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10 family and friends.






Someone was going to die today. Frank Perlmutter sincerely hoped it wouldn’t be
him.

The Hotel Theodore’s lounge had all the usual suspects: dim lighting, business
types networking over pricey cocktails purchased with expense accounts, disin-
terested staff half-glued to a poker tournament on widescreens, and yacht rock
softly pumping out tunes that hadn’t been cool since Jimmy Carter called the
White House home. Wearing an unremarkable dark suit—surrounded by men in
dark suits—Frank was virtually invisible. Which was important when you were
hiding a weapon meant to kill someone.

He wasn’t worried. Frank was the guy no one noticed. That was his gift—the
art of being forgettable.

Which, of course, was fine with Frank. Being decidedly average and wholly
unremarkable was an asset for someone in his line of work. He was taller but not
tall. Not particularly thick or thin. Average. He had brown hair, the color of beige
houses everywhere. His eyes had flecks of blue, green, and of course, brown, and
had the knack for blending in with whatever color was nearby. He had a dad’s face
and the body to go with it, which rendered him invisible to over ninety percent of
the world’s population. His was the voice of a C-SPAN narrator, not the voice of
a news broadcaster or salesman. Certainly not a voice that would cause a woman
to swoon. Not surprisingly, no woman had ever swooned within spitting distance
of Frank.

Frank was in the hotel lounge because his Alpha—agency speak for his primary
target—was here. Chen Dazhao, a stocky Chinese national with mean eyes, was

in Minneapolis for a meeting with a North Korean contact. The concern was
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that Dazhao, a prolific cyberterrorist, might have another plan in the works. The
North Korean remained a mystery—curious, but not enough to earn Beta status.

Dazhao shook hands with the unidentified man in a tailored silver suit that
screamed money and menace. At his nod, the stunning woman beside him stood
and walked away—her dismissal a clear signal the meeting was about to begin.
Three men remained, looming nearby. Muscles packed into suits a size too small.
Bodyguards.

The woman strolled—slowly and exquisitely—to the bar and took a seat. Legs
crossed, lips pursed, eyes scanning the lounge of the Hotel Theodore.

Frank swallowed hard.

All curves, confidence, and don’t-even-think-about-it energy, she was striking.
Black dress tailored to perfection. Going in where it needed to and back out
again to accommodate her eye-catching curves. Red-soled heels that added four
inches to her height. The way she moved, elegant, composed, graceful. Frank was
captivated.

“I'm going to talk to her.” He spoke quietly, his words not meant for anyone
around him. “She can tell me who Dazhao’s meeting with.”

“Are you sure? Speaking to women hasn’t exactly been your strength.” The
voice in his head wasn’t self-doubt or even his conscience. It was his handler.

Tom Waters was Frank’s handler. A quiet voice in his earpiece, Tom watched
through the micro-camera in the International Mayors Conference pin on
Frank’s lapel. They had a strange chemistry, like an old married couple that bick-
ered constantly but still managed to make things work. Tom had saved Frank’s life
more than once—sometimes from enemies, most others from Frank’s singular
lack of eptness.

If he was being honest with himself, Frank knew his longevity in the field owed
more to Tom’s guidance than his own instincts.

“Given the operational security around the meeting, she may be our best
chance to learn more,” Frank whispered. “I’'m going to try to talk to her.”

“She’s a looker. Need backup?”

“I’ve got this.” Though with women he often didn’t. Frank’s track record with

women wouldn’tinspire confidence at the annual meeting of the Optimists Club.
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The elegant Asian woman sat at the bar, poised and sophisticated, her presence
commanding the room like a perfectly struck note in a Mozart concerto. Her dark
eyes glimmered under the softlight, aloof yet irresistible. Frank hesitated, his pulse
quickening.

He couldn’t take his eyes off her. But when he took a step toward the bar—re-
alizing he should’ve looked both ways—he collided with a hurrying business-
woman. Her oversized purse exploded across the floor.

“I'm so sorry.” Wanting to avoid attention, Frank dropped to his knees to
help her gather her stuff. Lip gloss, hand sanitizer, a pack of gum, a tangled set
of earbuds, a half-eaten protein bar, and—of course—a rogue tampon scattered
across the floor. Something cylindrical rolled under a nearby table. He reached
for what looked like a toothbrush case.

But when he lifted the object, he realized he’d been badly mistaken.

“Oh my,” said the woman at the table.

“Maybe leave your toys at home,” her husband added.

The businesswoman snatched the offending item from his hand and stormed
off.

“Now that was awkward,” Tom said, laughing. “Can we get back to it? You
can’t leave a woman waiting. Especially one who looks like she walked off the
cover of Vogue.”

Indeed, she stood out like a priceless work of art in a Home Depot. Knowing
his window was closing, Frank’s nerves popped faster than a 4th of July backyard
celebration in rural Alabama. He hesitated, convinced that women could smell
fear.

“Don’t be shy,” Tom said in his ear. “Women don’t like shy. They want a man
who knows what he wants.”

“What do I want?” Frank asked quietly. “Am I supposed to know this?”

“Buddy, the one thing you don’t want is to stand in front of a girl talking to
yourself. That’s creepy. Not the vibe you’re going for. Just walk over and say hello.
Tell her you'd like to buy her a drink.”

Frank forced a breath. Their eyes met as Frank approached.

“Hey, ’'m—~

“Don’t say your name,” Tom hissed.
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“Frank,” he blurted before Tom could stop him. “I’'m curious about the man
you came in with. The one in the silver suit.”

Up close, she was even more dangerous looking. Her eyes were dark and delib-
erate. Every part of her said: I know what I'm doing. Do you?

“That’s my boss, Mr. Fang,” she said, studying him. Her fingers toyed with an
earring, her eyes locked on his. She leaned in, a whisper just for him. “Can I trust
you?”

Frank hesitated.

“Say yes, you idiot.” Tom didn’t sound pleased. Not for the first time.

Forcing himself to hold her gaze, Frank nodded. “Yes, you can trust me.”

She gestured for Frank to take the stool beside her. When he sat down, she
leaned closer, her perfume far more intoxicating than the commercials suggested.
“My boss is involved with dangerous men. I need your help.”

Frank blinked. “I don’t even know your name.”

She hesitated, before offering a soft, guarded smile. “Rose. Rose Park.”

Before he could reply, she added, “You have kind eyes, Frank. That’s rare from
where ’'m from.”

“She’s laying it on thick. I don’t trust her,” Tom warned. “And you shouldn’t
either.”

But Frank was too far gone. Women like this didn’t live in his world. They lived
in spy movies and diplomatic entourages. Private villas and VIP airport lounges.
Not next to guys who'd peaked in high school intramurals.

“I'm in trouble. I think they know I know.” Her voice trembled just slightly as
her eyes began to shine.

Don’t create a scene. Keep your head down. Don’t get involved in anyone’s prob-
lems. Frank’s mantras ran through his head as her eyes pleaded with him. They
were not the kind of eyes he could easily ignore.

“Hey, meeting’s over,” Tom barked.

He was right. Fang and his ready-for-business bodyguards were headed Frank’s
way. Their hands underneath their jackets. Eyes on Rose. And him. Dazhao,
Frank’s Alpha, was behind them, moving toward the exit.

“They’re coming your way,” Tom said. “Time to make your exit. Don’t lose

Alpha”
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For every person, there’s a major decision point—the proverbial fork in the
road—when a choice between options is required. Time stood still for Frank as
his moment arrived.

Fork number one: Complete the assignment. A single bullet would drop
Dazhao, and Frank could slip away in the pandemonium. Mission accomplished.

Fork number two: Help the woman. Her eyes would forever haunt him if he
left her behind.

Fork number three: Do both.

He knew better but called an audible anyway. He was going with fork number
three.

Time. Slowed. To. A. Halt.

The security detail closed in.

Rose at his side. Leaning into him. The delicate scent of her perfume teased his
senses.

The security detail drew their pistols first as Frank reached for his.

“Hurry!” Rose shouted.

The silencer caught on his waistband. Determination won out over his Men’s
Wearhouse suit pants, and the gun popped out.

“They’re going to kill me.” Panic in Rose’s voice.

Frank stayed calm; this wasn’t his first rodeo. Four shots would do. One for
Dazhao, then one for each of the bodyguards. It was simple in theory.

She was by his side. “Shoot them!”

Butas Frank aimed his SIG-Sauer P229, the woman redirected his aim. A subtle
nudge perfectly timed.

A dull thut echoed, sounding more like a heavy stapler snapping shut than a
gunshot.

The redirected 9mm bullet hit the nearest bodyguard. He fell back, eyes wide
in surprise, blood arcing from the hole in his throat.

“Kill them all!” she screamed.

No choice now, Frank pivoted and fired at the approaching bodyguard.

The second man crashed into a table, dragging a wave of suits down with him.

The third ducked behind a table, but Frank put a bullet in his brain when he
popped back up.
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Thut. Even suppressed, everyone knew the sound and the business crowd
panicked.

Chaos. Screams. Panic.

Dazhao was gone. Fang was out of sight. The job was past saving.

“Abort, abort!” Tom shouted. “You lost Alpha!”

As Frank hesitated, seeing the disaster around him, Rose grabbed his hand.

“Come on!” she shouted.

Knowing his best and possibly only chance to find his target again was with
Rose, Frank—assassin, forgettable middle-aged nobody, man of mantras and

rules—ran with her.



