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For my best friend, my sister, and the woman 
who inspires me every day, Trish.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

NORMAN SANDERSON, A SCRAWNY NEBBISH, 
half-listened to Amanda’s blathering at the OccHealth 
counter in Allenton General Hospital. He eyed Dr. 
Madeline Pierce, the sexy scientist, and the burly FBI 
agent in the waiting room. Hearing them discuss 
MAP Chemical’s location, he bolted from the hospital, 
hurrying to his car.

Like a season of Survivor, hidden alliances were 
made and betrayed, and everyone’s personal agendas 
took precedence. In this game, deaths were imminent. 
Not wanting to be a casualty, Norman had carefully kept 
score, aligning himself with everyone, trusting no one.

Dr. Drew Ellis had partnered with BennTech’s CEO, 
Bill Bennett, and CFO, Alan Shaw, strictly for funding. 
Bennett expected Ellis to develop the nano-drug for 
his company, putting them on the map worldwide. 
However, Ellis had other plans.

Ellis had hired the local thug, Larry Murphy, to 
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distract Chief Connor by abducting his wife. That didn’t 
work out so well since Larry botched the kidnapping. 

Meanwhile, Alan Shaw had hired a bunch of 
BennTech’s drugged-out lackeys to sell the raw meth 
materials, covering the costs of the illegal nano-drug. 
Shaw also blew up a meth house to get rid of evidence 
and killed three young boys before they could identify 
him. Shaw’s dead now; Ellis had him killed.

Sheesh, even I draw a line somewhere … although 
it’s more of a jagged line. He chuckled as he impatiently 
stayed under the speed limit through town.

Mr. Jordan provided MAP Chemical (aka Ellis’s 
private laboratory) with Dr. Pierce’s initial nano-
research. Betraying BennTech, Jordan and Ellis planned 
to sell the rage-producing nano-drug to the highest 
bidder on the black market. Mr. Jordan had gotten 
Norman the job as Ellis’s assistant in the morgue. 

That’s when Norman joined the game, worming 
himself into the good graces of Ellis. For the last year 
and a half, he liked working with the dead bodies 
while keeping an eye on him for Mr. Jordan. Having 
two paychecks allowed him access to a cleaner class of 
hookers.

Per Mr. Jordan’s orders, Norman became Ellis’s new 
research assistant at MAP Chemical after the other died 
in a freak emus incident. Norman smiled. Mr. Jordan 
didn’t care how he did it, just that he do it, but Norman 
still denied responsibility. His boss hated messes, and 
that death was really messy.

Since Ellis also worked as the OccHealth physician, 
Norman pursued his medical assistant, Amanda, so 
he could track his other work habits. He should have 
gotten a bonus when he updated Mr. Jordan about 
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the doctor’s secret plan to inoculate the whole town 
by adding that dangerous drug to the flu vaccine. Mr. 
Jordan was livid; he wouldn’t tolerate even the slightest 
change to his precious plan. Norman thought Ellis’s days 
were numbered. Nobody gets away with double-crossing 
Jordan … almost nobody.

Norman fumbled for his cell phone as he drove 
down the dirt road. “The FBI found the connection to 
MAP Chemical, and they have an address.”

“Where are you now?” Mr. Jordan asked.
“I’m on my way there. I’ll grab all the vials then 

meet with the buyers,” Norman said. He had gotten the 
names from Ellis’s phone last week. Knowing there were 
more double-crosses that he wasn’t privy to, he had 
concocted a plan of his own. He didn’t give a lick about 
BennTech, Ellis, Jordan, or the perfect plan. This war 
would add to his riches one way or another.

“No,” Jordan replied. “Just take one case and the 
journals. Letting the Feds find the rest will give you a 
head start. Take the boat and head north. I will join you 
later.”

“I want Ellis’s percentage of the sale. He’s insane, 
you know,” Norman said.

“Do not make demands, Norman. You will get 
what I give you.”

Norman parked by the back gate next to the two-
track path. “I’m the one with your precious vials,” he 
replied, with a smirk.

“And that is the only reason you are still alive,” Mr. 
Jordan growled.

Norman winced before tossing his cell onto the 
back seat. He’d put his plan in motion as soon as possible. 

After slipping through the gate and running 
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toward the tiny gray house, he headed down the steps 
to the underground research laboratory. He heard 
footsteps behind him. After hurrying past the test rats 
in their cages, he flipped a switch, locking the basement 
doors, and turned off the lights. Smiling, he dialed the 
ultrasound machine to the highest frequency and left 
it on the counter. As he took one protected case of the 
tainted vials from the refrigerator, someone screamed.

My intelligence knows no bounds.
Forgetting the journals on the counter, he rushed 

out the escape door. In his car, he floored it down the 
hidden pathway. His heart pounded as Chief Connor 
barreled past him on Dumont Road. Checking his 
rearview mirror, he laughed.

Home free.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SUNDAY

IN DOWNTOWN DETROIT, FBI AGENT Joe Roberts 
pulled into the parking complex and grabbed a ticket 
for his ancient Ford Taurus. Without air conditioning 
on the hot August morning, he and Madeline Pierce 
had driven with the windows down. She took a moment 
to unsnarl her long golden brown hair. Her sexy green-
eyed hunk watched and smiled.

With a sigh, she gave up and went with the wind-
blown look. Joe didn’t seem to mind. She thought he 
had a thing for long hair; every time he had asked to 
brush her tresses, it always led to more physical pursuits. 
She got goose bumps thinking about his caresses. She 
couldn’t deny their chemistry. He made her heart soar. 
Nothing else mattered as long as they were together, but 
a dark cloud still loomed.

“How can the best and worst parts of my life 
coincide?” she asked.

He drove to a space on the second level between 
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two minivans. “Which one am I in?”
“You’re at the top of the best list, with my ring 

coming in second,” she replied, looking at her left hand.
Her dark-haired fiancé put up the windows. “Are 

you sure you like it? We can look at others,” he said.
“It’s perfect. I love the diamond’s setting. It’s shaped 

like a shield; maybe it’ll protect us against this case.” She 
prayed it would shelter them from that storm.

Stretching from the drive, Madeline retied her 
white canvas shoes. She missed her comfortable 
sandals. With a shiver, she tried to forget. She had lost 
her sandals when she and Joe’s sister Eva were trapped 
in a room with crazed lab rats. Even though Madeline 
had found them—covered in bloody rat fur and urine—
it was easier to refer to them as lost.

Last night, Joe had proposed to her in front of his 
family. Two minutes later, his boss called and informed 
him of their colossal oversight. They had found only 
four of the five cases of the nano-drug. Joe had berated 
himself for the mistake. He never came out and said it, 
but she suspected he directly blamed their relationship 
and indirectly blamed her. He’d be right to do so. She’d 
distracted him from doing his job. They needed to talk 
about that elephant in the room before it trampled her.

Instead of celebrating their engagement, the group 
discussed who could have taken the one-hundred 
missing vials and what the monster planned to do with 
them. Joe had wanted to drive to his apartment last 
night, but they were too tired and a tad drunk. With 
a full house at his sister Taylor’s, she ended up on the 
couch while Joe slept in the La-Z-Boy in Stuart’s den. 
Separated from him for those few hours, she felt the 
start of a turbulent undercurrent from that rumbling 
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storm.
They had a ten o’clock meeting with Joe’s boss, FBI 

Division Director Peter Bingaman. In worn Levis and a 
gray t-shirt, Joe said they could dress casual, which was 
a good thing. That’s all she had packed for their now 
postponed vacation.

Homeland Security had officially reactivated her 
yesterday, making her twice as anxious. She didn’t 
consider herself an agent; she was a scientist.

“Are you up for this?” Joe asked, taking her hand, 
as they walked down the ramp.

“Are you still helping me?”
“We’re partners,” Joe replied.
She smiled. “What are your friends going to say 

about you returning from a two-week assignment 
engaged to a woman you just met?”

“It’s none of their business,” he replied, squeezing 
her hand.

She stared at the ground. “Can we finish the case 
before we start spreading the news?”

Joe stopped. “Are you ashamed of me?”
She looked up at him. “Of course not. I’m just 

worried about Rita’s jealous slant on our relationship. 
You did have sex with your contact person while on 
an assignment. I don’t want that to tarnish your work 
record.”

“I told you before, Rita’s not a factor with my job. 
But we’ll keep it low key if you want,” he replied as a 
black Impala with tinted glass jumped the curb.

“Joe, watch out!”
He pulled her against the brick building. The car 

barely missed them. Taking out four parking meters, it 
continued down the street. “Let’s get inside.”
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“Boy, my ring’s shield really works,” she said, 
turning it on her finger.

Joe chuckled. “Don’t ever take that off,” he replied, 
opening the door to the McNamara Federal Office 
Building.

He guided her to the security counter for a visitor’s 
pass. A stocky guard stood in the empty area, and a gray-
haired one sat on a stool behind the counter. Past the 
two men, two metal-detector doorways with a conveyor 
belt and an x-ray machine took up the entryway.

“Hey, Max. This is Agent Pierce from Homeland. 
She’ll need clearance,” Joe said. While she cringed at his 
introduction, Joe told the other guard, Sam, about the 
parking meters.

“Agent Pierce, may I see your ID?” Max asked from 
behind his counter.

“Sure,” she replied, hunting for it in her large, 
maroon canvas bag. She had lost her other purse, too. 
“Please, call me Madeline.”

Sam made a call about the parking meters then 
moved closer. “So why are you here on a Sunday, Joe?” 
The squatty man eyed her jeans and layered tank tops.

“We’re finishing a case,” Joe replied.
Max handed back her ID. “Madeline, you’ll have to 

check in and out with me each time you visit.”
“If there’s anything else we can do for you, just ask,” 

Sam said as he placed her purse on the conveyor.
Joe set his gun, cell phone, and keys in the container 

before walking through the metal detector. “Lay off, 
guys. Can’t you see she’s engaged?”

“He’s one lucky guy,” Sam replied.
“Yes, I am,” Joe said, putting his arm around her. 

They headed for the elevators. He saluted the slack-
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jawed guards as the door shut. “I know you want to stay 
low key, but I want the world to know.”

She smiled and nodded. Was this a good sign for 
them? She thought she was protecting him. He must not 
think it was a big deal to keep their relationship secret. 
She’d follow his lead since they were now on his turf.

“Besides I don’t want anyone hitting on my woman,” 
he said. “I’d kiss you, but I’m sure they’re watching from 
the monitor.”

“Since when has being on camera stopped you 
from kissing me?”

He laughed and kissed her cheek. “That reminds 
me. I need to get that DVD back.”

She moaned. Her stomach knotted tighter as they 
reached the twenty-sixth floor. With a little time before 
their meeting, Joe showed her around. At the empty 
reception counter across from the elevator, a smaller 
desk sat farther back against the center wall. Small 
offices on the periphery had hallways connecting as a 
square. Larger rooms in the center were for meetings, 
evidence, and work areas. Joe had also said he preferred 
a work room. He didn’t want an office since he wasn’t 
around to use it. He liked undercover work. Lucky for 
her, that’s how they met.

They walked to the back corridor. Across from the 
breakroom, Joe used his passkey to open the secured 
door. The impersonal room was plain but functional 
with BennTech boxes from their recent bust stacked 
on the multi-purpose tables against the walls. Pushed 
together, four desks with phones faced each other in the 
middle of the room. Only two had flat-screen monitors 
and keyboards.

“I think the cases of the tainted drug, the portable 
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ultrasound machines, and a few other things are locked 
in another room,” Joe said.

“Are Dr. Ellis’s equipment and materials here?”
“Tim would know which room they’re in,” he 

replied. “The same team will go through the evidence 
tomorrow. We’ll have our work cut out for us. Not only 
will we need to make the connections between the 
BennTech employees and meth production, we need to 
find out who has the missing vials of the nano-drug and 
what their plans are.”

“I am in way over my head,” she whispered, 
hugging her abdomen.

Letting the door shut behind them, Joe reached 
for her. “Hey, don’t worry about the big picture. Focus 
on what you think can help us. The team knows what 
they’re doing.” She sighed against his t-shirt. “Let’s finish 
this. We have a honeymoon to plan,” he said.

Smiling, she looked up at him. “You do know a 
wedding comes first.”

“Haven’t my sisters and your aunt already planned 
it?”

She laughed. “Yeah, you’re probably right.” They 
walked back toward the elevator. She slowed with each 
step. She had no idea what she was doing or how she 
could help. Before they entered Peter’s office to the right 
of the reception desk, she stopped him. “Joe, please 
don’t refer to me as an agent.”

He nodded and knocked on his boss’s door. A 
young doe-eyed woman with a pixie cut opened it. As 
Joe gently pushed Madeline through, he smiled at her. 
“Jane,” he said politely.

“Agent Roberts, your new work phone is on my 
desk,” she said.
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“Thank you,” he replied. 
“Ms. Whitmore,” Peter Bingaman said, “make the 

calls and let me know when Mr. Kincaid arrives.”
“Yes, Sir,” she replied, smiling shyly at Joe.
“Sir, this is Dr. Pierce,” Joe said as Jane closed the 

door.
“Hello,” Madeline said, shaking his hand.
“Dr. Pierce, I understand congratulations on your 

engagement are in order,” he replied, gesturing for them 
to sit down. He smoothed out his more salt than pepper 
hair and gave her a reassuring smile. In a black tailored 
suit, he loosened his black tie and sat behind his desk.

“Thanks, Pete. I’m a lucky guy,” Joe replied.
“It’s Director Bingaman to you, Agent Roberts. I 

don’t care if you brought down the largest meth ring in 
Michigan history.” When Joe snorted, Peter looked at 
Madeline. “I took him under my wing when he was in 
college. See how he still treats me.”

“Maybe I should rethink this engagement thing,” 
she said.

“I’m not letting you,” Joe replied.
Peter chuckled. “It looks like you’re trapped.”
“Or maybe it’s the other way around.” She winked 

as Joe nodded.
Laughing, Peter picked up his ringing phone. 

“Send him in.” When he hung up, his smile disappeared. 
A moment later, a short, chubby man with slicked, black 
hair and bushy eyebrows entered. His thin mustache 
looked as if he had drawn it on with eyeliner. Director 
Bingaman greeted him, and the man in a worn brown 
suit took the empty seat on the other side of Joe. “Dr. 
Pierce, Agent Roberts, this is Harold Kincaid from the 
Food and Drug Administration.”
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Harold returned her grin with a glare. “As part of 
the nanotechnology task force formed by the FDA, I am 
here to investigate Dr. Pierce and her bio-weapon. We 
want to develop regulations so this mess doesn’t happen 
again.”

She narrowed her eyes. “First of all, it’s not my 
bio-weapon. We uncovered the drug through the 
distribution of the methamphetamine.”

“You’re denying that it was developed from your 
research?” Harold asked, folding his arms.

“My research was stolen by Dr. Ellis without my 
knowledge and enhanced in his private laboratory. Poor 
Simon Baker was innocent until Ellis started injecting 
him with that drug.” She shifted in her chair. The 
director leaned back in his. Joe said nothing.

“Is that what you want us to believe? We only have 
your word,” Harold replied.

She stared in disbelief. “I have followed all safety 
protocols.”

“You can prove this?” he asked.
“My assistant and I documented everything. My 

notes are on my computer,” she replied, glancing at Joe 
for support.

“How did you let this happen? Doesn’t BennTech 
have security?” Harold asked.

She stopped looking at Harold and glared at Joe, 
who stared at his boss’s nameplate. Why wasn’t he 
defending her? She gripped the chair arm. “Of course, 
BennTech has security. However, when the CEO and 
CFO are involved in the meth distribution to make 
money for Ellis’s testing, what can security do? Are you 
seriously blaming me for this?”

“You developed this research,” Harold stated. 
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Leaning back in his chair, he smiled.
She wanted to slap his smug face. “My research 

was designed to help neurological diseases. It was not 
a weapon. Dr. Ellis was the one who tested outside the 
laboratory on pets and people. How many times do I 
have to say it?”

“I don’t believe you.”
She sat back, stunned. Joe still said nothing.
The director leaned forward in his chair. “I believe 

you, Dr. Pierce. This is what I want the three of you to 
do. Agent Roberts, I want you to return to Allenton and 
find out who took that other case. Dr. Pierce, with your 
permission, I would like Mr. Kincaid to look over your 
notes from your lab to ease his mind on your involvement. 
Since you understand this nanotechnology, I’d like you 
to stay here, read the journals, and find an antidote, if 
possible.”

Director Bingaman slid his chair back from his 
desk and stood. Taking his movement as an end to the 
meeting, Madeline rushed from the room.

 
 
 
 

JOE STARTED TO FOLLOW MADELINE, but his 
boss stopped him. Returning to his chair, Joe scowled 
and narrowed his eyes at the mini-mobster beside 
him. Were they seriously blaming Madeline? What a 
nightmare.

“I’d like to know how the FDA found out about 
this drug so quickly,” Joe said. “And, for the record, my 
partner had nothing to do with this bio-weapon.”
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“I can’t take your word on that,” Harold replied.
Clenching his fists, Joe kept his voice calm. “We 

uncovered this. She saved thousands of people from 
being inoculated by that tainted flu vaccine.” At least 
that fact was in their favor.

“Mr. Kincaid, I’d like you to leave with Agent 
Roberts within the hour. If you have a travel bag, 
please retrieve it now.” Peter walked Harold to the door. 
Shutting it, he turned back to Joe.

Sitting on the corner of Peter’s desk, Joe folded his 
arms. “I am not riding with that man back to Allenton. 
He can drive himself.”

“He will ride with you, and you will tolerate him. 
Move it,” Peter demanded, returning to his desk chair. 
“You want to keep an eye on his investigation, don’t 
you?”

Joe plopped into the chair and sighed. “Yeah, 
you’re right.”

“There are bigger things going on here,” Peter said.
“How can it be bigger than a terrorist using this 

drug as a weapon?”
“You asked how the FDA found out about this so 

quickly. Well, I’ll tell you. We have a mole,” Peter stated, 
“and that someone ransacked your work room and went 
through all of your BennTech file boxes. I think he was 
looking for something, probably the vials.”

“Did he take them?” he asked, running his hand 
over his dark brown hair.

“I had the vials placed in a secure area that only I 
can access. I think it’s someone from your team.”

Joe leaned forward in his chair. “What do you want 
me to do?”

“You and I will keep our eyes and ears open. We 
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need to identify this person and their motive,” Peter 
replied.

“Madeline should be told, especially if she’s here 
without me.”

“No, she’s a suspect until the FDA finishes their 
investigation. Joe, I know she’s not involved, but that’s 
how my superiors want it. How much training has she 
had from Homeland?”

“Not much, only three months nine years ago, but 
she’s been instrumental in the case. I’ll partner her with 
Tim until I get back. I trust him,” Joe replied.

“I anticipated that. Agent Orr should be here 
shortly. He has the background to assist Dr. Pierce. 
Agent Anderson will join you. I trust him. There are one 
hundred missing vials of a biological weapon. I don’t 
think I have to explain how important this is. Make sure 
you’re thorough.”

Joe stood. “Director, I’m sorry. I should have 
realized... God, I’ve never screwed up this bad before.”

“Joe, as a team, we’ve worked well together. What 
you missed, I caught. Enough said. I admit I didn’t take 
this case as seriously as I should have. Until now, we 
didn’t know the extent of this dangerous nano-drug 
bio-weapon. Let’s rectify it without distraction.”

“Yes, Sir.”
“Now, go say your temporary goodbyes and 

apologize to her for not coming to her rescue against 
that turd.”

Joe opened the door to find Agent Ray Anderson 
and Agent Tim Orr sitting on Jane’s empty desk. With 
Ray’s lanky body on one end and Tim’s six-five bulk on 
the other, the desk looked slanted. 

Tim pointed down the hallway. Without a word, 
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Joe grabbed his new cell off the counter then headed 
for the ladies’ room. Thank God he had his replacement 
work cell … well, his only cell now. His Fun Phone had 
officially retired and is somewhere in the Kalamazoo 
River. No regrets and hopefully no more distractions.

 
 
 
 

MADELINE LEFT PETER’S OFFICE BEFORE it 
swallowed her whole. Seeing Tim step out of the 
elevator, she hurried to the ladies’ room. She reached the 
door just as the queasiness overwhelmed her. Darting 
past the lounge area, she pushed open the second door, 
rushed to the sink, and splashed water on her face. She 
took a deep breath and looked at her reflection. This is a 
nightmare, she thought, her hands trembling.

Slowly, she walked to the lounge and leaned on 
the wall. She focused on her breathing, rather than her 
unsettled stomach. Opening her eyes, she saw Joe in 
the doorway. She put her hands up to stop him from 
approaching.

“How could you sit there and say nothing?” she 
whispered. Did he believe Harold Kincaid’s accusations? 

“You held your own,” he replied, standing a few 
feet from her.

“Yeah, and sometimes it’s nice not to have to. I 
thought we were in this together.”

He winced. “Baby, I couldn’t say anything without 
giving us away. If he found out about our involvement, 
it would have made the situation worse.”

“Worse than thinking the man I agreed to marry 
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tossed me in the river?”
“Baby. Please.” 
She sighed. “I get it, Joe. Couldn’t you have warned 

me or something?”
“I had no idea the FDA would be here,” he said, 

stepping closer.
She leaned into him, her forehead touching his 

chin. “I’m drowning.”
He wrapped his arms around her waist pulling her 

closer. “I won’t let that happen. I promise. Tim will help 
you until I get back. Are you okay with that?”

Hugging him tightly, she nodded against his 
shoulder. “I’m so nauseated. I can’t make it stop.”

“I’ll find you some saltines or something. Are you 
hungry?”

She ran her fingers through his hair. “I do have 
cravings; I want you to brush my hair again.”

“How can I be professional when you say stuff like 
that?” He kissed her lips. “I’m going to miss you, Mrs. 
Roberts.”

She smiled. “I like the sound of that.”
Leaving the lounge, she caught a glimpse of Jane 

Whitmore frowning from the bathroom doorway. At 
the front desk, Tim and Ray were waiting. Madeline sat 
in the chair next to Jane’s desk and opened a two-pack 
of saltines Joe had snatched from the breakroom.

“Has the director explained the situation to you?” 
Joe asked. They nodded. “Ray, gather your gear. Tim, I 
expect you to protect my fiancée.” She wiggled her left 
hand’s fingers.

“Wow, that’s quick,” Ray said.
“I know a good thing when I see it, and I’m not 

going to lose it.” Joe knelt beside her, and the guys quickly 
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found something else to do. He took his apartment key 
off his fob and handed it to her. “Tim can take you to my 
apartment. I’ll have him put your suitcase in his car. I’m 
only a phone call away.” He held up his phone to take 
her picture.

“I’m not posing like the others,” she whispered.
“I’ll take a naked one of you later,” he replied as he 

added her number to his phone.
“No, you won’t,” she said. Joe winced and started 

to apologize again, but she touched the side of his face. 
“Please be careful. I won’t be there to save you. Keep 
your phone charged, and stay away from the women 
who hang out at the Village Inn Restaurant.”

As he kissed her, the elevator door opened. Harold 
Kincaid stepped into the area. Joe sighed when he set 
down his bag and folded his arms. The agents blocked 
Harold’s view from the elevator. Too late.

Joe squeezed her hand. “Tim will be right back. I’ll 
call you later and we’ll talk.”

“Joe, promise me you’ll stay calm.”
He smiled. “It’ll be tough, but I’d do anything for 

you.”
The elevator door closed, and Madeline ate the 

last cracker. Immediately anxious, she wondered if that 
would increase the farther Joe moved away from her. 
She exhaled as Jane returned to her desk and shuffled 
some papers.

“Do you usually work on Sundays?” Madeline 
asked, leaning back in the chair. 

Jane looked at her stapler. “No. Are you really 
engaged to Agent Roberts?”

“Yes.”
“Just so you know, some of the women around here 
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won’t like you,” Jane whispered.
“Dr. Pierce, would you join me please?” Peter 

asked from his doorway. “Ms. Whitmore, enjoy the rest 
of your day. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Wondering about Jane’s comment, she entered 
Peter’s office and sat in the chair.

“Dr. Pierce,” he began as he returned to his desk 
chair.

“I’d prefer Madeline.”
He repeatedly clicked his pen. “Madeline, I 

consider Joe my best agent, but he has a quick temper.”
“I’m aware of it,” she replied.
“This is an important case, and you are in a unique 

position.”
“Sir, I’m not really an agent, but I’ll help the best I 

can. You’ve read my file. I consider myself a scientist.”
“Yes, I have looked it over, and Joe’s said you’ve 

been extremely helpful, but that’s not what I mean,” he 
said.

“I don’t understand.” Is the other shoe about to drop?
“I hope this won’t be the case, but I have a 

feeling it will be,” he said with a sigh, “so I’ll say this 
as plainly and tactfully as I can. When word of your 
engagement reaches this department, drama will ensue. 
Unfortunately, some of my agents still think they’re in 
high school. I need Joe focused.”

Seriously? Is that what Jane meant? That just gave a 
bad rap to women everywhere. She sat back in her seat. 
“I see,” she finally said. “Well, I’ve dealt with arrogant 
doctors, power-hungry executives, and ladder-climbing 
researchers. I think I can handle your agents without 
crying to Joe. Is that what you need to hear?” A secret 
from Joe? This would set a bad precedent, but she needed 
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him to focus on the case, too.
He nodded. “Thank you. You need to be aware 

of one other thing. I had a chat with Agent Rita 
McMillan yesterday. I’ve seen the DVD, and she knows 
of Joe’s formal complaint against her. Unfortunately, 
she downloaded the video onto her computer and 
distributed it throughout the department before I met 
with her. She has strict instructions to leave you alone. 
Since I need every available agent on this case, she will 
be disciplined afterward.”

And there’s the other shoe. Madeline cringed. That 
DVD showed Joe and her in a compromising position 
while they copied incriminating evidence against 
BennTech. Her nightmare continued.

“This won’t be easy, but Agent Orr and I will be 
here for you.”

With a nod, she left his office.
 

 
 
 

LEAVING MADELINE, JOE STEPPED ONTO the 
elevator with Tim, Ray, and Harold. He faced the door 
and groaned. What the hell was the matter with him? 
To bring up naked women on his cell? Good grief! He 
wanted her to forget he even had a Fun Phone. What 
a nightmare! He could sense Harold smirking behind 
him. He took a deep breath. Stay calm, Madeline had 
said. Yeah, right. Did she know how hard that would 
actually be? 

From his trunk, he picked up Madeline’s stuffed 
Saint Bernard puppy. Last night, he had attached a gold 
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chain necklace with an engagement ring as a collar for 
his proposal. Hoping it would be a reminder that he 
loved her, he handed it and her suitcase to Tim. Ray 
tossed his duffle and Harold’s small suitcase into the 
trunk next to Joe’s bag.

Joe slammed the trunk shut. “Tim, don’t forget 
what I said. Protect her.”

“I won’t,” he replied. “And I will.”
“I should have known you were screwing her,” 

Harold said. “I would have, too.”
Tim and Ray immediately stepped back and out of 

Joe’s way. Instead of throwing a punch, Joe looked down 
at him.

“Let’s get something straight right now. I love 
her. I’m going to marry her. If I ever hear you say one 
disrespectful thing about her again, I’m going to chop 
you up as bait and feed you to the carp in Allenton.” He 
folded his arms. “Investigate all you want. I won’t stand 
in your way. Everything she’s told you is true. Now, get 
in the car.”

Joe spent the last two hours of their three-hour trip 
with the radio off. Harold had complained about every 
SiriusXM Satellite rock channel and wanted jazz.

“You’re going to regret throwing the remote out 
the window,” Ray said under his breath. Harold dozed 
in the back seat.

“Probably, but it kept me from poking him in the 
eye,” Joe replied. “Since it’s Sunday, we’ll check in with 
Sylvia and organize our search. We’ll get a fresh start in 
the morning.”

“Does Mrs. Folkert know we’re coming back?” Ray 
asked.

“Yeah, I called her earlier. I reclaimed the Blue 



CHRISTINA THOMPSON28

Room,” Joe said.
“I don’t want that yellow one again. It glows at 

night,” Ray replied. Joe chuckled. He had stayed in that 
room once and only once.

After parking beside the Sylvia’s Bed and Breakfast 
sign, Joe knocked on her front door. “Hello Joseph, 
Raymond,” Sylvia said, grinning.

“Mrs. Folkert, this is Harold Kincaid,” Joe said 
formally. He genuinely cared about this feisty, white-
haired woman.

“Welcome, boys. I have three rooms ready for you,” 
she said, smoothing out her apron. The tie wrapped 
twice around her thin frame.

Stepping past her, Harold interrupted. “I expect 
breakfast at eight and my tea with fresh cream.”

Sylvia held up her hand to Joe, who flexed his 
fingers into a fist. “As I was saying, Joseph, here’s the key 
to the Blue Room. Raymond, yours is the Green Room 
upstairs, second door on the left. Harry, the Yellow 
Room is at the top of the stairs.”

“It’s Harold.”
“Of course,” she said. “Breakfast is hot and ready at 

seven-thirty sharp. I’m planning pancakes with bacon 
and sausage. Harry, I’ll also have warm maple and 
strawberry syrup.” She dismissed him when he opened 
his mouth. “Joseph, once you’re settled in, I’d like to 
speak with you in my kitchen.”

Joe grinned. She totally shut Harold down. “Yes, 
Ma’am.” He quickly tossed his canvas duffle bag on his 
bed. He loved this room. It held some great memories. 
After locking the door behind him, he walked down the 
short hallway and leaned on the kitchen’s doorframe. 
“We’re almost related. Do I get to call you Aunt Sylvia 
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now?” 
“You can continue to call me Mrs. Folkert after the 

stunt you pulled,” she replied with her hands on her 
hips.

“What’d I do?” 
She folded her arms. “Did you really handcuff Earl 

VanKampen to my piano?”
“Oh, that. Yeah, but I had a good reason,” he 

replied. Sylvia waited. “He spied on my agents. We were 
going to arrest his kid at BennTech the next day during 
our bust. I didn’t want him to warn the twerp.”

“He stopped by earlier. When he heard you were 
returning, he skedaddled. I certainly won’t miss him 
when I move.”

“So you’re going to be nanny to Lily and Joey?” He 
was positive Taylor and Eva influenced her decision. 
They liked the idea of a matriarch in their family, too.

“I love your niece and nephew. I have an 
appointment with a real estate agent tomorrow. Stuart 
and Taylor have made me feel so welcome and needed.”

“Lily adores you. Do I have to fight you for her 
affections?”

“I’d win,” she replied.
He laughed and hugged her. Having Madeline and 

Sylvia in their lives would be amazing. “I gotta finish 
this. I have a honeymoon to plan.”

“That’s right. The wedding’s covered.”
From his room, he made a few calls, but he’d have 

to wait until Monday to track down hospital staff and 
BennTech employees. Lying on top of his bed, he made 
a mental list of the things he needed to do while he was 
here.
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PACING THE EMPTY RECEPTION AREA on the 
FBI’s floor, Madeline tapped her thumbnail against her 
front teeth. Deep in thought, she jumped as the elevator 
opened.

“Boy, that guy’s an ass,” Tim said. “Joe’s going to 
hurt him before this case is over.”

“Do you have plans this afternoon?” she asked.
“Nope, I’m all yours.”
“I’d like to find the journals from Dr. Ellis’s lab.” 

Her starting point for helping Joe’s team.
“Okay, sure, they’re down here.” They walked back 

to the large room Joe had showed her earlier. Tim moved 
two stacked boxes. After opening the third, he handed 
her one thick notebook and a slightly thinner one.

“Thanks,” she said, sitting at one of the four desks 
in the middle of the room. “Are you still mad at me for 
almost getting you fired last week?”

“I was never mad, but you should have waited for 
backup. Joe was pissed. I hope now you’ll work with me 
and listen.”

“I listen, even if Joe thinks I don’t.”
“Are those important?” Tim asked.
“Extremely. They may give us information about 

an antidote. Do these desks lock?”
Tim pulled out an empty drawer in the desk next 

to her. He grabbed the key at the bottom and tested it in 
the lock. “Here. Don’t lose it. There’s only the one.”

“Perfect,” she said, slipping in the journals. “So 
what’s Joe’s apartment like?” She was excited to snoop 
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around his place. She had no idea what to expect. Maybe 
it would help her understand him better … and make 
her feel closer to him while he was gone.

“None of us has ever been there,” Tim replied.
“Really? Well, let’s go check it out.”
“How about lunch first?” Tim asked.
Madeline talked Tim into taking her shopping for 

some business outfits. After dining at the food court in 
the mall, she bought five blouses, two skirts, nylons, and 
two pairs of heels. Tim carried her bags and patiently 
waited for her to finish.

“You’re an awfully good sport about this,” she said, 
walking to Tim’s silver Saturn.

“I’ve got four younger sisters. They’d drag me to our 
local mall and spend hours in one store. If I complained, 
they’d torture me by staying longer.”

She laughed. “I would have loved to have a big 
brother like you. Are you close to your sisters?”

“Yeah, we talk all the time. They can be a pain, but 
I love them. You have any sibs?”

“No, my mom died when I was young, and my 
dad never remarried. It would have been great to have 
someone to confide in and pick on,” she replied.

Tim put her packages in his trunk. “You and your 
dad close?”

“No.” She rushed to get into the car. She hadn’t 
talked to him in years. Who needs his negativity? She 
sure as hell didn’t.

Tim parked a block from the Tower Apartments 
near Wayne State University. Joe had warned her that 
his place was as small as her loft. She carried her stuffed 
puppy and a couple bags. Tim followed with the rest. 
After taking the elevator to the third floor, they walked 
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down the dim, narrow hall to the last door on the left.
“I feel like the Incredible Hulk,” Tim said, hunching 

from the low ceiling.
She laughed as she unlocked the door. Peeking 

in, she immediately saw the bathroom on the right. 
Stepping into the open room, she noticed his kitchenette 
just past the bathroom with another door on the other 
side. Tim’s mouth dropped at the sight of Joe’s huge flat 
screen, mounted on the wall. She saw all the framed, 
family photos on top of the long, two-drawer cabinet 
below the TV. Joe’s place was home.

“Wow, check it out. It takes up almost the whole 
wall,” Tim said.

She smiled. “I bet he has video games in the 
drawers.”

Tim opened the bottom one. “Holy shit. He’s got 
every gaming system in here. Can I stay for a while?”

“Joey, is that you?” a woman’s voice asked from 
behind the other door.

“Who the hell is that?” she demanded.
Her heart sank. Another woman had a key to his 

apartment? Why didn’t Joe warn her of that possibility? 
Was she one of the women whose picture popped up on 
his caller ID last week?

Unsnapping the holster at his right hip, Tim rested 
his hand on his gun as he approached the door. Did Tim 
think it unusual for a woman to be here? Standing to the 
side, he pushed it open. Madeline stood behind him.

“Victoria, how’d you get in here?” Tim asked, 
barring the entire doorway with his bulk. Tim knew her?

“Maintenance let me in. I heard Joe was back in 
town. I wanted to surprise him.”

Well, at least, she didn’t have a key. Madeline 
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pushed Tim into the room and saw a nude, platinum 
blonde woman in heavy makeup under Joe’s sheets. 

“Who the hell are you?” Madeline demanded, 
putting her hands on her hips. Tim moved closer, ready 
to stop a fight. There just may be one.

“I’m Joey’s girlfriend,” Victoria replied, smiling. 
Tim took another step closer to Madeline.

“Is that so? Well, I outrank you. I’m his fiancée,” 
Madeline said, hoping she sounded authoritative.

Victoria looked at the bling on Madeline’s left hand. 
“Wow, how’d you pull that off?” She smirked. “Oh, nice 
one, Honey. How far along are you?”

You want to play that game, Bitch? Grabbing Tim’s 
gun with her left hand, Madeline aimed it at Victoria. 
“Get out now, or I’ll blame fluxing prenatal hormones 
as my defense.”

Victoria scrambled from the bed and grabbed her 
clothes on the way out.

Staring at the closed door, Madeline lowered the 
gun. “Those were huge and, I think, fake. Joe really does 
have a type, doesn’t he?” she asked. She wasn’t it. Both of 
Madeline’s breasts would fit inside one cup of Victoria’s 
DDs … with room to spare. Before her jealousy took 
over, Madeline considered the amount of back pain she 
must suffer.

“Where’d you learn to draw a gun that fast?” he 
asked, taking it from her.

“Is it fast?” she asked, absently. Looking at the 
messy bed and blinking light on his answering machine, 
she groaned.

“How about I take you to a hotel until Joe gets 
back? There’s one close to work.”

She gazed out the car window as Tim drove to 
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the Courtyard Marriott a few blocks from the Federal 
building. Her cell rang. Checking the caller ID, she 
turned it off. 

“I knew I’d have to deal with that at some point. I 
guess I had hoped for more reassurance from him first,” 
she whispered. 

“Joe’s crazy about you.”
She blew out a breath. “You can drop me off in 

front.”
“Madeline, he dates, but he doesn’t have girlfriends,” 

Tim said, stopping in the circular drive.
Her head knew Joe loved her, but her heart still 

wondered why her and not the others? She opened the 
door, dismissing the conversation. She didn’t want to 
discuss her insecurities. 

“I’ll meet you out front at eight,” she replied, trying 
her best to sound nonchalant. 

After closing the trunk, she lugged her suitcase, 
bags, purse, and stuffed puppy through the front 
entrance.

 
 
 
 

BEHIND THE DOWNTOWN BUILDINGS, JOE 
strolled along Allenton’s boardwalk that overlooked 
the Kalamazoo River. He missed her already. After 
calling and getting her voicemail, he sat on a bench and 
watched the fish swallow the bugs on the surface of the 
slow-moving river. Content since meeting Madeline, 
he didn’t have to search anymore. He had dated many 
women over the years, but he wanted that instant 
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connection. His sisters and their husbands had it. He 
wanted it, too.

At the point of giving up on that romantic notion, 
he first found himself attracted to her photo from her 
case file. Their intense sexual tension was amazing, 
but their emotional connection blew him away. He 
had shared more about himself with her than he had 
with anyone else, even his sisters. He had worked hard 
to convince Madeline that his heart was truly hers. He 
hoped she believed him now.

Smiling, he leaned back on the bench. He knew 
he’d have to be vigilant tomorrow, but for today, he gave 
himself permission to fantasize about his future with 
Madeline. Trying her cell again, he walked up the hill 
to the B & B. A minute later, his cell rang. He flinched 
before remembering this work cell had none of those 
women’s pictures or numbers, only Madeline’s. Seeing 
Tim’s number, his gut tightened anyway.

“What?” Joe demanded.
“You’ve got a big problem. We found Victoria, 

naked in your bed.”
“How the hell did that happen?” he asked, walking 

past Sylvia’s house.
“Maintenance let her in. She said she was your 

girlfriend.”
“Shit,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. 

“What’d Madeline do?”
“She drew my gun and told her to get out.”
He groaned. “She turned off her phone when I 

called?”
“Yeah. I took her to the Courtyard Marriott 

downtown.”
For the next hour, Joe stalked up and down Sylvia’s 
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street. How am I going to fix this mess from here? He could 
feel his happiness slip away like a dream dissipating with 
the sound of an alarm clock. 

Passing the B & B sign for the eleventh time, he 
watched an old, rusted clunker drive by and backfire. 
Turning, he caught himself from stepping on a live wire 
that sparked, snapped, and snaked across the sidewalk 
grate. Jumping back, he quickly called his brother-in-
law, Police Chief Matt Connor, to report the danger.

 
 
 
 

IN HER HOTEL ROOM, MADELINE tossed her 
suitcase, bags, and St. Bernard puppy on the bed. 
Kicking off her canvas shoes, she blew out a breath. She 
needed a hot shower. Her nausea returned and left her 
drained. Afterward, she sat on the edge of the bed and 
stared at her reflection on the blank TV screen. Were 
the last two weeks just a dream? Had reality burst that 
bubble? Was the love of her life slowly moving away 
from her? So many questions, and the man who had the 
answers was on the other side of the state.

With a groan, she slid between the sheets and 
hugged Bernie, inhaling Joe’s cologne that lingered 
on its fur. For an hour, she counted the flowers on the 
wallpaper border. Startled at the knock on the door, 
she checked the security hole and saw a teenage hotel 
attendant with a bouquet of flowers. She cracked open 
the door.

“Ma’am, these arrived for you,” he said.
She set the flowers on the desk and smelled one of 
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the two dozen red roses. Opening the card, she smiled 
then teared up.

 
 

Please, turn on your phone.
 

 

She inhaled her roses again and grabbed her cell. A 
minute later, it rang.

“I love you and only you,” the voice said.
She hadn’t realized how much she needed to hear 

those words. She believed him. Those earlier questions 
slowly vanished with his sweet gesture. She could feel 
herself get stronger with his reassurance; she craved that 
emotional support. He understood her and still loved 
her.

Wiping her eyes, she smiled. “Who is this?” she 
asked, touching the soft petals.

“I’m the man you agreed to marry.” Instead of a 
friendly round of banter, she heard the concern in his 
voice.

“Oh, him. I love him,” she replied. She wanted 
more than anything for him to believe her. A long pause 
followed. She paced in front of the bed.

“I’m sorry about the apartment. I …” He paused 
again.

How could she ease his mind like he just eased 
hers? “You said I could hold my own. Remember?”

“Madeline, I want to spend the rest of my life with 
you.”

“I want that, too, but there are so many changes. 
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We haven’t talked about a wedding, where we’d live, or 
where I’d work. And there’s this case.”

He blew out a breath, releasing his tension. “I 
know this is stressful, but hang in there. The people at 
the office are friendly, and you already know some of 
the guys. Think about our wedding and honeymoon. 
Whatever you want, big or small, I just want you with 
me. I’d much rather be there with you.”

She sat in the chair and chuckled. “It’s lonely in this 
big bed. I’m nude in the middle.”

He finally laughed. “Stop it,” he replied. “I’ll call 
with updates during the day. Tomorrow night, there’ll 
be phone sex.”

“Ooh, are you any good at that?”
“I told you once before that I’m good at everything 

I do.”
“Yes, you are.”
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MONDAY

FUSSING WITH HER LOOSE BUN, Madeline, in 
her new tan blouse and brown skirt, waited for Tim at 
the curb just outside the hotel’s entrance. After a good 
night’s sleep, she was ready to take on this case. When 
Tim arrived, she got into the car and handed him one of 
her long-stem roses. 

She smiled. “Agent Orr, you just became my big 
brother. Thank you.”

“He sent you roses?” he asked. His thick arms 
stretched out the short sleeves of his light blue polo 
shirt. Today, he wore a different shade of tan Dockers.

She nodded. “Can we stop at a drugstore on the 
way?”

“Sure. You got it worked out with Joe?”
“Yeah, I appreciate what you did for me, but I want 

to handle things my way.” Taking control of her situation 
strengthened her outlook and personal power.

Inside the small store, narrow aisles crammed its 


