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FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 11TH

AH, A VACATION. A ROUND or two of golf in Scottsdale. Warm sun. Cold drinks. Friendly banter with my son. Alas, this isn’t a vacation.

FBI Detroit Division Director Peter Bingaman’s two most dangerous cases had intermingled. His son and agent, Joe Roberts, and Joe’s wife, Madeline, had interrupted the sale of an illegal nanodrug bioweapon the previous month. Then, just that week, they had stopped a group of bioterrorists from developing the weapon.

Although the other case pertaining to Ursus Sopitos and its cache of weapons had been found and destroyed the day before, the FBI hadn’t yet understood the plan of these terrorist militia cells around the country.

His boss in Washington D.C. had tasked him with tracking them down. Hence, this business trip to Arizona. Their only lead linking both cases.

In a black suit, Peter was sitting in the front passenger seat of his Escalade. His daughter and executive assistant, Jane Whitmore, drove toward the Detroit Metro Airport. Joe and Madeline sat quietly in the back.

Departing in the wee hours of the morning, Peter himself had made their aliases and reservations. The fewer people who knew about this trip, the less danger they’d be in.

After having found out recently that Joe was his son, he looked forward to their new relationship. He hoped it wouldn’t change their easy rapport, but he took pride in the fact that Joe knew the truth, too. Pure joy. Something I haven’t felt in quite a while.

Now, Peter was putting them in danger with these crossover cases. A necessity, though. The heads of these militias, Kendall Ward and Kendall’s son, Quinn Harris, were also Madeline’s father and half-brother. Although her father was now dead, Madeline knew Quinn’s mindset, and Peter needed her knowledge.

Nine years before, on an unofficial case with the FBI, he and Joe had met Pamela LaRossa, who had helped them put her murderous uncle in jail. Pamela had disappeared into the Witness Protection Program until Peter received a call from her recently asking for Joe’s help again. She had namedropped Ursus Sopitos as an incentive to find her two young sons.

Madeline had figured out that Pamela LaRossa was Carmen Ward, Kendall’s wife. That was how Pamela knew about the classified military operation. The FBI had no picture of her to verify her identity, which in itself confirmed who she was. She was the only link between the drug company, Palo Verde Holistics, and these militia cells.

Jane slowed to a stop at the departure terminal, bringing Peter’s attention back to the present. Before they got out and retrieved their carryon bags, Peter handed Joe and Madeline their new identities, credit cards, and cell phones with their flight information. He waited until the last minute, knowing Joe would be unhappy about his new name and seat on the flight.

“Jane, drive Joe around the terminal while we head through security,” Peter said. He smiled as Joe glanced at the driver’s license.

“Gary Greenley? Seriously?” Joe growled. “Sounds like a jerk.”

In black yoga pants and Joe’s old WMU sweatshirt, Madeline gave him a quick kiss and slid out the door. She slung her purse over her shoulder as Peter grabbed their bags from the back.

Joe grumbled. “We’re riding in coach for five hours?”

“Gary is,” Peter replied. He shut the door as Joe swore. With his backpack and their suitcases, he escorted Madeline into the building.

“We’re not in coach?” she asked.

He shook his head. “Paula Cline and her father, Marvin Higgins, fly first class. I want to get to know my new daughter-in-law.”

She laughed as they joined the long line at the security checkpoint. “He’s going to pay you back for that.”

“I know,” he replied as he checked the ding on his new phone. He smirked and held it up to her. The text:

Father, you make it hard to love you.

“He’s happy,” she said. “Like a weight’s been lifted.”

“I’d bet it’s your doing. He adores you,” he replied.

“And I him,” she said.

Once through security, they found their gate and sat in the back corner. Peter surveyed the area that slowly filled with passengers. In his usual jeans and t-shirt, Joe finally sat across from them.

“So, we’re not supposed to know each other for the entire trip?” Joe asked.

“More or less, no,” Peter replied.

Madeline, keeping her voice low, said, “Peter, I’ve been thinking about Palo Verde Holistics and how big their part is in this mess. Do you think they hired Chet LaRue to buy that nanodrug on the black market last month?”

“No proof, but yes, and when Chet failed, Palo Verde had him killed,” Peter replied. “A loose end.”

“It makes sense,” Joe said, “especially if Kendall and Quinn wanted Madeline’s expertise, too. Are we investigating Alexander Ford, the new sole owner of Palo Verde?”

“Discretely. I don’t want to use any FBI resources, not yet. I’m hoping we can get more information on him once we contact Pamela, aka Carmen,” Peter replied.

“Why aren’t there stricter regulations against creating bioweapons?” Joe asked.

“Drug companies are subjected to a variety of laws regarding patenting, testing, and marketing their drugs,” Madeline said. “Because of those laws, Dr. Ellis stole my nanodrug formula, then used it outside a legitimate laboratory.”

Peter snorted. “And, also, because bad guys don’t care about laws. It’s FBI 101, rookie.”

Joe rolled his eyes. Madeline winked at her husband, which seemed to cheer him up. They oozed chemistry. A giveaway that they’re newlyweds.

Madeline crossed her legs, balancing her slip-on Skecher on her toes. “There are more than two hundred major pharmaceutical companies who are more profitable than any other industry. It’s been snowballing since the eighties. I wouldn’t be surprised if there were other unlawful schemes going on.”

“Snowballing?” Joe asked, stretching out his legs, probably knowing they’d be cramped for a while in coach. Peter smiled at the thought.

She leaned forward. “Well, HMOs spread during the eighties to help with rising medical costs. Preventative medications became more important. Then, in the nineties, drug companies boomed with the increase of contracted organizations for research and development.” She lowered her voice as more people started to sit near them.

“Contracted organizations?” Joe asked.

Peter shifted in his seat. “Are you talking about universities?”

“Sure. My nanodrug and its ultrasound concept started at Indiana University. It was supposed to heal neurological diseases with fewer side effects. Instead, it was turned into that violent bioweapon.” Visibly agitated, she stood. “Anyway, demand for nutritional supplements created new opportunities and more competition.”

“Causing companies to push against regulations for bigger profits,” Peter added.

Before they could continue the discussion, the Delta attendant announced boarding for first-class passengers. Peter smiled again and stood.

Joe folded his arms. “Payback’s a bitch, Dad.”

During the flight, Peter enjoyed chatting with Madeline about her future with Joe.

“When we get back, I’ll need to tweak my resume for something new,” she said.

“Is there a drug company in our area that could entice you?” Peter asked.

She shook her head. “I’ll never work in a lab again. I mean, look what I created.” She shrugged. “I’ll find something else. Maybe a local bar needs a piano player.”

“I have a consultant job for you, if you’re interested.” Making sure they weren’t overheard, he looked around. Most of their fellow passengers wore headphones while watching movies. Still, he kept his voice low. “I need someone I trust to discreetly investigate this drug company. You have the expertise to keep your ear to the world of pharmaceuticals.”

“Really? Don’t you want your agents to do it?”

“You already uncovered a statewide meth ring inside BennTech. The biggest bust in Michigan history, I might add.”

“Well, that was Joe,” she demurred.

“But you came across the indiscretions. I’ll need your help on a much larger scale.”

“Thank you,” she said, patting his hand. “Best father ever.”

Peter snorted, albeit secretly overjoyed at her reference.

They touched down in Phoenix at six in the morning, Mountain Time. Peter hurried them toward their rental car. He hoped to get Carmen/Pamela on board that day and fit in a round of golf the next.

“Madeline, do you golf?” Peter asked.

“A requirement when dealing with the executives and board members at BennTech. Not any good, though.”

“Bad on purpose?” Joe asked.

“Pretty much. Delicate egos,” she said. “How’s your game?”

“The few times I’ve gone with Pete,” Joe said, “he’s kicked my ass.”

“I’m hoping to do it again while we’re here,” Peter replied.

“My money’s on Madeline,” Joe said.

“I don’t like to compete. You know that,” she said.

“With me, I get. But I think you should take off the gloves with the director,” Joe replied.

“I welcome it,” Peter said, hitting the remote to unlock the blue Chevy Equinox with dark, tinted windows. “Joe’s not much of a challenge.”

Madeline slid into the back seat while Joe put their bags in the cargo space. Although Peter preferred to drive his Escalade, he wanted to blend in with their surroundings with this nondescript, overly-manufactured model. He adjusted the driver’s seat, then handed Joe beside him the address of Kendall Ward.

“Navigate, navigator,” Peter said.

“Not the hotel first?” Joe asked, typing the address into his Google Maps app.

“Check-in isn’t until three,” he replied.

Joe pointed to the right lane. “Like taking my dad on our honeymoon,” he mumbled.

After an hour in morning traffic, he slowed, then parked on the street a half block from the Spanish-style home in the upscale Scottsdale neighborhood. Large houses appeared smooshed together, tall privacy fences around every backyard with manicured lawns in the middle of the desert.

“Is anybody home?” Madeline asked.

“What’s the plan?” Joe asked Peter. “We just walk up to the door?”

“No. I’d bet everyone in the neighborhood has a camera at their front doors. I wanna see what her life’s like. The more we know beforehand, the better.”

Twenty minutes later, a sedan pulled into the driveway in question. Carrying backpacks, two young boys in school uniforms raced out of the house and into the back seat.

“My brothers are adorable,” Madeline said.

“Are they the ones you saw in Alaska?” Joe asked.

“I think so. It makes sense,” she replied.

“From my intel, Richard Ward is six and his brother, Donald, is four,” Peter said.

In a body-hugging, tan lowcut dress and matching heels, Pamela aka Carmen locked the front door, then joined her driver in the front seat.

“She’s beautiful,” Madeline said.

“When I knew her, she wore jeans and oversized sweatshirts,” Joe said.

“They’re comfortable,” Madeline replied, looking down at hers.

“Sexy on you,” he said, winking at her.

“God,” Peter said, “I am the dad on your honeymoon.”

The car backed out, and Peter slowly followed from a distance. Joe remained quiet. Was Joe reliving that case from almost ten years ago? An innocent man had died even though they had saved Pamela. Life wasn’t fair.

The driver turned into the circular drive of St. Margaret’s prep school. When the boys disappeared inside the school, the driver maneuvered back into traffic. Again, Peter discretely followed the car until it stopped in front of Palo Verde Holistics. Pamela got out.

Instead of entering the building with the other employees, she strolled across the street and sat at an empty picnic table, away from the various vendors, families, and joggers in the ultra-green park.

Peter parallel parked along the street while Joe dug around in his backpack for a box containing three ear coms. He handed them out.

“I want you both to find a spot to overlook the park and the people. I’ll work my way over to her,” Peter said.

Madeline and Joe slid out of the car. Madeline took off her sweatshirt, leaving her sports bra and yoga pants. Without acknowledging Joe, she walked to an empty picnic table near the building and stretched as if getting ready to jog around the park.

Joe put on his plain, dark gray baseball cap and strolled toward the end of the park by the baseball field. Both looked like they belonged and blended in with the others.

Peter locked the car and sauntered toward Pamela. Talking business, two men in suits strolled along the sidewalk past him.

“Stop ogling your wife,” Peter said through his com.

“I can’t help it,” Joe replied.

“Stay on point, Joe,” Madeline said. “We don’t know what to expect.”

That’s true. How will Pamela react to me just showing up? Fifty yards from Pamela, Peter looked at Madeline, who froze and stared at the entrance of the building.

“Peter, stop,” she said. “Turn away from the building.”

“Why? What do you see?” Joe asked from the farthest position from Pamela and the building.

“I see Quinn,” she replied.

“Where?” Joe growled.

Oh, boy. This just got more complicated. Peter casually checked his watch and headed in the pond’s direction.

“He’s in a suit. Talking to ... Byron Warrick? It looks like he’s cut and dyed his hair dark brown. He’s wearing tinted glasses.

“Pete, let’s arrest him,” Joe said.

“No, not here. First, we watch, then we regroup. We have time.” Peter sat on an empty bench and kept his back to Pamela at the picnic table.

“That bastard is heading in Pamela’s direction,” Joe said.

“Just watch, Joe. That’s an order,” he replied in full-boss mode.

Peter angled his body slightly as businessmen and moms pushing strollers moved along the cement walkways in the park.

Grinning, Quinn strode toward Pamela. A man on a mission. He sat beside her, leaning back against the table. He stretched out his legs and laughed at something she said. Pamela reached out and squeezed his bicep through his suit jacket.

Peter glanced at Joe leaning against a shade tree. His rigid stance and glare at Quinn would give them away for sure. “Joe, head back to the car. We need to do more research.”

Madeline continued to stretch and watch Pamela and Quinn. “Their interaction seems intimate. This may be harder than we think to get her on our side.”

That is an understatement. Peter sauntered back, too.

Back in the car, the three of them watched Quinn and Carmen flirt with subtle touching. Quinn glanced around the area. Their group instinctively ducked down even though the windows were tinted. Quinn then leaned in and kissed her on the lips.

Joe’s jaw clenched. “What has she gotten into again?”

“To her, he saved her boys,” Madeline replied.

Peter nodded. “She may not know everything else.”

“God, I hate him so much,” Joe muttered.

“He will pay for his crimes,” Peter said.

“Yeah, right.” Joe clearly wasn’t convinced.

A few minutes later, Quinn and Carmen/Pamela walked back across the street. Together, but now a more pronounced distance between them. Carmen was supposed to be mourning her husband, after all. At the building’s entrance, the security guard nodded at them as if they worked there.

“I can see Pamela working there if she was married to Kendall,” Madeline said, “but Quinn works there, too? Even though he knows he’s a wanted man?”

“Cocky bastard,” Joe mumbled, looking away. “He doesn’t get to win and thrive. He should be in jail or in hell.”

Peter pulled away from the curb and headed back toward downtown Phoenix and their hotel. No one seemed up for conversation; Joe stared out the window. In the back seat, Madeline scrolled on her phone. Seeing a billboard for a Denny’s, Peter got off at the next exit. I need sustenance.

“I could eat,” Joe said.

Madeline looked up from her phone. “Me, too.”

Seated in a back corner booth, Peter sipped his coffee as the waitress strode away with their breakfast order.

“Quinn must be using an alias, right?” Joe draped his arm along the top of the seat and played with a long strand of Madeline’s hair. She leaned against him slightly. “And it’s not just a basic one.”

“I agree,” Peter replied. “He’s not hiding, not even a little.”

“Well, I’ve been checking Palo Verde Holistics’ website,” Madeline said, keeping her voice low. “Quinn was dressed like an executive, so I’ve checked their pictures and bios on the site. None look like Quinn. The only bio without a picture is the co-owner, Alexander Ford. Well, he would be the sole owner now.”

“Son of a bitch,” Joe seethed.

“When we get to the hotel, we’ll do a more thorough investigation into Alexander Ford,” Peter said.

All conversation stopped when the waitress arrived with Peter’s short stack, Madeline’s Denver omelet, and Joe’s Grand Slam. Halfway through their meal, Madeline poured coffee from the carafe into her mug.

She hesitated before taking a sip. “I think Joe should be the one to talk to her.”

Peter sat back and gulped his coffee. “Why?”

“She called you, wanting to talk to Joe,” she said. “There’s trust between them already. When she finds out that Alex the Hero is really Quinn the Killer, which I’d bet she doesn’t know, she’ll need the support of someone who already had her back.” She wrapped her fingers around her mug, warming them against the icy air conditioning. “I’m guessing she’s shellshocked from Kendall’s abuse. Both mental and emotional torture. Kendall took her sons away from her.”

Peter nodded at Madeline’s insight. Had she gone through that same abuse from her father, too? She and Joe had much in common. Joe’s stepfather, Martin, had beaten him as a child. The thought had kept Peter up many nights over the years. If only I had known about Joe back then...

“First, we need to confirm Quinn is posing as Alexander,” Joe said. “Then, we’ll figure out when and where I can talk to Pamela. In the meantime, what are we going to call her? Pamela aka Carmen is a bit wordy.”

“She chose the name Carmen, so we should call her that,” Peter replied. “For her safety, if anything.” 

“Fine,” Joe replied, “but Quinn will always be Quinn the Bastard.”

Madeline took Joe’s hand under that table. “What will it take for Carmen to help the FBI?”

“I don’t know,” Joe replied.

Once checked into their adjoining rooms back at the hotel, they spent the rest of the day and early evening digging into Quinn Harris’s and Alexander Ford’s pasts, but found nothing that linked the men as the same person. Two separate lives with completely different documented histories.

Peter suspected Quinn must have paid a lot of money for a quality alias long ago and built on it. He’d have to start from Alexander’s birth and talk to family, friends, neighbors, teachers, doctors, and colleagues. A time-consuming endeavor. If anyone understood identity theft, Joe and Carmen would. They had uncovered an elaborate scheme years before.

With the plan to follow Carmen again the next day, they turned in for the night. After Joe shut the adjoining door, Peter made a couple of phone calls before organizing his private investigation into Alexander Ford.

The FBI already had Quinn’s DNA that Madeline had procured a week ago. If they could get Alexander’s DNA, would it prove them one and the same? I hope so, before Joe does something he’ll regret.
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SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 12TH

WHEN HIS PHONE ALARM BLARED that morning, Joe leaned back and tapped it off. Spooning his wife, he pulled her warm body closer. His heart filled with gratitude. Madeline gave him strength.

Married for but eighteen days, he loved his new life. A rogue to many women, he had spent years searching for his one and only. He found that chemical attraction with Madeline and vowed never to take her for granted.

“It’s going to be a rough day,” Madeline said, squeezing his hand.

“Only if you’re not by my side.”

“You know I will be, always.”

He kissed the back of her head then rolled over to sit up. In the same jeans but a clean t-shirt, Joe followed Madeline wearing a jean skirt, tee, and flat sandals. In his pressed black suit, Peter held open the elevator doors for them.

By five-thirty in the morning, they headed back to Carmen’s home. This time, they each had a large Starbucks coffee.

“Let’s hope she heads out sometime this weekend,” Peter said, stopping down the street from the house.

“It’ll make this a tortuous weekend if she doesn’t. I may have to play the delivery man,” Joe said.

“No,” Peter replied. “If she has a camera at the front door, Quinn may have access to it.”

“If he’s in a relationship with her,” Madeline said from the back seat, “he will keep tabs on her. He may even have a hidden camera inside the house. He doesn’t trust anyone.”

Around nine thirty, the two-stall garage door opened, and Quinn backed out his Mercedes next to a BMW. Soon after, the boys ran out the front door and dove into the back seat.

“Looks like Carmen had a sleepover,” Joe said. Although their rental had tinted windows, they still ducked as Quinn drove past.

“What now?” Madeline asked.

“We continue to wait,” Peter replied.

Before Joe could throw in his two cents that their plan sucked, the same sedan from the day before pulled into the driveway. Carmen, in tight kelly-green capris, heeled sandals, and a sexy halter top, strolled out the front door.

She was even more beautiful than the young woman he’d met years before. She seemed more confident, too. He hoped it wasn’t because of Quinn. The thought annoyed the hell out of him.

The sedan took her to a strip mall with a China Buffet, the Scottsdale Holistic Center, Buddy’s liquor store, and a Sky Nail Spa.

“I think our biggest issue is for Joe to talk to her without cameras or an audience, right?” Madeline asked as Peter parked. They watched her enter the nail salon.

Peter unbuckled and opened his door. “You’re right. I have an idea. Be right back.”

When Peter entered the holistic center, Joe smiled. He knew what Peter was thinking. A massage treatment room would be perfect, unless it was a sleezy establishment.

“Do you know what you want to say?” Madeline asked.

“Sort of. I hated tricking her years ago. We came from similar backgrounds.”

“Like us?”

“No. Nothing like us. I liked her, but it was my first unofficial assignment. I swore I wouldn’t cross that line,” he said, looking back at her.

Madeline reached out and touched his shoulder. “Until we met?”

He nodded. “And I have never regretted that decision. I just don’t know how she’s going to react when she sees me.”

She sat back. “Well, she couldn’t hate you too much. She called you for help two weeks ago.”

“She was desperate to get her sons back.”

“Proving she’s a good mother and person.”

With a sigh, Joe took out a piece of paper from his mini notebook, ready to write Carmen a note about meeting with him. Casually scanning the area, Peter walked back to the car.

“Did you reserve us a room?” Joe asked.

“Yeah, I talked to the owner and flashed my badge and five hundred dollars for starters. We have an agreement. I pay her for the room off her records.”

“You don’t think she’ll gossip?” Madeline asked.

“I told her if word gets out, the FBI will come down hard. I threw in words like IRS and health inspectors.”

Joe snickered as he wrote the note.

“Carmen has an appointment with Trish,” Peter said.

Joe handed out the ear coms. With the note in his front jeans pocket, he got out of the car. Taking a deep breath, he entered the nail salon that smelled of polish and antiseptic.

The chatty technicians and their clients paused to watch him. Sitting in the last row of raised chairs used for pedicures, Carmen stared with her mouth slightly open. She grasped the chair arms.

Ignoring her, he walked toward the reception counter in the back across from Carmen. The women dismissed him and continued to gab, raising the noise level again.

“Do you have an appointment?” the tiny woman with a Korean accent asked.

“No. I was wondering if you sell gift certificates.” He heard Peter snort in his ear. “My mom’s birthday is next week,” Joe said.

“Of course. A mani/pedi combo?” she asked.

“Perfect,” he replied. He glanced at Carmen, who visibly tried to relax. He handed the woman cash, and she slid the certificate and envelope across the counter. Joe picked it up and let it fall to the floor. It slid toward Carmen’s sandals and purse.

“Oops. Sorry. I’m clumsy,” he said.

He picked up the envelope with one hand and slipped the note into the open side pocket of Carmen’s purse with his other hand. He had taken a class in street magic years before. It had perfected his sleight of hand. The trick had come in handy a few times while undercover.

Joe looked at Carmen’s half-painted toes. “I like the color,” he said with a smile.

“Thanks,” she whispered.

Joe nodded at the tiny woman behind the counter and sauntered toward the door. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Carmen look down at the paper sticking out of her purse.

Outside the salon, Joe slid the envelope into his back pocket and walked toward the holistic center. “Am I clear to enter?”

“Yes, tell the receptionist you have an appointment with Trish, the owner. Use your alias.”

“God,” Joe said, “I hate that name.”

Peter chuckled.

“Gary has a nice butt,” Madeline said in his ear. Joe smirked and smacked his back pocket where the envelope stuck out.

Upon entering the room, the smell of sage and some other itchy nose incense almost knocked him backward. He smiled at the sound of a Native American drumming CD. His sisters, Taylor and Eva, played similar music when they were massage therapists in college. Taylor worked with a chiropractor, and Eva worked at a gym. Both of their rooms were more clinical and less of this New Age motif with Chakra charts, essential oils, and crystals.

“Hi. I’m Gary Greenley. Here for my session with Trish.”

The chubby woman with long, flowing gray hair smiled. “I’m Trish. Nice to meet you, Gary. Right this way.”

Joe winced at the name. He had known a Gary in college, an entitled ass, who’d roughed up Eva because she wouldn’t give him more than a back massage. Joe had mentioned the incident to Gary’s rich fiancée, who dumped his ass. Nobody messes with my sisters.

He followed Trish to the last treatment room near the back door. That would be helpful.

“How will I know the person you’re meeting?” Trish asked.

“Carmen is meeting with you,” Joe replied.

With a nod, she left him alone in the room with a massage table surrounded by a chair, a rolling stool, and a small table with massage oils, essential oils, and a Buddha business card holder.

The walls had prayer flags and colorful silk scarves draped in wavy patterns. The dim lights gave a relaxing setting, perhaps doing most of the work for Trish. Joe paced around the massage table covered with fresh sheets and a thick plush blanket.

“Do you think she’ll show up?” Madeline asked in his ear com.

“I don’t know,” he replied.

“She’s coming your way,” Peter said.

Joe took a deep breath, inhaling the sage, hoping it would cleanse his soul from all the mistakes he’s made in his life. From the hallway, he heard Carmen’s voice. “Thank you, Trish.”

The door opened, and he came face to face with his past—sitting at that dive bar, chatting up the cute waitress, getting her to trust him, tricking her for information, and refraining from saying goodbye.

“Hello, Mela,” he said from the corner farthest from the door.

She closed the door and leaned back against it. “I haven’t heard that name in almost ten years. How’d you find me? I never told Peter where I was.” She set her purse in the chair next to her. “Never mind. Once an agent, always an agent.”

He cringed at the biting comment. “I wasn’t one back then. Not yet.”

“So, I was your big break?”

“No. I wanted to help you.”

“And arrest my uncle,” she replied.

“Yes.”

“You didn’t even say goodbye, Joe.” She crossed her arms. “Is that even your real name?”

“It is,” he replied. “And I’m sorry. I was responsible for a civilian’s death. You remember that homeless vet. That still weighs heavy on me. I couldn’t help him.”

“Well, I don’t need your help anymore, either. I got my boys back.”

“You’ve got another problem. Two, actually.”

She looked ready to rabbit, so he kept his distance.

When she didn’t say anything else, he continued, “When you called Peter, you mentioned Ursus Sopitos. Do you know its significance?”

“It was in Kendall’s file about a cache of weapons,” she replied.

Joe nodded. “Your late husband was the head of many militia cells around the country. He was plotting domestic terrorism.”

He watched the shock cross her face. She dropped her guard as she slowly eased onto the chair, crushing her purse.

“So that’s what the names and addresses in the file were,” she whispered, almost to herself.

Through his com, Joe heard Peter suck in his breath. If they had those names, it would tie up all the loose ends dealing with Ursus Sopitos.

“We need that file,” Joe said.

Carmen stood and paced along the side of the massage table. Joe crossed his arms and waited for her to process the information.

Stopping, she glanced at the wedding ring on his left hand. “So, you found who you were looking for? Does she know you’re here?”

“Yes, and yes.”

“Another file of Kendall’s mentioned a nanodrug. I found a photo of you and another of a woman.”

I hate that Kendall kept track of my wife.

“Who is she?” Carmen asked.

“Did she have long, light-brown hair?”

Carmen nodded.

“She’s Kendall’s daughter, a scientist who developed a healing nanodrug that Kendall wanted to use instead as a bioweapon. I was tasked with uncovering the plot, and apparently, he knew the FBI was onto him.”

Carmen didn’t need to know that Madeline was also his wife. At least, not now.

“Kendall said his first family was dead, although his will gives all his millions to her and Quinn Harris,” she said. “He left me and my boys nothing, absolutely nothing.”

“Joe,” Madeline said in his ear, “tell her I’ll give her the money, all of it.”

Damn, I love my wife.

Carmen searched for a tissue.

“What if I told you that his daughter doesn’t want his money and that he was an abusive monster to her, too? You’ve earned every penny,” Joe said.

“She’d do that?”

Joe nodded. “But we need the file with those militia cells. We’ll set up a private savings account for you and only you,” Joe said.

She neither agreed nor disagreed. “What’s the other issue?” she asked, relaxing her stance slightly.

“Quinn Harris,” he said.

“I don’t know him,” she replied.

Joe brought up Quinn’s Thor persona on his phone. “Does he look familiar?”

She stared, then shook her head.

“Picture his hair darker. Add tinted glasses,” Joe pressed.

“No. I see a slight resemblance, but no. It can’t be.” She turned away. “Alex saved my boys. He gave me a job. He’s not Quinn.”

“He is, and he’s done some horrible things. For starters, he killed an FBI agent. He also killed Kendall, throwing him out of a helicopter.”

“That’s not the man I know,” she whispered, although her eyes suggested she was finally realizing how much trouble and danger she was in once again. “He wouldn’t hurt me or the boys.”

“Maybe, maybe not. But you need to be fully aware of your so-called hero. Quinn Harris, aka Alexander Ford, is Kendall’s son.”

“What? No.” Again, she eased slowly onto the edge of the chair.

“DNA results confirm Kendall and Quinn are father and son.”

She turned toward him. “Do they confirm that Alex is Quinn?”

“Not yet.”

“I don’t believe they’re the same person.”

“You used to trust me. Why would I lie about this?” Joe asked. I just showed you Quinn’s picture!

She shook her head, plainly in denial. Joe calmed his agitation. Starting an argument would only make her bolt for sure.

Joe tried another tactic. “Let me ask you something. Why did you choose the name Carmen as your new identity?” He had once referred to her as that beautiful gypsy from the opera Carmen.

“You know why,” she said, dropping her anger, too. “What do you want from me?”

“Peter wants the names and addresses of those militia cells. We will set up your own savings account with Kendall’s money,” Joe said. “A fair trade.”

“What about Alex?”

Joe leaned back against the wall, careful not to disturb the draped scarves. He hated that man even though he’d saved those two little boys. But Joe couldn’t push his biases onto Carmen like he thought he could.

He said, “It’s your decision. You now know about Quinn aka Alexander. Will you feel safe enough to stay here as Kendall’s widow? Or do you want all of Kendall’s money and to live another life where you’re completely in charge? It’s not for me to tell you what to do. That’s why you left WITSEC after a year, right?”

“I have a lot to think about,” she whispered.

“Yes, you do,” he replied as her cell phone dinged.

She checked it. “I have to go. Alex took the boys to the mall. I’m meeting them at the Chinese restaurant next door.”

“We saw them go inside already,” Madeline said in his ear.

Joe took one of the business cards from the Buddha holder. On the back, he wrote the number of his burner phone. He handed it to her.

“Call this number and ask for a massage with Trish. Leave the day and time, and I’ll meet you here again. The outgoing voice message will be the same as the holistic center’s. Leave a message if you decide on a trade. In the meantime, I’ll set up a bank account.”

She nodded.

“I’ll be here until Monday night.”

“Okay,” she whispered, tucking the business card into her purse.

“One last thing,” Joe said. “Quinn is not a trusting person. Your home may be bugged.”

She shrugged. “I’m used to it. Kendall hid cameras everywhere.”

“Like father, like son,” Joe replied. He couldn’t understand why she was balking at a trade.

“Goodbye, Joe,” she said, opening the door.

“It’s good to see you again, Carmen. I’m glad you got rid of those oversized sweatshirts.”

She smiled before closing the door behind her. Did I regain her trust?

“That could have been worse,” Joe said to the empty room.

“Use the back door. We’ll pick you up,” Peter said. “Now, we wait.”

“Let’s go golfing,” Madeline said.

Joe smiled. My wife easily calms my angst.
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SUNDAY, OCTOBER 5TH – ONE YEAR LATER

IN THEIR APARTMENT, MADELINE MOVED the sofa to deep clean underneath. She always cleaned while Joe was in Arizona. Her nerves were frayed thinking about the danger Joe was in. He was closer to Quinn there. She worried that Joe would confront Quinn, or Quinn would spot Joe and Carmen together.

Carmen had decided she’d trade two militia names and addresses for money every four months. Peter and Joe hated doing it that way; they preferred all forty names for the whole twenty million dollars. Madeline thought it was Carmen’s backup plan, in case Quinn turned on her. I’d feel comforted knowing I was an FBI priority, too.

For the last year, Joe had met with her at that holistic center, and Carmen had given him eight names and addresses so far. Then, Madeline would transfer a million after each meeting into an account. Joe had even setup a safehouse for Carmen and her sons in the mountains near Flagstaff.

He couldn’t get her to spy on Quinn for them, though. That was a dealbreaker for her. Carmen had said her sons loved him, a positive role model. Joe had had a fit. Every time he had returned home, he ranted for hours. Responsible for her safety, Joe feared this would not end well for Carmen.

Peter had put Joe in charge of getting the names and working with Homeland Security to investigate those militias. Only Peter, Joe and Madeline knew how the names magically appeared to the FBI. Peter had yet to find the mole at the FBI.

Forgoing undercover work, Joe’s responsibilities now also included teaching and working with the rookies. Agents Tim Orr and Ray Anderson assisted for the most part, even though they didn’t know where the names and addresses came from, either.

Turning off the vacuum, Madeline turned up the volume on Meet the Press. She watched Byron Warrick and the host behind the desk. Byron was relaxed in front of the camera. She and Byron had gone to junior high and high school together.

“Senator, thank you for joining us today. I understand you attended your fifteen-year high school reunion Friday night?”

Madeline smiled. She had gotten an invitation to their reunion. No thanks, although it would have been fun showing off her husband.

Byron smiled. “Go Hawks. Yeah, it was great seeing old friends, although they enjoyed bringing up those embarrassing high school moments.”

“Any you’d like to share?” the host asked.

“I’d better share them, or the press will be hounding my classmates,” Byron said with a chuckle. “It’s the usual awkwardness that seems horrifying at the time.”

“Now, we’re all curious.”

“Well, there are two that stand out the most: Once, during a public speaking class, I stood in front of the class about to give my talk, when my stomach growled louder than my voice. In my defense, the class was right before lunch.” He laughed.

Madeline remembered that. They’d shared some of the same classes. Byron was a natural speaker. She wasn’t, but the class had helped her deal with condescending executives later in life.

Byron continued. “The other was for the same class, incidentally. We’d take turns giving the announcements in the morning. Well, I choked.”

“You forgot what to say?”

“No, I literally choked. I inhaled a bug. I started coughing and couldn’t stop. It wouldn’t have been so bad, except the microphone stayed on the whole time. For the next week, whenever I entered a class, I’d hear coughing.”

Madeline shook her head. To the outside, he took the ribbing in stride, but he had seethed on the inside, fearing it made him look weak. She knew this because Quinn was the same way. Byron and Quinn were friends, though not at school. They secretly hung out at Madeline’s house in those days, always scheming about payback and achieving power and success.

The host continued, “You must have learned something. You’ve become an accomplished speaker since then. I’ve heard rumors on the Hill of a presidential candidacy.”

Byron laughed again. “I have a few years before I’m old enough to consider it. But right now, I need to prove myself to my constituents.”

“Yes, let’s talk about that.”

“What I’m trying to do is delve deep into what the American people are paying for in the budget. I’ve found a few things that I think we can cut back on.”

“Are you talking about middle-income programs?”

“Not at all, those are important and have proven their worth. I’m suggesting limiting the grant money given to universities for their work on pharmaceuticals. Billions of Federal dollars are given to institutions that help the drug companies develop medications, for instance. I think the pharmaceutical companies should fund all their own research and development. They make millions in profits already.”

“Wow, aren’t you afraid of the backlash from those companies? The major drug companies employ more political lobbyists than any other industry. You’re going to tick off a lot of people.”

“You’re probably right, but to balance the budget it needs to be done. I work for the people who took a chance and put me in office. They believed in me, and I won’t let them down.”

“It seems like a huge undertaking, and you’ll be making some enemies. That doesn’t scare you?”

“The American people shouldn’t have to pay for the research and development of the drugs, then turn around and pay for the drugs themselves while the pharmaceutical companies reap all the profits on both ends. This is not about the drug companies; it’s about balancing the budget and easing up on tax spending.”

“You really want to clean house.” The host turned to the camera. “We’re here with Senator Byron Warrick. After the break, we’ll find out what else the senator is considering.”

Madeline’s jaw dropped as she plopped onto the sofa. A hypothetical lightbulb clicked on above her head. She remembered seeing Quinn and Byron outside Palo Verde Holistics the year before, but she didn’t think any more about it—until now. They were scheming again. She didn’t know how she knew it; she just knew.

She grabbed her cell and texted her father-in-law:

Hey, Peter. Can we meet? I have something to share.

He immediately texted back:

Dinner? I can pick you up at 7.

She typed:

Great. See you then.

Madeline absently finished cleaning while her mind raced with her new conspiracy theory.

In their apartment’s lobby at six forty-five, she paced. What are Quinn and Byron up to? How do I find out? At seven, Peter pulled up to the building in his leased Escalade. She quickly hopped into the front passenger seat.

“Do we need a private place to talk?” he asked, sensing her unease.

“Yes, please,” she said.

“I know the perfect place.”

After a short drive, Peter parked along a dark side street next to a nondescript brick building. It had no signage or windows, just a thick metal door. Inside the long, narrow pub, Madeline inhaled the scent of pipe smoke and a savory meat she hoped was the Dugan’s House Special from the chalk board next to the entrance:

Pot roast and mash with gravy and asparagus.

Her stomach growled.

The Irish music along with the dim lighting served the purpose for their private chat. The dark oak bar with stools took up the whole left side while the right had high-backed booths, a meager path down the center. Peter nodded at the waitress behind the bar as he escorted Madeline to the back booth next to the kitchen.

The waitress in a lowcut Dugan’s t-shirt and tight jeans dropped off menus. “Peter, I haven’t seen you in a while. How are you?”

“I’m well. Katie, this is my colleague, Dr. Madeline Roberts.”

“Hello. Any relation to Agent Joe Roberts?” Katie then saw the ring on Madeline’s left hand.

Oh, boy! Madeline smiled. “My husband.”

Katie and Peter both winced. “Oh, uh,” Katie stammered.

“Married last year,” Peter said. Is he rescuing Katie or me?

“Well, I’ll let you look over the menu,” Katie replied.

“Actually, I’ll have the house special and an iced tea,” Madeline said, sliding the unopen menu toward Katie.

“Same,” Peter said.

“Sure,” Katie replied, hurrying away.

“So, you and Joe have had dinner here?” Madeline asked, eyeing the waitress, who was eyeing her back.

“I come here often. Joe only once,” Peter replied, shifting in the booth.

Madeline chuckled. “I’m used to it now. I trust my husband. How do you think he’ll react when I tell him we had dinner here?”

“Probably as uncomfortable as I feel right now.”

She snickered as Katie set two mugs of iced tea on the table. She turned on her heels.

“Just so you know, she’s also married with a newborn,” Peter said.

It was sweet to reassure her, but she knew her husband had a past. I don’t care—not anymore.

She sipped from her mug and changed the subject. “Do you remember last year when I first saw Quinn coming out of the Palo Verde Holistics building?”

“Of course.”

“Well, he was shaking hands with Byron Warrick.”

“The senator?” he asked.

“Yes. Quinn and I have known Byron since junior high school. He and Quinn were secretly friends.”

“Secretly?”

“They hung out in private, never during school,” she said. “Both were—and I suspect still—schemers.”

“From what I’ve heard in the news, Warrick’s a shoo-in for the presidency in the near future,” Peter said, sitting back as Katie delivered their meals.

Madeline smiled. “Thank you.” Katie nodded and quickly left. “I heard that, too,” Madeline said to Peter. “Did you see his interview on Meet the Press this morning?”

“Yeah, he wanted to stop federal funding to drug companies and make them use their own money for research and development. Works for me,” he said, taking a big bite of his pot roast. 

Madeline did the same. So tender, no need for a knife. She swallowed. “I thought that, too, at first, but knowing he and Quinn are friends, and then seeing them together at Palo Verde makes me wonder what they’re up to.”

“What could they be up to?” Peter asked, dipping his pot roast into the gravy.

“I’m not exactly sure yet, but I think it’s going to be big, especially knowing Quinn and Kendall’s big, mysterious plot with those militias.”

“How big are you thinking?” Peter asked.

“Well, from the outside looking in, the drug companies will have to tap into their profits for the testing and development. From the inside looking out, they will have more control over their products. People think there are checks and balances in the industry, but really there aren’t.”

“More control means more power.” He took another bite. “If this is their plan, what would be their next step?”

Madeline chewed her asparagus and sat back to think. She channeled her half-brother. What would Quinn and Byron do? “I think, and this is just a theory, their next step could be a ploy to get the FDA off their backs.”

“So, they can distribute more drugs with less testing to the public?” Peter asked shrewdly.

She nodded. “This is all just crazy speculation. I have absolutely zero proof they’re even in cahoots.”

“How long would it take them to carry out this theoretical plot?”

Peter waved over Katie, who was still watching Madeline. Yes, Katie, Joe chose me over you. Move on.

“Two glasses of Hennessey,” he said.

Katie nodded. Madeline could use something strong to calm down. Finished with her meal, she wiped her mouth and sat back.

Not
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