jersey left unbuttoned over a black sweatshirt. I have a black beanie on, and the hood of my sweatshirt is pulled up over my ears.

      “Well, from that distance, Todd Allen will never see you, so you didn’t need anything fancy.”

      I move the binoculars down the sidewalk and back up the pier, searching for Todd even though I don’t expect him for a few more minutes.

      “This feels like old times,” Lacee says, prompting me to find her again.

      “Yeah, it does.”

      “I was so nervous meeting you in person at the mall. I thought for sure you’d recognize my voice the minute we started talking.”

      “Well, you took me by surprise the way you barged in on me when I was half-naked.”

      “I purposely went into your dressing room so we could meet.” A smile touches her lips. “But I didn’t know you would be completely undressed.”

      “I’ve got to hand it to you.” A slight blush tints my face—but let’s just pretend the redness is from the cold weather. “You played the part of a flustered, shy woman pretty convincingly.”

      “Who says I was playing the part?”

      “Weren’t you?”

      “When my cheek smashed into your bare chest and then when I saw the whole hot-body thing you had going on, I was flustered. I wasn’t expecting Park Bradshaw to be so…so…”

      “Handsome?” My lips quirk into a cocky smile.

      “Something like that.”

      “What about the escalator and the kiss? Was that planned?”

      “No.” She looks around as she talks to me. “I didn’t know Nicholas was going to be at the mall for the microchip exchange. I genuinely was embarrassed and didn’t want to look like the fool in front of him again. So you really did save me at that moment.”

      I tear my eyes away from her even though I don’t want to and make the rounds again, probing the area for Todd.

      “You fell right into my trap with my apartment.” There’s a playfulness behind her voice.

      “What trap?” A man in a business suit with the exact build as Todd exits a taxi. I pause until I see his face and rule him out.

      “I left my window cracked open on purpose.”

      “Why?” I shift the binoculars back to Lacee.

      “Just to make things easier on you. And I knew you were behind my closet door when I got out of the shower.”

      My mouth spreads into a smile. “No, you didn’t.”

      “Why do you think I kept hitting the door while dancing? I had to make you sweat just a little bit.”

      “Very funny,” I mutter.

      “No, funny was watching you panic when I took you to the assisted living center to meet Mary.”

      “I still can’t believe the coincidence of all of that.”

      “It was highly entertaining. So was watching you try to keep me calm while you were fighting people.”

      “I don’t think you were acting. I think you really were scared.”

      She looks in the direction where I’m standing, playfully narrowing her eyes. “And I don’t think you would’ve figured out all of Sienna’s clues if I hadn’t helped you.”

      “I would’ve…eventually.”

      “Yeah, right!” Lacee calls my bluff. She tilts her head as if she knows I must be watching her. “It was painful watching you stumble through the hints I left. It’s like playing the game of Clue with someone who doesn't know how to strategically use their cards and the process of elimination to find out the murderer, weapon, and room.”

      “I've never heard of that strategy.”

      “Clearly.”

      “I’m sorry about blowing up your house in Exuma.”

      She turns away, glancing down the sidewalk in the other direction. “You couldn’t have found any other way to escape? You just had to blow up my house?”

      Since she looked away, I slowly canvass the area again. “You’re the one that told Todd where we’d be and led the operatives right to us.”

      “I didn’t tell Todd about Exuma. But I did have to tell him something. He kept hounding me for updates, so I just tried to give him information about our location when I knew you could get us out of whatever he threw at us. I only told Todd we’d be at that bar in Leavenworth and gave him our location when we left the hotel. Every other time, they found us on their own.”

      “Well, it doesn’t matter now. Todd probably thinks that Nicholas killed me two days ago. He doesn’t know we’re the ones tracking him.” I glance down at my watch, checking how close it is to ten o'clock.

      “I’m sorry.” Lacee words are lower, softer, and I rush my search so I can get back to watching her. “It wasn’t fair of me to put you through all that.”

      “You don’t have to apologize. It’s part of the job.”

      “I want to.” She turns her head in my direction. “For the last two years, day in and day out, I’ve been Lacee Warren. Not Sienna Prime, the CIA field support officer. I always imagined that when I took on an alias, I’d completely immerse myself in that role and channel the right emotions for that character. My thoughts, my actions, everything would become that person. But being Lacee was easy. I got to be myself, minus the CIA operative side of me. So when we met that day at the mall, I didn’t have to channel anything. I was sincere in our relationship. I might’ve been lying to you about my profession, but everything else was genuine. All the emotions I felt were real.”

      That’s the one thing I wanted to know—was this thing between us real? Because it was for me. But even now, I’m having a hard time believing it. I don’t want to be fooled again.

      “Like I said, you don’t have to apologize.” I raise my guard. “We both agreed all was fair in love and war. Besides, going our separate ways at the end of this was part of the rules.”

      “Is that why we haven’t kissed since Christmas Day? Because the rules said our holiday fling ended then?”

      “Or did it end when we reached a level ten kiss?”

      Her lips lift into a half smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. “I think it was whichever one came first.”

      “I’m not sure if I ever reached a level ten kiss. If I did, you never told me.”

      “Well, I think a few small children interrupting the kiss may have knocked you down a point or two.”

      “Dang.” I smirk. “Making out during a Christmas program is never a good idea.”

      Lacee spits out a laugh. “Definitely not our best moment.” Her eyes drop. “So…I guess we’re sticking to the rules and walking away after today?”

      “I guess so.” I grit my teeth as I answer because I don’t know if that’s what I really want, but trusting in anything more feels scary. Or maybe it’s just trusting in her. “Walking away after Christmas was always the plan. I’m sad that level ten kiss never happened, but like you said, not every mission gets completed.”

      Lacee’s shoulders drop, and she doesn’t immediately answer back. The moment feels awkward and I have no clue what to say now.

      “Do you think our plan will work?” She forces an air of normalcy into her voice.

      “I don’t know. There’s a lot out of our control and a lot that can go wrong.”

      “If it doesn’t work, I just wanted to tell you I had fun anyway.”

      “Me, too.”

      A black car pulls up to the sidewalk behind Lacee. I shift the binoculars to get a better look. Todd steps out of the back of the vehicle and shuts the door, letting it drive off.

      “We’ve got company,” I say. “And he came alone.”

      Todd stands on the sidewalk, gazing up at the Terminal 30 sign. I take a moment to study him. He’s a broad guy with dark hair and a peppered beard. He’s aged well over the years, looking like a man in his forties when he’s really in his mid-fifties. Todd Allen always seemed like someone with everything he could ever want. I can’t understand why he would jeopardize his career for a large payout. If he’s not doing this for the money, what is he doing it for?

      Todd walks toward the front of the building.

      “He’s on the move.”

      “I’ve got him.” Lacee sets her guitar aside and quickly stands, making her way toward Todd. She slips a phone inside his coat pocket as they pass each other on the sidewalk then she acts like she’s throwing something away in the garbage. “It’s done.”

      I grab my phone with my free hand and call the device Lacee just planted on Todd. Derek fidgeted with the ringer so that it’s louder than normal. There’s no way Todd could miss this phone call. I can hear the ring coming through Lacee’s earpiece, it’s so loud.

      Todd glances around at first, then pauses as other people on the street start to look at him.

      “Get ready,” Lacee says.

      He reaches into his pocket and stares at the phone for a moment before answering the call.

      “Hello?”

      “Use the dock on the right side of Terminal 30 and walk to the end.” Derek also rigged the phone so my voice sounds more like a robot than a human. “You’ll see a bench with a black bag on top of it. Place the bag over your head so you can’t see anything. Once you’ve followed these instructions, we’ll take you to meet Sasha.”

      “What a—”

      I click off the call before Todd can finish his sentence.

      “Do you think he’s going to do it?” Lacee keeps her voice low.

      “He’ll do it. He has to.”

      Todd looks around for a second, then walks to the right side of the Terminal, heading toward the water. I lower my binoculars, pick up my bird-watching book, and turn my back to him. 

      “Ten meters,” Lacee reports. “Five meters,” she says a few seconds later. “And he’s there.”

      “What about the black bag?”

      “He’s taking his sweet time getting it over his head.” 

      I hold my breath, waiting for her to give me the signal.

      “It’s on.”

      I spin around, moving toward Todd. As I walk, I open the book in my hand and pull out the pen stashed inside the hollowed-out pages. I keep my feet quiet as I approach him from behind. I place the tip of the pen on the side of his neck, over the bag’s fabric. Todd straightens, startled by the touch.

      I flip into my best Russian accent. “Don’t be alarmed. You’re just going to sleep for a little bit.” Then I click the pen, shooting the sleeping drug into his neck. He tenses briefly, then everything relaxes, and his body slumps over.

      I stand, looking behind me for Lacee.

      “Coming now with the wagon and the blanket to cover him up,” she says as if she can see me searching for her. “We don’t want anyone to be suspicious of the sleeping man we’re wheeling out of here.”

      “Alright, Todd.” I walk around the bench so I’m facing him. “It’s time to go for a ride.”
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      “This is a terrible idea,” I say as I help Park pull Todd Allen’s limp body out of the back of the car.

      “It is not a terrible idea.” Park wraps his arms around Todd’s upper chest doing the final lifting. He places him in a wheelchair, sitting him upright, then turns back around to shut the car door. “Everything’s going great.”

      That’s when Todd’s body hunches over, and he takes a nosedive out of the wheelchair face planting on the snowy sidewalk.

      Park looks at me. “Is there a seatbelt or something we’re supposed to fasten so he doesn’t fall out?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Okay.” Park squats, lifting Todd’s deadweight again. “One. Two. Three. Up he goes.” He grunts as he sits him back in the wheelchair. He brushes off snow crystals from the front of his jacket and face. “Maybe we should hold his shoulders this time so he doesn’t fall out.”

      “Good idea.” I scramble to the side of the wheelchair, pushing Todd’s body back as Park drives the chair forward. “I’m really nervous about this part of the plan.”

      Park flashes me one of his charming smiles. “What could possibly go wrong?”

      Everything.

      Literally everything.

      The electric doors slide open, and the nurse at the front desk greets us. “Hi, Mr. Bradshaw. Ms. Warren.”

      “Marla.” Park smiles back at her. “Is everything ready to go?”

      “Your mother is waiting for you outside in the shed like you requested.”

      “That’s what I like to hear,” Park says as we walk past the front desk and down the hall of the assisted living center.

      Who likes to hear that their ailing mother—fake mother in Park’s case—is outside in the middle of winter in a cold shed?

      Okay, the shed’s not cold.

      We brought a heater in last night.

      But still.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” My eyes search Park’s face. “Because we could still change the plan. I could pose as Sasha.”

      “You can’t pose as Sasha.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because Todd would immediately recognize you.”

      “No, he wouldn’t. I have a great Russian accent.” I throw my arm out dramatically as I impersonate a Russian woman. “Friends. Countrymen. Russians!”

      Park frowns. “What is that?”

      My arm drops. “It’s my accent.”

      “No, like, what are you even saying?”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” I run ahead of him and open the door that leads out to the back of the assisted living center. I hold it while they pass through. “I saw it in a movie once when I was a little girl, and I never forgot it.”

      “As much as I loved your impression of a Russian, we’re sticking to the plan.”

      “And it’s going to blow up in our faces.”

      “Nah, you’re too worried.”

      We walk down the sidewalk until we get to the shed on the corner of the property. It’s an A-frame building with metal walls and concrete floors. Up until last night, it stored the facility’s tools, riding lawn mower, and snow plow. But yesterday, we transformed it into Terminal 30 at the Port of Seattle.

      I yank on the handle of the giant metal door and pull it open for us to enter. There’s a single rectangular wood table and two metal chairs, and that’s it.

      Mary Bradshaw stands in the center of the room with her back to us. She slowly turns around, looking like a completely different woman from the last time we saw her. Her silvery-white hair is neatly styled in a bob, curling under her chin. Red lipstick paints her lips. Her gold maxi dress has a tasteful V neckline, long sleeves, and four decorative buttons that start at the bottom of her ribcage and end just below her navel. She rounds the ensemble off with a long sparkly necklace that makes her look like she’s about to go out for a night on the red carpet instead of striking a deal to buy chemical weapons. 

      I don’t know that Mary screams Sasha Petrov: Russian independent weapons dealer. Heck, the real Sasha Petrov is probably a man, but since it’s a universal Russian name, and Todd and Sasha have never met before, and since Mary’s the only actress we know, it has to work.

      “You’re late.” Mary lifts her chin, staring us down. “I don’t like it when people show up late on set.”

      I breathe the first sigh of relief.

      Mary’s dementia has her fully convinced at this moment that she’s an actress. That was the first hurdle I was worried about.

      “I know you hate that,” Park greets her. “I tried to tell Lacee to hurry.”

      I roll my eyes at Park’s attempt to joke around and relax me. I guess, in a way, it’s endearing that he’s still trying to calm me down during high-pressure moments. I could see how a trait like that would come in handy if we ever had kids together. 

      Whoa!

      How did I just go from a critical spy mission to picturing Park as a father?

      I’ve got to keep my head in the game.

      Besides, Park made it clear earlier this morning that whatever we had between us was over now. After this, we’d both go our separate ways like good little rule followers. Except now I hate the rules I made. They were supposed to protect my heart, not break it.

      “Yes, it’s my fault we’re late,” I mumble to Mary. What excuse would an actress accept? My eyes brighten as one pops into my head. “Makeup on this guy took forever.” I pat Todd’s shoulder. “But don’t worry, I worked my magic. He looks ten years younger now.”

      Mary brushes her hair back from her face, glancing at Todd. “Is this the improv actor you were telling me about?”

      “Yes, this is the guy playing the part of Todd Allen today.” Park wheels him over to the metal chair and transfers him into it. The chair has no arms, so keeping Todd’s lifeless body from falling out presents a bit of a challenge.

       “Todd Allen.” Mary rolls the name off her lips as if she’s getting used to it. She walks around to the other side of the table, taking the seat across from Todd, completely unfazed by his lack of responsiveness. Like how does she not have a single question about why he’s knocked out right now? “And he’s my broker?”

      “That’s correct.” Park straightens, looking at her. “Remember, this is a live improv audition for both of you. Neither one of you can break character until the director says so.”

      “Don’t worry about me.” Mary crosses her legs, keeping her back upright. “I never break character.”

      “And you can do a Russian accent, right?” I hope she’ll demonstrate it for us to see what we’re dealing with.

      Instead, she puffs out a mocking laugh. “I’m an actress. I can do every accent.”

      I glance at Park, not even bothering to hide the concern in my eyes. 

      “It’ll be fine,” he mouths to me. Park steps toward Mary. “Do you have any questions about the role you’ll be playing today? You’re Sasha Petrov, an independent weapons dealer from Russia. You just arrived in Seattle to purchase chemical weapons. Todd Allen is the broker, and nobody but you knows he’s a double agent in the CIA. Ideally, we’d like to see you get him to admit that he’s working for both sides.”

      “Yes, yes, yes.” She waves his words away. “I know what I’m doing. We went over this last night.”

      Park points to the tiny camera in the corner. “We’ll be watching outside the shed—”

      “And the director?” Mary cuts in. “He’ll be watching to see if he wants to cast me in the movie, right?”

      Park nods. “Yes, the director is watching. So you just need to wow everyone with your performance.”

      I incline my body toward her, wanting to add to what Park’s already said. “In this scene, Sasha is also trying to get Todd to confess out loud that he’s selling the weapons Dr. Nicholas Lawrence designed and built. He has in his possession two microchips that he needs to give you. The chips have the weapon codes and the location of the missiles on them.”

      “Once Todd gives you the computer chips, and you confirm with him that the files are on them, you can hand over the money.” Park bends, patting the briefcase under the desk.

      Mary nods. “I don’t know why we’re going over this scene again. We went through all the details yesterday. I’ve been prepping for the role all morning.”

      Park smiles at her. “We just want to make sure you understand your part.”

      “I shouldn’t have to remind you that I played Darby Shultz in The Mafia King.” Mary wags her finger in front of him. “Sasha Petrov is nothing compared to Darby.”

      Park leans down, placing his hands on the table. He looks into Mary’s eyes, and a kind smile moves across his lips. “I have all the confidence in the world that you’ll be amazing.”

      Mary blushes at his compliment. Not like a woman flattered by Park’s charms but as a woman beaming with pride from his faith in her. My heart warms, and this moment is just more proof that Park’s a good guy. The type of guy a woman would want to spend every Christmas with for the rest of her life. Too bad he doesn’t want that with me.

      “Are you ready to give the performance of your lifetime?” he asks.

      Mary lifts her chin. “I was born for this role.”

      I don’t actually think she was born to play the part of a Russian weapons dealer, but I appreciate her enthusiasm for the project.

      “Improvisation is the name of the game. Just roll with whatever Todd says, but most importantly, get him to mention something about being a double agent and get the computer chips. If you do all of that, I’m positive the director will cast you in the movie.”

      Mary rolls her shoulders back. “He’d be a fool not to.”

      Park walks over to Todd, pulling out a small needle. “This drug will wake him up. It will take a few seconds for him to get his bearings straight. Lacee and I will slip out of the shed during that time. But once he fully comes to, he’ll immediately flip into his role.” I glance at Lacee. “Are you ready?”

      I feel sick, like I’ve never been so out of control on a mission in my life. We’re in the Wild Wild West, where anything goes, and I don’t like it. All of our trust is in an eighty-two-year-old has-been actress with dementia that lives in an assisted living home.

      There’s no possible way this plan will work, but I nod at Park anyway. “Let’s do this.”
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      I shut the shed door behind us, running after Lacee to the small trailer parked next to the old building. Derek really came through yesterday, hooking us up with all the technical stuff we needed to pull this mission off.

      Lacee drops into one of the chairs in front of the computers, typing in the passcode. The screen lights up, showing the inside of the shed. “Okay, we’re live.”

      Todd’s eyes slowly open, and his hand comes to his head. 

      “It will take a minute for the grogginess to wear off.” I sit down next to her and turn up the volume.

      “Why didn’t you give me a drug to wake me up when we were on the run?”

      “Because I didn’t want you awake.” I shoot her a playful smile. “I’d rather babysit your lifeless body than deal with hysterical Lacee.”

      “Ha ha.” She punches my shoulder. “We’ll see if Mary’s half as good of an actress as I am.”

      “What? Are you worried that there’s a contender for the Academy Award for best actress?”

      “Hardly. But,” she sighs, “are we terrible people for leaving Mary in there alone with a trained operative?”

      “Nah.” I shake my head. “We checked his clothing and took away his gun. He’s unarmed. All he has on him are the two computer chips.”

      “Which we’ve already downloaded the information from and sent to Derek.”

      “And wiped clean.” I smile at Lacee. “Why are we so good at our jobs?”

      Arrogance takes over my expression. “I don’t know.”

      “See?” I gesture to the screen. “We’ve thought of everything. Mary will be fine. Besides, we’re so close. If things were to go bad, we’d be inside that shed in a matter of seconds.”

      “Yeah, but we probably should’ve tied his hands or something.” She grimaces. “I just don’t want to have the death of an innocent elderly woman on my hands.”

      “Neither do I. I mean, she is my mom, after all.”

      “Oh, are you going to keep her?”

      “Why not?” I shrug. “She could use a friend, and I could use a mom. Plus, half the time, she doesn’t even know what’s going on, so it’s the perfect situation. I promised her that maybe I could spend New Year’s with her to make up for the fact that I missed Christmas day.”

      Lacee’s smile widens in amusement. If we weren’t trying to nail the Director of the CIA for espionage and if things weren’t over between us, I’d pull her to me and kiss her. And not just any kiss. It would be like one of those high-striker carnival games where your strength is measured just by hitting something with a hammer. The kiss I have in my mind would reach the top, and every freaking light and alarm would go off. But since that’s not the type of relationship we have anymore, I glance away so I don’t stare at her lips.

      Todd’s still rubbing his head when Mary slaps the wooden desk in front of her, causing me, Lacee, and Todd to jump in our chairs.

      “Wake up,” Mary snaps in her Russian accent—which actually isn’t half bad. “I don’t have all day.”

      “Oh, boy.” Lacee stiffens next to me. “This should be interesting.”

      “Relax.” I put my hand on top of hers, then remember that isn’t allowed anymore, so I pull back awkwardly, trying to play off my hand grab as casual. “Mary’s taking charge of the situation. It’s all going to be fine.”

      Todd blinks several times, then his eyes stay open, looking around the room. “Where am I?”

      “Port of Seattle. Where else would you be?”

      His eyes shift to Mary. “Who are you?”

      “Sasha Petrov. Who else would I be?”

      Lacee’s hand clenches. “She’s getting a little repetitive with the questions.”

      “I like it.” I smile as I watch the video monitor. “There’s a no-nonsense attitude about her.

      Todd shakes his head. “You’re not Sasha Petrov.”

      I hold my breath, waiting for Todd to say that they’ve met before or that Sasha is a man. There were fifty-six other email correspondences between the two of them that we didn’t decipher. They could’ve had all kinds of conversations that revealed a ton of information about who the real Sasha Petrov is. We took a gamble here.

      “Pfft.” Mary spits at him—like literal spit—and droplets accidentally fly out of her mouth and land on the table in front of Todd. I guess that’s one of the downsides to using an elderly actress. They don’t have good control over their bodily liquids. But kudos to Mary. The saliva doesn’t even rattle her. “Why does everyone think men control the world? Can a woman not be a weapons dealer?”

      Everything hinges on this moment, and both Lacee and I lean forward, waiting for Todd’s answer.

      He shakes his head. “I pictured you this entire time as a man, that’s all.”

      Mary raises her chin in arrogance. “And I’ve allowed you to believe that. It’s the perfect cover, don’t you think?”

      “I suppose so.” He gives a measured nod.

      My chest falls, and I exhale.

      “Phew!” Lacee relaxes too. “That felt intense.”

      “We’re halfway there.”

      One of Mary’s painted brows lifts. “You have something for me?”

      “Did you bring the money?” Todd asks.

      “It’s close.” She leans back against her chair, showcasing a confident demeanor. “But I’m wondering what a CIA agent is going to do with so much money.”

      “And I’m wondering what a weapons dealer is going to do with so many deadly missiles.”

      “It’s all for my country. Everything I do is for the Soviet Union.”

      My head drops into my hands. “She just called Russia by its old name.”

      “Yep.” Lacee sighs.

      “Maybe Todd won’t notice.”

      “Soviet patriotism?” His brows jump.

      He noticed.

      Todd smirks, clearly intrigued. “That explains a lot about you and why you might want to collect an arsenal of weapons.”

      “Wow.” I rub my chin. “I can’t believe her misstep just worked.”

      “What about you?” Mary taps her fingers on her thigh. “You know why I do what I do, but I know nothing about your motivations.”

      She’s fishing for Todd to admit something.

      “Let’s just say the money in your line of work is more tempting than the money in my line of work.”

      “Most people don’t turn on their government for money.”

      “I turned on my government because the people in charge are only in it for themselves. There’s no loyalty to someone like me. But you,” a slimy grin spreads over his mouth, “you proved your loyalty to me last year with your payout for the nuclear codes in France.”

      Todd admitting his involvement in that mission is better than Christmas morning. Especially this last Christmas morning, since I was captured and tied up.

      “That’s it!” Lacee stands. “We got it!”

      I motion for her to sit. “We got the first thing, but we’re not done yet.”

      “I like working with people who bring me what I ask for.” Mary lifts her chin. “So, where are my computer chips?”

      Todd purses his lips together, keeping a stone-faced expression as he reaches inside his pant pocket. He pulls out a small manilla envelope and tosses it on the table. It slides across the flat surface, stopping right in front of Mary. She doesn’t say anything. Just picks it up and dumps the contents into the palm of her hand.

      “I’m digging the silent-staredown thing she’s doing,” Lacee says as she watches the moment play out.

      “Me, too. Very mysterious.”

      Mary glances down at the chips, and her lips press together into a thin slash. 

      “Uh, oh.” Lacee sits straight up. “We should’ve warned her that the chips are small.”

      “What is this?” she barks at Todd. “These aren’t computer chips. These are crumbs.”

      Lacee shakes her head. “Please tell me she wasn’t expecting a floppy disc from circa 1987.”

      “Based on her usage of Soviet Union, she probably was.”

      Todd’s brows shift downward. “It was your idea to use two chips.”

      “Don’t tell me what I already know!” Mary leans forward, staring at microchips in her palm, then she reaches down her dress, bringing a pair of glasses up with her.

      Lacee’s jaw drops. “Did she really just pull reading glasses out of her cleavage?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      Mary places the glasses on her nose and then leans in again, studying the chips. “Very well then.”

      Todd lifts his chin in the direction of the chips. “That’s everything you need for the weapons. The codes, the location, and the designs to build more in the future if you choose. You have what you came for,” Todd says. “Now, where’s my money?”

      She bends down, picks up the briefcase full of money—thanks to Derek for that—and drops it on the table, pushing it toward Todd.

      He rotates it around and flips the latches up. The lid pops open, and he smiles. His fingers thumb through the cash before shutting it. “This concludes our business.” He stands, extending his hand out to Mary. “I look forward to working with you again in the future.”

      “Time to get in there!” I say.

      We both jump up, retrieving our guns as we make our way out of the trailer to the shed. We stop in front of the building with our weapons drawn. The metal door slides open, and Todd stops.

      “Director Allen,” I offer up a fake smile, “funny running into you here.”

      Todd looks around, clearly surprised he’s not standing on the sidewalk at the Port of Seattle. “What’s the meaning of this?” He glances at Lacee. “Officer Warren, what’s going on?”

      “You tell me.” Lacee motions to the briefcase full of money. “After two years worth of work, I’ve finally found the double agent I was looking for.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Todd sputters. “Why would I be the double agent? I’m the Director.”

      Mary comes out from the shed with a big smile. “You’re the director?” Her accent is gone, and so is Sasha’s serious persona. “Did I get the part?”

      “Yes, Mary.” I smile at her. “You were fabulous. Why don’t you head back to your room, and I’ll come find you later to talk about your new movie role?”

      “Director Allen, it was so lovely improv-ing with you.” She pats his arm as she walks past. “I look forward to working with you on this movie.”

      “What is she talking about?” Todd’s frenzied stare shifts back and forth between us.

      My expression morphs into something smug. “You got played, Todd, and we’ve got the entire thing on film.”

      “In fact,” Lacee flashes him her own cocky smile, “the video was being transmitted live to Derek back at CIA headquarters. The information is circulating up to the top as we speak.”

      Todd tries smiling, but the act is overdone. “You misunderstood what was happening here. I was undercover, trying to find the weapons dealer.” He glances at Lacee. “Park’s the double agent. You know that. I’m doing all of this to catch him.”

      “Save it, Todd,” I snap. “You can’t frame me for your crimes. It’s over, and Lacee and I will always have the satisfaction of being the ones who brought you down.”

      “And tomorrow,” Lacee says, “we’re going to meet with the real Sasha Petrov and bring him down too.”

      “Unless he’s a she.” I glance at her.

      Lacee smiles. “True.”
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      December 30

      McLean, Virginia: Interview with the Director of National Intelligence

      Director Sharon Pickering glances down at a piece of paper on her desk. I take the moment to steal a quick glance at Park. He shrugs as if he can sense my unspoken question.

      How much longer is this meeting going to take?

      Surely this interview, or debriefing, or whatever they want to call it, is almost over. Park and I have been in Sharon’s office for so long, answering all of her questions about Todd Allen, Nicholas Lawrence, chemical weapons, and the real Sasha Petrov that I’ve lost track of time. Four hours? Ten hours? It’s a blur at this point.

      I get it.

      When the Director of the CIA ends up being a double agent and you take into  custody an independent weapons dealer from Russia, extensive investigations are needed to sort through all the information.

      Director Pickering looks up, clasping her fingers together. “I think that’s all the questions I have for you about the case. If others arise, I’ll be sure to contact you both.”

      I move to stand. “Thank you so much for your time.”

      “Take a seat.” Director Pickering motions with her eyes to my chair. “I haven't released you yet.”

      “Oh, sorry.” I drop back down. But what if I had to pee? She doesn’t know if my bladder is about to explode. We’ve been in here so long that if I were holding it in, my kidneys would probably be ruined by now. “I thought you were done with your questions.”

      Park nudges my foot with his. He’s been like the teacher’s pet throughout the entire interview with all of his Yes Ma’am’s and No Ma’am’s and that charming smile of his. Who am I to even talk? That smile melted me the first time I saw it. Of course, Sharon Pickering would be impressed too.

      “I have a few more questions to ask you both.” She glances between us. “These ones are of a more personal nature.”

      “Personal?” I think my heart just tried to jump up my throat.

      “Yes.” She sits back in her chair, resting her chin against her fist. “How would you describe the relationship between the two of you?”

      Instead of upchucking my heart, it just dropped down into the pit of despair inside my stomach. I can’t lie. I mean, I’m good at lying, but I can’t lie to the Director of National Intelligence.

      “Well”—I swallow—“within the first thirty minutes of meeting each other in person, we kissed. But we’re not, like, intimate. I guess, in some ways, we are. Because intimacy could include being confidantes, friends, or even platonic love, and in that case,” I wave my finger back and forth between us, “Park and I have been intimate for years. You know, because we’ve worked together before. But not intimate, like physically.”

      Oh, my gosh. Why do I keep saying the word intimate?

      “Actually, though, there are even different levels of physical intimacy like invading someone’s personal space, holding hands, hugging, kissing, caressing,” I cannot believe I just used the word caressing in front of Sharon Pickering, but I’m spiraling, and there’s no stopping me now, “as well as other types of physical activities that a couple might engage in—like couple’s yoga. Not that we’re a couple.” I hold my hand out as if I’m trying to stop myself from continuing, but my mouth keeps running anyway. “You don’t have to be a couple to have intimacy. In fact, physical affection has been correlated with partner satisfaction. But a person, or a partner, can be physically intimate with someone without actually touching them. Eye contact, for example, is considered a form of physical intimacy without touching. Although, I would think that a certain amount of proximity is necessary for any kind of physical intimacy.” I’m not even making sense. Why don’t I just douse some gasoline on my career and drop a lit match on it? I scratch the side of my head. “I’m sorry. Could you repeat the question?”

      Director Pickering stares back at me with a stoic expression. “How would you describe the relationship between the two of you?”

      Just as I open my mouth to answer again, Park speaks.

      “I would say our working relationship is good. We’ve been co-operatives on and off for six years. Our communication and problem-solving skills are exceptional. Just look at what we accomplished the last few days with very little help and resources.”

      Oh.

      She was asking about our working relationship.

      I completely misread the room on that one.

      I shrink into my seat. “What he said.”

      “Let me cut to what I’m really getting at.” Director Pickering sits up. “I want to know if the two of you plan on remaining partners while you’re dating.”

      Park eyes me. “Oh, we’re not dating.”

      Her brows climb. “You’re not?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “Ever since Christmas day, we’ve been strictly professional.”

      Much to my dismay.

      Park turns his head to me. “Well, you made rules and said at the pier that we were sticking to them.”

      “No, it was a question.” I glance at him. “I asked if you wanted to stick to the rules, and you’re the one who said you did.”

      “So,” Park’s brows drop, “are you saying you don’t want to stick to the rules?”

      “I’ll follow them if you are.”

      Sharon Pickering interrupts.“Do you see a master's degree certificate on my wall or a leather couch in my office?”

      We both shift our gazes to her. To be honest, I forgot she was here.

      “No,” we answer in unison.

      “That’s because I’m not your counselor or therapist. I don’t talk through people’s love lives or give out relationship advice. I’m the Director of National Intelligence for the United States of America. I don’t have time to listen to you while you figure out your relationship problems.”

      I open my mouth to speak. “We—”

      Director Pickering holds her hand up, stopping me. “I don’t want to hear anymore.” She leans forward and picks up a pen, signing something on the paper in front of her. “It’s clear you two can’t work together anymore. In fact, I’m surprised you even made it through your poorly planned out, low-budget scheme against Todd Allen.” She glances up, pausing her pen strokes. “And just to remind you both again, using innocent civilians in a CIA mission—especially elderly ones with dementia—is extremely dangerous and inappropriate and should never happen again.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Park nods.

      Director Pickering grabs the paper on her desk and hands it to Park. “This isa reassignment notification effective immediately. You’ll no longer work as co-operatives.”

      Reassignment notification?

      That’s not what I wanted. But Park doesn’t say anything or protest about the change, so I don’t either. 

      Director Pickering looks down at a file on her desk. “You’re both dismissed.”

      I stand, darting my gaze to Park before I turn and walk out of the room.

      I haven’t been communicating what I really want. And what I really want is him, but for some reason, telling him that seems like the scariest thing in my entire life.

      Why is rejection more intimidating than staring down the barrel of a gun or being outnumbered in a fight by highly trained assassins?

       Maybe it’s because my feelings for Park are more real than anything I’ve ever experienced in my entire life. There isn’t a mission to hide behind or a scheme I’m running.

      It’s just me.

      Lacee Warren, a simple girl from Leavenworth, Washington that found the one man that truly understands every aspect of her.

      When we get into the hall, I keep walking.

      “Sienna, wait?” he calls after me. I pause my steps, slowly turning around to face him. “Or Lacee or whatever your name is.” He stops in front of me. “I guess I still don’t know what to call you or what version of you I’m getting.”

      It’s like someone kicked me in the chest, stinging my heart. I hide my hurt with a puff of laughter. “Seriously? How do you still not know who I am?”

      “I mean, I know who you are. I just don’t know the real you or what to trust. I feel like we have to redo every single conversation again so I can try and weed out all the lies.”

      His words shake my confidence, and my hope of a future between us crumbles. I can’t be with someone if they’re constantly wondering in the back of their mind if I’m being real or not. I told Park at the Port of Seattle that everything between us was genuine. I’m not sure what more I can say to make him believe that, and I’m not even sure he wants to believe that.

      “Don’t worry,” I shake my head, carefully putting my mask in place, “we don’t have to redo every conversation. Christmas is over, and so is this mission. We’ll go our separate ways. And who knows? Maybe we’ll see each other every once in a while out in the field.”

      “I didn’t want a new assignment. I just…” He looks down at the paper in his hand. “I don’t know how to trust in us…in you. I don’t want to get played again.”

      A small sliver of hope ignites inside me.

      “That’s not going to happen. I’m the same person you thought I was.” I take a step forward. “Maybe we can get together tomorrow night and talk this all through.”

      “Isn’t tomorrow New Year’s?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I have a date. I—”

      “Oh.” My brows skyrocket, and I have a hard time keeping my expression even. He has a freaking date! I’m such an idiot. “Another time, then.”

      Park frowns. “It’s not—”

      “Look who it is!” Derek comes down the hall with a big smile on his face. “It’s the dynamic trio reunited again—the heroes, if you will.” He stops right in front of us. “I was wrong. I love being a hero and saving the entire CIA. I’ve even had people ask if I’m thinking about becoming a field agent and leaving my desk job behind. I’d be like a double threat—computer genius and skilled operative.”

      I glance over his scrawny body, noting the way he keeps pushing his glasses up on the bridge of his nose. “Yeah, I can see how threatening you’d be.”

      “Very dangerous,” Park adds.

      We both stand there for a second, looking at Derek, not knowing what else to say. I mean, how many different ways does Park have to spell out that our relationship is over?

      Take the hint, Lace!

      “Is everything okay?” Derek’s gaze flips back and forth between us. “Did I interrupt something?”

      “Yeah, no.” I force a fake laugh, not even sure my answer made sense.

      “Why wouldn’t things be okay?” Park scoffs.

      “I was just leaving.” I glance at my watch. “I have a flight to Seattle to catch.” My eyes dart to Park. “I’m spending New Year’s with my family since I missed Christmas.”

      “I’ll walk you out.” Park gestures down the hall.

      “Actually,” Derek slugs Park on the shoulder like they’re best pals, “I have some paperwork I need you to sign. You know, clearing my name for all of those times you asked me to illegally look things up for you.”

      “Can’t it wait?” Park asks.

      “No, I’m afraid not.” Derek points to Sharon Pickering’s office. “We need to go over it with the Director.”

      “Don’t worry about me.” I start walking backward. “We’ll catch up later.”

      I give a salute like I did the first day I met him at the mall—apparently, that is my go-to exit strategy. Then I turn around and walk away, leaving Park Bradshaw and everything between us in the past.
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      December 31

      Leavenworth, Washington

      “Are you sure you don’t want to go out with your sisters to the New Year’s Eve party?” my mom asks as she stirs melting marshmallows in a pot on the stove. “It has to be more exciting than watching me make Rice Krispie treats.”

      “Watching you make them isn’t exciting, but eating them is. So I think I’d rather stay home.” I twist the kitchen barstool I’m sitting on back and forth.

      “I like having you home,” my dad says as he washes dishes in the sink. “We can ring in the New Year together.”

      “Eastern Standard Time,” my mom chimes in. “We can watch the ball drop in New York and then go to bed early. Nobody likes staying up ‘til midnight.”

      9 p.m.—that’s when my mom wants to celebrate the New Year.

      Ugh.

      My entire body deflates.

      I hate this holiday. It’s worse than Valentine’s Day.

      I’m that girl—the one I didn’t want to be—whose pathetic New Year’s Eve plans mimic her pathetic life. It looks like Park wasted his money when he bought me that silk dress. Unless I wear it to bed at 9:05 p.m. after I ring in the New Year with my parents. A lot of people sleep in silk pajamas. I can make this work.

      My mom dumps half a bag of cereal into her pot. “Well, I’m just bummed that things between you and Park didn’t work out.”

      Me, too.

      “When you left on Christmas Eve, I really thought you were going to be able to fix things.” She frowns.

      “Sometimes things really are too complicated to be fixed.” Like when you accuse someone of espionage, make him fight for his life, and lie to him for days about who you really are. That’s quite the list of wrongdoings. It’s hard to come back from that. No wonder Park didn’t waste time moving on with someone else. It’s impressive that he was able to clear his name, expose a double agent, take down a Russian weapons dealer, and secure a date for New Year’s Eve. Talk about multitasking.

      My phone vibrates on the counter and I glance down, seeing Derek’s name. “Hey, I’ve got to take this call for work.”

      “Make it fast,” my dad says over his shoulder. “I’m going to need a dish dryer in a second.”

      “Great.” I lift my lips like I’m smiling, but nothing about drying dishes makes me happy. I walk down the hall to my bedroom and press the button on my phone accepting the call. “Hello?”

      “Sienna, hey! I didn’t think you’d answer. I thought you’d be at a party or out doing something fun.”

      Just pour salt in my wound, Derek. And not tiny salt. His words feel like rock salt, eating away my heart like it’s an iced-over sidewalk.

      “Nope, I’m just home with my parents.” There’s no point in sugarcoating my lameness. I shut my bedroom door and sit on the edge of my bed. “What about you? Aren’t you celebrating?”

      “No, I pretty much work all of the time. That’s actually why I’m calling you. Since your cache of gadgets and supplies was depleted in Exuma, I thought you might want to put in another order.”

      Depleted? More like Park blew all my stuff up.

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “Okay, send me a list of what you want. I’m placing the order tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “And tell Park when you see him to send me his requests too.”

      My lips press into a disappointed frown. “I don’t think I’ll be seeing Park, so you’ll have to tell him yourself.”

      “Oh, really? I thought he’d go over tonight for New Year’s after he’s done hanging out with his fake mom.”

      “What?” I jump up from my spot on the bed. “Park’s in Leavenworth?”

      “Yeah, he took the red-eye last night.”

      I run my fingers through my hair. “I can’t believe it.”

      “I know I can’t either. I mean, I know he has issues about never having a mom, but taking on a fake mom? Dude, that’s just weird.”

      “No, I mean, I can’t believe he’s here in Leavenworth.”

      “I thought you knew. He said he was going to hang out with you after he spent time at the assisted living center.”

      The pieces fit together.

      Mary Bradshaw is Park’s date.

      I remember him saying he was going to spend New Year’s with her to make up for the fact that he missed Christmas. But there was so much going on that day with Todd that I completely forgot.

      I rush to my closet, pulling out the black silk dress. “Derek, I have to go.”

      “Okay, don’t forget to send me your list of items.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I will. Thanks for everything. Bye.” I drop the phone on the bed and pull my shirt off.

      This better be the last time I chase after Park Bradshaw.
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Park

      “Happy New Year, Marla.” I tap on the front desk at the assisted living center.

      “Same to you!” Marla smiles. “It was really nice that you came to visit your mom. She’s been looking forward to it all day.”

      “Yeah, I was too.” Surprisingly.

      “Are you headed home for the night?”

      “Nope, I’m headed to a beautiful woman’s house to see if she’ll take me back.”

      “Miss Lacee Warren?” Marla guesses.

      “That’s right.” I tap the counter one more time before walking to the exit. “I’ll see you tomorrow. I want to stop by and have breakfast with Mary before I leave town.” I give a wave over my shoulder, then walk through the first door to the breezeway, nearly bumping into Lacee.

      My mouth falls open, and I stop in my tracks as my gaze slowly roams over her. She’s wearing the black silk dress, and she looks even more incredible in it than I’d ever imagined, and I had imagined it…a lot. The halter neckline shows off her bare shoulders and the edges of her collarbone. Her hair is down straight, and bright red lipstick colors her timid smile.

      Forget about Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree. Lacee’s rockin’ that dress.

      “Hi,” she says, dragging my eyes back to meet hers.

      “Hi.” Her body shivers, and I realize how cold she must be. I take my coat off and wrap it around her bare shoulders, escorting her inside the lobby where it’s warm. “You must be freezing. Where’s your coat?”

      “I didn’t want to ruin the effect of the dress.”

      “Your efforts weren’t wasted. You look amazing. It would’ve been a shame if you hadn’t had the chance to wear this dress tonight.”

      She glances down. “You think?”

      “So beautiful.”

      “Oh, good.” Her teeth chatter. “I’ll try to remember that when I have frostbite.”

      I lead her to the chairs in the waiting room, but she doesn’t sit down. My forehead creases in confusion. “What are you doing here?”

      “I thought about lying and saying that I came to play Farkle with Mary, but since I promised I’d never lie to you again, I’ll just admit that I came here looking for you.”

      I can’t hide my smile. “I was just leaving to find you.”

      “Oh, well, that’s convenient.” She scratches her head and darts her eyes around the lobby, bouncing them back to me. “I have a speech,” she blurts.

      “You do?”

      “Yeah, would you like to hear it?”

      “By all means.” I gesture for her to start.

      “It’s not a normal relationship speech because there’s nothing normal about our relationship. We’re two CIA operatives who both lied to each other. Although, my lies probably felt worse than yours because I was lying to my friend Park Bradshaw, and you were just keeping Lacee Warren in the dark about your highly secretive job. I get that there’s a difference.” She shifts her weight. “And in addition to lying, I was like the puppeteer behind the scenes, pulling all the strings. I can also see how that was hurtful. But the thing is,” she rolls her shoulders back as if she’d just received a second dose of courage, “I’m sorry about all of that. I’m sorry that those lies make you feel like you can’t trust me or that you don’t know who I am because contrary to what you think, you do know me. You know all the different sides that make up Lacee Warren and Sienna Prime. So imagine my disappointment when I realized the person that knows me the best can’t forgive me or trust me again. It’s really a bummer.”

      She draws in a big breath as if she’s moving onto phase two of her speech. I hold back my smile even though I love the way she rambles on.

      “I know I made up all of these stupid rules about how we need to part ways when Christmas was over. But don’t I get credit for the good things I did, like proposing we have a holiday fling in the first place? Don’t I get credit for kissing you at the mall? Because those were good ideas. And it’s not like I’m easy. I wouldn’t have a holiday fling with just any stranger I met in the airport. And I wouldn’t have kissed just anyone at the mall. I kissed you. I already knew you, and I’ve spent way too much time over the years wondering what you’d be like if we actually met in person. Would you still be easy to talk to? Would you make me laugh and, in return, laugh at my jokes? Would I still feel the same level of interest for you that I’ve felt for years from a distance? And then I met you in real life, and you were better than I even imagined.” Her blue eyes pierce into mine. “I like you, Park. I’ve liked you from the first moment we worked a job together six years ago. I liked you again when we met in the dressing room. I liked you on the plane to Washington. I liked you in the car ride to my parents' house. I liked you in Leavenworth, and every moment we were on the run together. And I realized that spending time with you as Lacee was way better than working with you as Sienna.”

      She likes me.

      This will go down as the best speech I’ve ever heard, and by the way Lacee’s forging ahead, it’s not even over yet.

      “So I’m sorry that I lied to you, but can you just get over it already? Because I like you, and you can trust that.” She rolls her eyes. “Okay, fine. In the interest of honesty, it’s more than like. It feels a lot like love. I love you. And I don’t care what you think I—”

      “Lacee, stop.” I hold my hand up. “Can I say something now?”

      “Uh,” she nods, “yes, I’d be very interested in hearing your response to all the things I just said, particularly the part about how I love you and whether or not you can trust me again. Because if I didn’t convince you to forgive me, I have other versions of the speech and—”

      “Lacee.” I gently place my finger over her lips.

      “Right, sorry,” she mumbles. “It’s your turn.”

      “The minute you walked away yesterday, I knew I’d been an idiot.” I drop my hand, linking my fingers with hers. “I know you—the real you. I know you’re smarter than me. I know you love adventure and thrills. I know you’re open and share way too much about yourself, even when you’re undercover. I know you don’t keep a low profile. I know you’re full of playful energy. I know you like books and use coconut-smelling shampoo. I know you love your family and that you’re torn between your goals and staying in Leavenworth with them. I know you’re good at your job and an extremely skilled fighter. And somehow, I knew when you started your speech today that it would be an adorable, long-winded info dump.” I tug her a little closer, resting my hands on her waist. “And deep down, I think I knew all along that Lacee and Sienna were the same person because no other woman besides you and your alias has ever kept me on my toes and made me feel what I feel.”

      She slowly lowers her chin, looking at me as her hands rest on my forearms. “And what do you feel?”

      “I was getting to that.” I pull her to me, slipping my hands behind her back.

      “I think I would’ve preferred if you led with that.”

      “You, of all people, should know, you never divulge all of your secrets right at first.” I smile. “But, I love you, too—all versions of you.”

      A wide grin spreads across her mouth. “So we live to see another day?”

      “It looks like it.” I wrap her in a full hug, feeling the curves of her body against mine. My chin rests against the top of her head, and we both hold each other.

      “Did we just have a define the relationship talk in the middle of an old folk’s home?” she asks against my shoulder.

      “I think we did.”

      “Wow.” She laughs too. “Did we just become more than co-operatives?”

      “I hope so.” I slowly lean in, fully intending to kiss her in the middle of the assisted living center lobby. But just as our mouths meet, her voice vibrates against the kiss.

      “Park?”

      “What?” I graze my lips over hers.

      “There’s something else I have to come clean about.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I’ve been lying about one other thing this entire time.”

      I pull back to look at her.

      Lacee smirks. “The first kiss we shared was a level ten kiss, and every single one after just got better and better.”

      “I know.” The corner of my mouth lifts, and I press her body against mine once again.

      “How did you know?” Her expression turns pouty.

      I flash her my most charming smile. “You’re not the only one who knows a thing or two about chemistry.”

      Then I give her my own kind of chemistry lesson.
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      One Year Later

      I steady my hand as I work. This kind of mission demands precision—like cutting-wires-on-a-bomb precision.

      “How are things going over there?” Lacee asks through my earpiece. I don’t immediately answer because I’m so focused on keeping my movements short and deliberate. “Park, do you copy?”

      “Copy?” I chuckle. “That’s the exact reason why we’re separated today. I don’t want you copying me on this assignment.”

      “Copying you would mean me doing mediocre work, and I’m better than that.”

      “We’ll see.” I lean back, surveying what I’ve done.

      “That’s right. We’ll see.” There’s an arrogance to Lacee’s voice that I find wildly attractive.

      “Park, I have those measurements you asked for,” Derek says, patching into the conversation.

      “Send them over, and I’ll take a look.”

      “You have Derek helping you?” Lacee scoffs.

      “What? You don’t?” I smirk.

      “I’m fully capable of completing this mission on my own.”

      “You know the importance of field support.” I pick up my phone, scrolling through the documents and pictures Derek sent.

      “Well, there’s only three minutes left until the mission has to be completed, so I’m not sure how helpful Derek’s measurements will be.”

      I glance at the timer on my watch. “Don’t you worry. I’ve been closely monitoring the clock, and I’ll be done in time.”

      We both fall silent as I focus on the finishing touches, making sure everything about my work is complete.

      The timer ticks down, and the intensity in my chest rises.

      Ten, nine, eight, seven, six.

      My fingers fumble as I put the last piece in place.

      The alarm beeps, and I jump.

      “Times up,” Lacee says. “Hands off.”

      I scoot away. “Same to you.”

      “Baby, I’ve been done for twenty minutes.” The flirtatious tone of Lacee’s voice sends my stomach into a tailspin. “I’m just waiting on you.”

      “Is that so?” I smile.

      “Yep.”

      “How about whoever wins between us gets to make the rules for this holiday season?”

      “What do you mean?”

      I lean back into my chair, smiling. “Well, last Christmas, we had our kissing through the holidays fling. The winner of today’s mission gets to decide what we’re doing this year. Maybe something like—”

      “That’s it!” Derek says into my ear. “I would rather throw up in my mouth and swallow my vomit than sit here and listen to your weird competitive relationship banter. Over and out,” he says before I can respond.

      “Whoops,” I say. “I forgot Derek was still patched in.”

      “Me, too.” Lacee laughs. “Before Derek’s tantrum, I liked where your train of thought was headed. But maybe the loser should determine the rules this Christmas. I mean, the winner already gets all of the bragging rights and the glory.”

      “That’s fine with me.” I stand.

      “Meet you outside in ten seconds. Ten, nine, eight…” She slowly counts down.

      I grab everything I need and walk toward the door. When Lacee gets to number one, I swing it open the same time she does. She’s standing in the doorway across from me, holding a tray with this year’s gingerbread house on it. But it’s not really a gingerbread house. It’s a castle. She went all out with steeples made of upside-down ice cream cones and a cobblestone exterior from marbled hard candy chocolates. She really outdid herself, and the huge smile on her face tells me she knows it.

      Her blue eyes sweep over my house. I made a gingerbread hotel. It’s much better than last year's pathetic attempt—thanks to Derek’s plans and measurements—but it’s not going to beat Lacee’s castle.

      “Not bad.” She gloats with her eyes as if she knows I don’t stand a chance.

      “Should we see what the judges think?”

      “I’d love to.” She walks ahead of me down the hall at her parent’s house.

      I round the corner. Lacee’s family is in the kitchen cleaning up their own gingerbread house mess, and Mary Bradshaw is in the recliner next to the tree. I guess her day out from the assisted living center is pretty tiring. Her eyes are closed, her body hunches over, and soft snores go in and out with each breath she takes.

      Lacee holds her tray up for everyone to see. “I present to you a masterpiece.”

      “Wow!” Gina softly claps. “Those look incredible.”

      “They should look incredible.” Cassi laughs from her spot at the kitchen table. “They’ve only been locked in those rooms working against each other the last four hours.”

      “What can I say?” Lacee raises her chin. “We take this assignment seriously.”

      “Maybe a little too serious.” Bruce chuckles as he clears away bowls of candy from the table.

      Gina ushers us over to the kitchen island. “You can put your houses here next to the other finished ones.”

      Bruce, Erika, and Cassi’s houses are lined up. They’re cute and Christmasy, but there’s no comparison to ours.

      Erika walks by wearing the You Sleighed It medal around her neck. “Not bad work.”

      “Wait a second.” Lacee looks at her mom. “Did you already pass out the awards?”

      “We judged ours separately.” Gina shrugs. “Nobody wanted to compete against you two. But don’t worry, I made a separate You Sleighed It medal for your houses.” She walks over to Mary and gently nudges her shoulder. “Mary, sweetie. It’s time to wake up.” Then Gina glances at us. “I think it’s best if Mary does the judging. It will be more fair.”

      Mary snorts and then jerks awake. “What do you want?”

      Gina smiles. “Park and Lacee’s gingerbread houses are done. You were going to judge the best one, remember?”

      She glances over her shoulder, barely giving the competition any attention. “The castle,” she huffs.

      “What about the castle?” Lacee leans forward.

      “The castle’s better.” Mary flops back around and immediately closes her eyes as if she intends to sleep more.

      Lacee gives a fist pump, already starting to celebrate as Gina puts the Yours Sucked medal around my neck.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” I step toward the island, pointing at my gingerbread hotel. “You didn’t even study the details. Like the fact that my hotel has a door that opens and closes.”

      Lacee’s brows jump in interest. “You have a movable door?”

      “That’s right.” I nod. “See for yourself.” I gesture for her to come take a look.

      “Okay.” She bends down so she’s at eye level with the hotel. Her fingers gently pull the handle, opening it.

      Then she freezes.

      And so do I.

      An excited buzz of nerves fills my chest as I wait for Lacee to turn around and look at me.

      Her sisters squeal, and Bruce wraps his arm around Gina, sighing with happiness.

      Lacee reaches inside the gingerbread hotel’s front door and picks up the diamond ring I planted there. She studies it for a second, then turns to me. Her beautiful blue eyes are full of moisture, and there’s a giant smile on her face that gives me all the confidence in the world.

      I slowly lower to one knee, grabbing her hand. She giggles with astonishment as she watches me drop.

      “Lacee Warren, I love you. You’re everything to me. My partner. My confidant. My friend. My competition. And I want you to be my family too. Will you marry me?”

      She nods through her tears. “Yes.” She pulls me to a stand and jumps in my arms. “Yes!”

      We hug for a moment before we break apart. I take the ring from her and slip it down her finger. “Since my gingerbread house lost, it looks like I get to make the rules for this Christmas.” My hands go to her waist, and I pull her close to me. “I’m proposing that we spend every Christmas from here on out together. No more flings. Just forever. What do you say?”

      She smiles at me. “Should we shake on it?”

      “No.” My lips softly skid across hers. “Let’s kiss on it.”

      
        
        The End
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        Read the next book in the Christmas Escape Series

        Cotswolds Holiday

        By Kasey Stockton

        Some people face their problems head-on, other people run . . .
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            THE CHRISTMAS ESCAPE SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        All standalone, clean, closed-door romances that can be read in any order.

      

      

      

      Christmas Baggage

      Deborah M. Hathaway

      Host for the Holidays

      Martha Keyes

      Faking Christmas

      Cindy Steel

      A Newport Christmess

      Jess Heileman

      A Not-So-Holiday Paradise

      Gracie Ruth Mitchell

      Later On We’ll Conspire

      Kortney Keisel

      Cotswolds Holiday

      Kasey Stockton
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