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“Wasteland sounds like a real magical place.” 
Agent Ben Harrison and I exchanged glances. His stern look was one of warning while mine meant something else altogether. 
Brace for it, Harrison. 
He beat me to the punch. “You’re serious.” It wasn’t a question. 
Agent Pretty, also known as Senior Special Agent Carly Nichols, often said what she thought others wanted to hear. 
“Of course. The place sounds divine!” The recently transferred agent batted her mascara-laden eyelashes. “Do they have alligator rides and cotton candy stands, too?” 
“Sure. They’re located right next to the outhouses and cow patties.” Harrison jiggled the ice cubes in his plastic cup. “Fortune will show you around.” 
“No.” I ignored Harrison and glared at Director Morrow. Don’t do this to me. 
Mental telepathy didn’t work. I squinted, trying harder the second go around. 
Nothing.
Director Morrow emptied several sugar packets in his coffee and slowly stirred. “You won’t even know she’s here.” 
“I’ll know.” Gertie and Ida Belle wouldn’t let me forget it. “She’ll stick out like a sore thumb.” 
Agent Pretty made a show of stuffing her blonde locks inside the crooked Santa hat topping her head. She then stood to check her reflection in the window.
“Good grief.” I gasped upon viewing her full outfit. The skirt was shorter than Daisy Duke-style denim shorts.
“Is there a problem?” she asked.
“Not with me.” I thought about what to say next before blurting, “No one in Sinful wears a Christmas tree skirt as casual wear. And they don’t sell that stuff at Wasteland’s discount stores.” 
“Oh hush,” she said, waving her hand and blushing. “I made it myself.” 
“I never would’ve guessed.” Super. She undoubtedly took the insult as a compliment. 
I sighed. Where would Agent Pretty fit exactly? Celia came to mind but she didn’t count. She was like a red bull in a china shop. 
“Wasteland is a tightknit community. Most of the residents are related. How will you convince them that you want to live there?” 
 “I liked the television show,” Agent Pretty said. “If that counts.” She fiddled with her blouse and showed more cleavage. “And from what I hear, Wasteland is a good place to settle down and start a family.” 
“Shouldn’t have any trouble there,” I mumbled. 
“And I’ve been told the neighborhoods are quaint and quiet.” 
Harrison grunted. “As long as Machine Gun Grannies aren’t called to a fight, I guess you could say that.”
“I also heard folks have a neighborly way about them.” 
“Before you decide Wasteland is akin to Disney World, I’ll point out that there are only eighteen current residents. They gained three after the shooting, two reporters and a photographer.” 
“Soon they can add one more,” she said in a sing-song voice.
“Will you park your reindeer and sleigh near the only street light in town or is that reserved for your driveway?” I didn’t wait for answer. Instead, I glared at Director Morrow. “She can’t live with me.” 
Morrow squinted. “I hadn’t thought about that but now that you’ve mentioned it, maybe it’s not a bad idea.” 
“I’ll quit.” 
“That would be an answer to a decade’s worth of prayers but you and I both know that’s not going to happen.” He turned to Harrison. “Agent Nichols will stay in Wasteland for the time being.” 
“Terrific. If there’s trouble in town, she’ll be first in line at the alligator sanctuary.”
“And where is that located?” 
“The bayou,” I said, popping a tater tot in my mouth.
Director Morrow grimaced. “Redding, we need to move forward here.” 
“You call this moving forward?” A bright fluorescent beam bounced off the window. I shielded my eyes. Was I ducking from the yellow glare or hiding from the woman next to me? It was hard to say. Maybe if I stayed like this for a few minutes, she’d disappear. 
I peered over my arm. Nope. Still there. 
It would take more than a dose a magic for that one. I’d have to cut a deal with an arms dealer. That would never happen so I turned to the devil at our table. Harrison wasn’t helping matters. 
The blonde one cupped her hands under her chin. The Shirley Temple pose was working for her. Harrison and Morrow were eating out of her hand. 
 “I want to stay until June.” She looked all dreamy eyed. “I’m picturing green pastures, wildflowers, and a few cottage-style homes with white picket fences.” She tilted her head back and inhaled. “Oh that summertime aroma of freshly cut grass and burgers on the grill. I can hear the chirping birds now.” 
I leveled a hard gaze on Director Morrow. “The only thing I hear is the sound of laughter once Wasteland residents meet this one.” 
Harrison’s telling smirk spoke volumes. Agent Pretty was once Harrison’s problem. Now she was mine. 
“Fortune, you need a strong support system behind you,” Director Morrow finally said. 
“I have that.”
“Call me crazy but I’d feel better if said backup didn’t nip on cough syrup or hobble around on a cane.” 
Harrison laughed. I glowered. “Let me guess, HotdudeinNE. This was your idea?” 
“Hotdude?” Perplexed, Morrow shifted his gaze between Harrison and me. “Is there something you two want to share?” 
“Harrison has a high opinion of himself when he’s hiding behind email.” We’d been over this before. 
“I see.” Director Morrow gave Harrison a quick appraisal. “I suppose the alias works. No one will suspect a thing. Well done, Harrison.” 
The look on Harrison’s face was priceless. At first he was dumbfounded but once the truth hit its mark, the director’s comment landed a swift insult. Harrison slumped in the booth. 
 I stewed. Well done? While I’d been away, Harrison had become the CIA’s favorite son. 
“Considering how many calls I’ve received lately, I’m with Director Morrow on this one but the assignment wasn’t my idea.” 
“Your ideas are few and far between now that you seldom have the chance to brainstorm with me.” 
He smirked. “With Nichols in place, the Director and I will get a good night’s sleep.” 
“Wanna bet?” I was fuming. Harrison would receive 2 AM calls like clockwork. They would remain consistent until he physically removed Agent Pretty from Wasteland. 
She’d enjoy that. 
“What’s the matter, Redding? Afraid Granny Grumps will befriend me and I’ll become her favorite comrade in crime?”
 “Her name is Ida Belle. She speaks with authority and she isn’t a grumbler except on Sundays and only when the Baptists lose the banana pudding wars.” 
“The what?” 
“You won’t participate,” I said. “Wasteland residents hold outdoor chapel down by the bayou.” 
“Redding, enough. You’ll report to Agent Nichols on a daily basis until we’re sure the Hamburg threat is over.” 
“Oh he’s dead. He shouldn’t be a problem now.” I slurped my soda. 
“What about Abbud Karim’s men?” The blonde one was well informed. “Our intelligence suggests that he may have had other operatives in place.” 
“What intel?” I turned to Harrison. “This is news to me.” 
Harrison stood and stretched, a good sign the meeting would soon adjourn. “Abbud Karim was Ahmad’s right-hand man on the East and Gulf Coasts. Given what we know about Ahmad’s organization, Abbud probably had a chain of command.” 
“The only person Abbud trusted was Adira. She’s dead too. I thought you knew.” 

