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CHAPTER ONE
 
REDMOND, WASHINGTON
 
Drew Fields pulled to the curb and parked in front of his former home. He hated the bland, midsize sedan the Agency insisted he drive as part of his mind-numbingly dull, assigned cover life. A marketing director for a microbrewery? Really? At least there’d be free beer. He hoped.
That was the Central Intelligence Agency for you. The government sanitized everything. Even his official title—National Clandestine Services core collector. He was a spy, a secret agent. What kid wanted to grow up to be a core collector? Sounded more like nuclear reactor work.
Which, come to think of it, pretty nearly described his mission to reconcile with his estranged wife and stop her stepfather from selling vital satellite secrets to the Revolutionary International Organization of Terrorists, RIOT. If Staci ever found out what he was up to, there would be fallout. Plenty of it.
He shut off the ignition. Next time he was going to insist on an Aston Martin DB5. A sexy car made up for a lot of crap.
He took a deep breath. How was he going to convince Staci to take him back? Especially after he’d agreed to the divorce without a fight. And why now?
They had an anniversary coming up a week from Friday. Maybe he could play off that? Claim to be sentimental?
He was something of a phenom when it came to lying, a natural talent. His inborn gift had gotten him out of more than a few scrapes when he was a kid, and even more as an adult. But there were limits to even his ability.
Drew had tried to convince his boss, NCS chief and head spook Emmett Nelson, to send another agent on this mission to bring down Staci’s stepdad, Sam Deeds, aka the Fisherman. Drew had no desire to infiltrate Staci’s life. But Emmett did what he did best—used emotional blackmail.
RIOT was notorious for taking out family members of their business associates on a whim. It kept everyone in line and on task.
With Staci’s stepfather involved in nefarious, traitorous business dealings with RIOT, Staci and her mother were in danger. With a little ingenuity, Drew would be perfectly placed to guard Staci day and night, keep an eye on her mother, and spy on Sam, all without arousing anyone’s suspicions. It had to be him.
Stalling, and hoping to be clobbered by a stunning blow of inspiration, Drew studied the two-story house he still owned half of, looking for security lapses. Staci kept the bushes in front of the windows well trimmed and away from the house, and the sidewalk, driveway, and front entry clear of any hiding places.
She’d resisted her natural botanical urge to plant flowers and trees over every square inch of property and columns of junipers on each side of the door. Open spaces made for less stealth and more safety.
Before their marriage went sour, he’d picked this gated neighborhood for Staci because of its low crime rate and excellent security measures. A spy’s family was never 100 percent safe.
The Redmond chief of police lived here; a senator made her home away from the nation’s capital here. At least two state legislators and several high-profile entrepreneurs lived in the pricier part of the development.
Drew hated what he was about to do to Staci. The sooner he completed this mission and found an assignment overseas, disappearing deep undercover, the better for both of them. In the meantime, his Farsi was getting rusty.
He never should have married Staci in the first place. What had possessed him to think a girl who couldn’t lie to save her life would make a good wife for a spy like him? She had a tell as obvious as Alaska. The woman couldn’t even keep from giving herself away when she played Clue.
Ironically, that’s what he’d loved about her—she was the one person he could believe, the one honest thing in his life. A little slice of black and white shining through an otherwise gray gloom. When she told him she loved him, he knew she did. When she said she wanted a divorce, she shattered his world.
And now here he was, at her insistence, stopping by the old homestead to pick up a box of odds and ends from their former life. A box Emmett had planted to give him an excuse to see her.
Drew glanced at his watch. Ten thirty. Right on time. He got out of the car, wondering exactly how he was going to convince Staci to give him another chance. He still hadn’t figured out exactly where he’d gone wrong in the first place. Other than being a secret agent and lying to her about it to get her to marry him.
He couldn’t believe he was undercover as himself, dressed in Staci’s favorite shirt, wearing his good-guy, boy-next-door persona on his sleeve. He’d rather be in Hawaii, working undercover as a tour guide, like he had last year.
He’d just recently returned from a minor follow-up assignment in Maui and hoped Staci didn’t notice his tan. But how could she miss it? In May, most Seattleites, and that included the residents of Redmond, were still a pasty shade of pale. She’d give him hell over it.
He slammed the car door shut to give her fair warning he’d arrived. The weather was pleasant—clear skies, temperatures in the low sixties. He left his jacket in the car. As he approached the door, he half expected her to open it and throw his stuff at him. He resisted the urge to shield himself with his arm. The woman had laser-beam aim. Instead of mounting a frontal assault, she made him ring the doorbell.
“Coming!”
Her voice didn’t sound like hell’s fury, but he didn’t drop his guard. He never dropped his guard. He wondered if she’d suddenly decided they were going to be one of those couples, the ones who seem so cordial you wonder why they ever got divorced in the first place or how they even got up the gumption to file.
She opened the door partway and stood before him, just slightly breathless.
The sight of her gave him an unexpected jolt of desire and regret. Old habits die hard, he told himself. This was just the automatic reaction of a frustrated, celibate male spy to a beautiful woman with snapping brown eyes and slightly parted, highly kissable lips. Lips he was used to possessing.
The smell of freshly baked cookies drifted out from the house, diverting his thoughts. Chocolate chip, his favorite. He hoped his stomach didn’t growl. He hadn’t had a home-baked chocolate chip cookie since they’d separated.
Hot woman. Hot cookies. This is torture.
Staci’s hands were empty. He’d expected her to thrust a box in his arms and shove him on his way.
Evidently, whatever had possessed him to fix himself up had also gotten hold of her. She looked like great sex on a rainy day. Her dark brown hair was recently highlighted with streaks of auburn and flatironed shiny and straight. She wore skinny jeans, black pumps with three-inch heels, and a tight, low-cut, ruffled magenta blouse, belted with a wide black belt just below her eye-catching breasts. The belt made her waist look about two inches wide, her hips curvy, and her breasts double-D.
The heels might have been her idea of a power trip. She’d never liked being so much shorter than he was. Maybe she was hoping the heels would make them see eye-to-eye. Personally, he was having a hard time seeing anything above her breasts, but he forced himself.
“Drew.” She smiled and opened the door wide to let him in.
Right away his defenses went up. He couldn’t act too eager and happy to see her. She’d never buy that. “Where’s my stuff?”
“On the kitchen table.”
To his surprise, she remained pleasant despite his gruffness. What was up with her?
“It’s heavy. You’ll have to get it yourself.” She stood aside to let him in.
He surveyed her outfit again. “Going out?”
She stared straight into his eyes, still smiling. “No. Why?”
He looked her up and down. “No reason.”
Just that she usually wore jeans, T-shirts, and Converse tennis shoes around the house. No way she’d dressed up for him, had she? Maybe there was hope for this mission yet.
*   *   *
 
Staci kept her smile plastered on, thinking positive thoughts and going to her happy place so the smile would reach her eyes. She couldn’t believe she’d missed this last box of Drew’s junk. His stuff seemed to be multiplying like the hairs that appeared when she cleaned the tub. But she was determined to be civil now that their marriage was almost over. It was just unfortunate the divorce would be final so close to their anniversary. Drew probably didn’t even remember it.
He walked past her so closely, he brushed against her pushed-up-and-out breasts. She got a whiff of his delectable cologne. Her breath caught. Involuntary reaction on her part. Intentional foul on his, she was sure.
He wore the navy-blue shirt she so loved on him, the one that made his eyes look even bluer than normal. It hugged and showed off his broad shoulders and every arm and chest muscle he owned. The man looked hot enough to eat. And tan for this time of year. His sandy-blond hair light and sun-bleached. Should a woman be so physically attracted to her husband mere weeks before their divorce became final? Shouldn’t her hurt feelings take him down a peg or two on the attractiveness meter?
Maybe not. She reminded herself Drew was exactly like his boss Emmett. He could throw on the invisibility cloak or devastate you with charm and good looks. All without the aid of makeup or stage paint.
Just why Drew was putting on this persona confounded her. Last time she’d seen him, at her lawyer’s office over a month ago, he’d been impassive and quiet, a study in calmly ignoring her.
She’d wounded his pride. She knew that. Andrew Collin Fields never failed at anything. Losing her was a slap at his James Bond spy machismo.
She took a deep breath, subtly. Already, she had doubts about the outfit she’d chosen to wear. Judging from the way Drew gawked at her, it screamed Woman on the make instead of her intended Look what you gave up.
Yes, she wanted to spark jealousy and remorse that he’d chosen his career over her. In the name of her pride, though, she was also determined to be pleasant. But she didn’t want him getting any other ideas, something crazy like she was regretting her decision to divorce him. Life apart was safer. For both of them.
“You look tan,” she said to make conversation. “Been on a mission someplace sunny?”
He hesitated, looking as if he didn’t want to answer. “I was back in Hawaii this past month. Following up.” He had the good grace to appear sheepish and almost apologetic.
He’d been promising to take her to Hawaii for a second honeymoon for years. Well, up until this latest unpleasant divorce business. Soon she’d be free to take herself. When she found another job and got a little cash ahead. She forced herself to smile. “Tough life.”
He cleared his throat. “In the kitchen? Something smells good in there.”
She nodded, surprised he was being so pleasant. “After you.”
She followed him in, nearly colliding with his backside as he abruptly stopped just inside the kitchen door.
“Whoa! Give me a little warning before you brake,” she snapped, without thinking. He hated it when she used that irritated tone on him.
Fortunately, he didn’t seem to notice. He was too busy scanning the racks of cooling cookies that lined the counters and the island.
“Why, Scarlett, you’ve been baking!” He pointed to the racks as if counting. “There must be ten dozen cookies, at least.” He turned and stared into her eyes.
Her heart did an involuntary little flip. “Baking calms me. You know that.”
Oops! She’d slipped up again. Now he’d think she was nervous about seeing him. Which, of course, she was.
“What are you going to do with all these cookies?” His gaze flicked to her midsection.
“Eat them all myself,” she said, deadpan. No she wasn’t going to eat herself into oblivion and a spot at Weight Watchers over him, if that’s what he thought. He could just dash any fantasies about her being an old, fat broad he was lucky to have ditched. She stared back at him, trying to keep her lips from twitching at the thought of disappointing him.
He must have seen her trying hard not to laugh. He broke into a smile himself. “Seriously, who are they for?”
“Little Jessica next door. Her class is having a bake sale. Her mom’s out of town and her dad can’t bake. I offered to help her out.” She shrugged as if to say No big deal.
“Uh-huh.”
In front of her, he was almost salivating. Oh, yeah, he loved her baking. One more thing he should have thought of before putting NCS, the spying arm of the CIA, before her.
She took pity on him anyway. Though she’d intentionally made cookies so the house would smell of tempting vanilla and chocolate, in the end no one could call her a hard woman. “How about taking a few off my hands? I think I overdid it.”
She headed to the pantry for a plastic bag without waiting for an answer. “Your box is on the table if you want to take a look. Are you staying with your parents while you’re here? I imagine your mom won’t be happy about fitting another box into the garage—”
An explosion cut her off midsentence as she reached for the pantry door. Behind her, she heard the tinkling rain of shattering glass. Something whizzed past her head, buzzing like a bee about to sting. She reached instinctively to swat it away.
“Get down!” Drew tackled her from behind with all the finesse of a quarterback sack.
Her breath left her body with an unflattering oomph as her ribs hit unyielding ash. Her cheek smacked the cold floor and throbbed on impact. Wood flooring wasn’t exactly cuddly and soft like her microfleece sheets.
Neither was Drew as he covered her with his hard body. Her heart pounded wildly in her ears over the hum of a lawn mower somewhere outside. She couldn’t catch her breath.
Another gunshot sliced through the door above her.
Much as she wanted to blame her difficulty breathing on the wide, tight belt she wore, it accounted for only a small part of her problem. Fear, the weight of the man on top of her, and her physical attraction to that particular 180 pounds of maleness accounted for the rest. She needed a nice, safe, boring boyfriend. Maybe an accountant or an engineer—one with no enemies.
As the nerve-racking silence stretched out, Drew remained in place longer than strictly necessary.
“Off!” she finally managed to mutter, fighting panic. Another minute of this intimate position and she’d do something she’d regret.
He rolled off, next to her. “You okay?” He covered her hand with his and squeezed it in a tender gesture that reminded her of better times between them.
Did he have to do that, try to comfort her? His compassion and concern made it even harder for her catch her breath.
She pulled her hand from his and inhaled deeply, still reeling from the attack and Drew’s touch. Her cheek began to throb again, along with her ribs, wrists, and elbows. She’d be bruised, but she’d live.
“I’m fine. Thanks for making me a part of this.” She was trying to be brave and make light, but inside, she was trembling.
“You’re welcome.”
She started to push up on all fours, feeling as wobbly as a partially filled water balloon.
Drew shoved her back down, none too gently. “Stay down.”
She glanced up at the pantry and the newly splintered bullet holes at head height. Not the conversation piece she dreamed of for her kitchen. Too Bonnie and Clyde for her tastes.
Still stunned, she looked at Drew. “Two to the head. Someone wants you dead, execution-style.” She used her What else is new tone, because it was better than screaming like a panicked maniac. “You owe me a new door and window.”
Drew peered back at her and shook his head, obviously thinking she was deranged. He pointed up at the holes. “Me? You’re crazy. I wasn’t standing next to the pantry.”
He’s right. She went so cold, she felt almost numb. The men he played with wouldn’t make a dumb mistake like shooting at the wrong person.
She flashed back to Paraguay and drug lord Beto Bevilacqua, the Brazilian Bevil, as Drew called him. Beto had tortured Drew’s location from her and sent his death squad after Drew and his fellow agent Jack Pierce while Beto stayed to finish her off.
Emmett’s team had burst in just in time to save her from Beto’s knife. After they subdued him, Beto looked her in the eye and smiled. “I’ll get you yet, bitch. Pray you die now. This was mercy compared with what I’ll do to you next time.”
Then she blacked out. The next thing she knew she woke up in an American hospital.
She hadn’t believed the Bevil’s reach was this long or that she was important enough to come after. Until now. But who else would want her dead? Another of Drew’s enemies?
Next to her, Drew watched her closely, compassion and worry in his eyes. “You sure you’re okay? You’re pale.”
She took a deep breath to steady her nerves and nodded. “As well as can be expected after being used for target practice, yeah.”
“Take your time. Breathe deeply. You’ll feel better once you get over the shock.” He gave her a lopsided grin that was probably meant to cheer her up. “The pale feeling will pass. And then you’ll get mad. Anger is better, believe me.”
Drew pulled his cell phone from his pocket. She couldn’t believe it—he was actually dialing for help? In the spy world, that was practically like asking for directions. Taboo even in a spur-of-the-moment danger situation.
If Drew was calling for help, she probably should panic. “Who are you calling? Spook central or the cops?”
“Neither.” He showed her the screen of his phone.
A security feed of her house, inside and out, and the surrounding area scrolled past.
“The bastard’s good at hiding,” Drew said, studying the screen again. “He’ll have left a clue. He can’t have gone far. We’ll get him.”
“You promised me you’d never look at the security camera feeds again. I changed the security code.”
He shrugged. “As if that could keep me out.”
“Hey!” Her anger rose out of nowhere, just as he’d predicted. She smacked him in the shoulder, hard.
“What?” He rubbed his shoulder, looking surprised her outburst was directed toward him.
Good. Domestic fury felt better than fear. Drew was right about that, too.
“You promised,” she said, realizing as she spoke how lame she sounded.
“I lied.” He didn’t wince or look sorry in the slightest. “What? I was supposed to leave you to the mercy of my enemies?”
She glared at him. “What about the cameras in my bedroom?”
He grinned. “Of course I watch those. Enemies love pouncing on sleeping victims.”
“Damn it, Drew. Exes don’t have peep-show privileges.” Her voice had gone hard and icy, veering way off from her Make him sorry plan.
“Kidding.”
She didn’t believe him.
Drew pushed to a squat, carefully avoiding glass splinters. “Stay put while I investigate.”
Not being the brave, charge-into-danger type, she wasn’t going to argue with him. “Be careful. What if it’s Bevil or one of his contacts?”
Drew stared at her. “I can handle myself.”
“It’s dangerous weather out there. Take a weapon with you.”
He flashed her a glimpse of his handgun.
She should have known. “And what am I supposed to do for protection?”
He handed her a razor-sharp butcher knife from the block on the counter.
“Brave man, handing me this after telling me you’ve been watching me sleep. You’re taking your life in your own hands, buster.” She stared at the knife in her hand, then up at him. “What if I turn out to be a backstabber?”
He looked her right in the eye and laughed. “I like to live on the edge. Besides, cutting up raw chicken gives you the willies.” He lowered his voice into the sultry range. “Tell me, could you really stick a knife into the hot flesh of a man who’s given you so much pleasure over the years?”
Stupid, smart-ass nearly ex-husbands.
She swallowed hard, hoping he hadn’t noticed her reaction to his words. She lifted her chin. “Don’t tempt me. Just because I prefer ready-roasted fryers doesn’t mean I don’t know how to use a knife.”
He smiled and shook his head.
“If that’s what you really believe,” she said, “you’re leaving me with a weapon that’s about as useful as if it were made of rubber.”
“You’ll get over it if it’s your life or his.” Then he laughed and sneaked out with all the stealth and confidence of a commando on the prowl.
“Y’all come back now, you hear?” she called after him, trying to sound braver than she felt.
*   *   *
 
Every sense on alert, Drew slipped outside, careful to take cover. All quiet on the intruder front. Not a footstep, not a breath that wasn’t his. Not another shot. Nothing but a gentle breeze, the sound of his neighbor mowing his lawn, and the pleasant call of a robin.
There were no curious neighbors out. The sound of the lawn mower had masked the sound of the gunshot and the window exploding. Only the two of them, who’d been in the same room as the window, seemed to have heard it.
Drew doubted the sniper had lingered once he and Staci dropped out of sight. Still, he had to check. He pulled a tiny pair of spy-grade high-powered binoculars he kept on his key chain from his jean pocket and surveyed the area.
Damn! He’d lost the bastard.
On his own, he would have traced the path of the bullet and surveyed the area where the sniper had been hidden. But he was concerned the sucker would double back. He couldn’t leave Staci unprotected. Not with a RIOT assassin—SMASH, as they called themselves—on the prowl.
He cursed beneath his breath, trying to calm his anger. He hadn’t really expected RIOT to go after Staci at all, let alone this soon. He’d been her bodyguard all of what? Ten minutes, maybe fifteen?
At least this time, I protected her.
Small comfort. How in the hell was he going to explain this to Staci? He couldn’t tell her about Sam. He’d have to let her believe the drug lords were after her and take the blame for her life being in danger. Again.
Isn’t danger what killed my marriage in the first place?
He tucked the binoculars into his pant pocket and returned to the kitchen.
Staci sat huddled on the floor with her knees held tightly against her chest. She looked so pale and vulnerable, he had to resist his first instinct to scoop her up, hold her tightly against his chest, and comfort her. Just hold her and shoot anyone who came too near.
She only made it harder for him, staring up at him as if begging to be rescued and reassured.
“He got away,” he said, hardening his heart. “Until we know what this is about and who’s responsible, if it’s Bevil or someone else, it’s not safe to stay here.” He sighed. Heavily. “Come on. You’ll have to stay with me until we figure out what’s going on.” He held a hand out to her.
She frowned up at him and pushed his hand away, looking at him as if he’d gone mad. “Stay with you? That’s pushing the civil-divorce thing too far. Even for me.”
Even for me? What the hell does she mean by that? That civility hasn’t exactly reigned supreme with me, too?
In his opinion he’d been so damn civil he verged on looking like a wimp.
She shook her head. “I’ll call Mandy.”
Drew crossed his arms and frowned back at her, reminding himself he was a man on a mission. A spy on a mission.
“Mandy’s trained in how to stop assassins now, is she? Must be a newly acquired skill. Last time I saw her she couldn’t fend off a drunk hitting on her at the bar.”
Staci’s frown turned into a glare. “She’s taken self-defense since then. She knows how to use a Kubotan.”
“Do you know how lame that sounds?” he said, trying not to laugh at her.
“Not a good choice?” Her stare was all ice and defiance. “Fine. I’ll stay with Mom and Sam then.”
Nearer to Sam was the last place she needed to be.
He fought hard not to swear beneath his breath. He could not let her get away. And no way he’d send her to stay with the enemy—of both the state and his marriage. Instead he simply stared at Staci, hoping she’d see reason.
Staci blinked first. She should have learned—she couldn’t out-stare him.
She growled and clenched her fists. “No. I’m not staying with you at your parents’! Your mom drives me nutso.”
He rolled his eyes, but couldn’t argue with her logic. His mom drove everyone nutso.
“I’m not staying with my parents.” He tried not to sound as insulted as he felt. He couldn’t live with his mother, either.
Staci arched a brow. “You aren’t with them? Who are you staying with?”
He helped her up. “No one. I have a condo.”
“You what?” She pulled free of his grip and gaped at him. “Where? Here? In town? Like a timeshare?” Her voice pitched higher.
“More like a semi-permanent arrangement.”
He’d obviously stunned her. It took her a minute to find her voice. “Since when?”
“Since two days ago when the Agency moved me in and set up my cover for this mission.”
She shook her head as if trying to digest the news. “You’re here—”
“A few miles away, actually.”
“—on a mission.”
Drew shrugged. “Yeah.”
Staci hugged herself and shivered. He stifled any instinct to comfort her and tried not to stare at her breasts as they budded up and poked through her blouse.
“I can’t believe this! Most of our marriage you were on foreign assignment. And since we’ve separated you were in Hawaii and now here?”
He should have known this was coming. He braced himself.
“You finally get a home assignment. Now, of all times.” She hugged herself tighter and rubbed her arms, looking as if she was either about to break into tears or ram him with her shoulder. “What’s your cover while you’re here?” Her eyes narrowed. “Won’t bringing me home blow it?”
“Not at all. I’m undercover as myself.” He took her arm again.
She released herself from her hug and stared at him as if he were crazy. And maybe he was. But it was the Agency’s plan, not his.
“Undercover as yourself—that’s … that’s insane.”
He sighed, inwardly agreeing with her. “I’m in my hometown, Stace. I grew up and went to high school here. My parents live here. Your parents live here. We lived here together. Trying to carry out a mission in the area while pretending to be someone else is just too damn risky. Someone’s bound to recognize me.
“I have to be me, Drew Fields—a salesman who’s spent too much time on the road and is losing his marriage because of it.” He laughed a little too bitterly. “A guy who’s finally found a job that allows him to stay home for more than a day or two at a time and is trying to pull his life back together.”
He swallowed hard and went for gold. “A man who’s trying to reconcile with his wife. Nothing more normal than that, is there?” He didn’t mean to sound so testy, but he hated explaining himself.
“Reconcile?” She sounded breathless with shock.
“A fake reconciliation, why not?” He gave her arm a reassuring squeeze. “It fits with the rest of my cover story.”
She shook her head. “Did you just think up this great reconciliation plan now, on the fly?”
“Of course I did.” What a liar he was.
She looked as if she was wavering. Now was the time to convince her.
“Look, Stace, I’ve done a lot of crappy things in my life. A lot of it to you.” He lowered his voice, trying to sound contrite. Which he was. He’d given her a shitty deal in life. He hadn’t been either the husband he should have been, or the one she expected. “But I am not leaving you alone and defenseless for someone, possibly a mad drug lord, to pick off. You can either come willingly or I’ll carry you out of here, kicking and screaming if you choose. But you’re coming with me.”
Her lips quivered. Her eyes sparkled, on the edge of tears.
“Hey,” he said more gently. “Cheer up. This isn’t a life sentence. It’s just for a few days, a few weeks at most, until we catch this bastard and my mission’s over.”
“Then we go back to the divorce as scheduled?”
Damn, she knew how to slice his heart in two. “Back to our regularly scheduled divorce, absolutely.”
She nodded. “Okay.”
“Come on,” he said. “I’m getting jumpy. Time to pack a bag and get out of here.”



 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
Drew pulled his car into his secure condo garage and turned off the engine. Staci sat in the seat next to him, a pale imitation of her usually animated self. The fact that someone wanted her dead, once again, must have finally sunk in. Two streaks of blush were the only sign of color in her body, let alone her face.
Drew could still not believe he’d lost the bastard. On the positive side, “getting back with Staci” had gone surprisingly well.
He unbuckled his seat belt and hit the controller to close the garage door.
Staci made no move to undo hers. “I could have driven myself, you know.”
She was still pouting because he hadn’t let her drive her car here. For good reason. One, he didn’t trust her to follow him and actually show up at the condo. He wasn’t chancing losing her. And two, the shooter could have been following them, and Staci would have been helpless on her own.
“I’m a better evasive driver than you are. I know how to lose a tail.”
She turned to him. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”
He resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Staying together was a terrible idea, and not his. But he was under orders and trying to protect her. As for Staci, she was always second-guessing herself and him. What was it with women?
“Yeah, I suggested you stay here because the idea stinks.”
She frowned at him.
“You want to go to your mom’s? Put her life in danger, too?” As if it wasn’t already. “I can take you there. I’m sure she could protect you.”
“Shut up!” She took a deep breath and looked instantly contrite. “Sorry. Stress.” She stared into her lap. “You could learn to sympathize.”
He blew out a breath, trying not to lose his cool or be affected by her vulnerability. “I’m not one of your girlfriends.”
She still didn’t budge. “Is it just me, or does this whole situation and you being undercover as yourself not make any sense?” She shook her head and gave him the flimsiest ghost of a smile.
“It has a certain nonsensical ring to it.”
She nodded and gave a single snort, possibly of laughter. He couldn’t be sure.
“So I get to be me?”
“Yep.”
“Who’s going to believe this ruse of us getting back together? Who reconciles on the eve of their divorce?” She turned to look at him, her brown eyes filled with fear. “Do we have to be reunited? Why can’t I just hide out at your place?”
He had to think fast. “From your mother and the world? Be a prisoner in the condo until this is over? Is that what you want?”
She shook her head slowly. “No, I guess not.”
“Then someone is bound to see us together. Besides, it’s better for my cover, Stace. People are less suspicious of married men.” He had no idea if that was true or not. He didn’t care. He made up statistics to suit his purpose all the time.
Staci seemed to accept his reasoning. “Can we really pull off a happy reunion?”
“I can.” He hoped.
Her eyes widened. She studied him. He got the feeling she was looking for loving feelings. He reminded himself this was a mission and kept his expression neutral and unreadable until she gave up and frowned at him.
“And we moved into your condo instead of our house because…”
“I don’t know. We’ll think of something. Maybe we’re remodeling the house.”
“A new pantry door and window constitutes remodeling now?” She smiled, and looked for a moment as if she might full-out laugh.
Even though he had the feeling her good humor had more to do with hysteria and shock than anything else, he surprised himself. He liked the sight of her smile. “Get out of the car. I’ll let you in and make sure the place is secure before I come back for your suitcase.”
*   *   *
 
Staci followed Drew into his condo where he disarmed the security system. The garage entry led into a laundry room and up a flight of stairs onto the main floor. She stepped from the stairs into a spacious combination living and dining area. The kitchen sat off to her right, along with a small bathroom.
In front of her lay utter mayhem—unpacked boxes lining the walls, TV and video remotes scattered far and wide, every closet door open.
She clamped her mouth shut, fighting to hold in the Oh, look, someone’s tossed your place comment that sprang naturally to mind.
But the mother of her dismay hung in front of her on the living room wall in all its sixty-five-inch LCD glory—the TV he’d been angling for before the divorce proceedings started, underscored by a Blu-ray player and at least four game consoles. The cost of the TV alone would have made her mortgage payments for several months. She was laid off and unemployed, carefully managing her resources, and he was buying electronics as if money were no problem.
Drew stood beside her, probably waiting for her to say something. She forced herself to speak. “So this is the Batcave?”
“Yeah.”
As she took a step forward, he blocked her with his arm.
Staci felt a headache coming on from trying not to frown. She wondered if an emergency shot of Botox would make the not-frowning any easier and if Drew’s insurance would cover it.
“What’s the matter? Haven’t deactivated the disintegrator stairs or the spear-throwing painting? Fireplace supervacuum controls a little touchy? Or maybe you forgot to lift the invisible wall?”
“Watch it or I’ll stuff you in the cube of safety and not let you out until I catch your assassin.”
“Attempted. Attempted assassin. He didn’t get me.”
“Yet.”
She shivered involuntarily and frowned at him. “Anyone ever tell you your sense of humor is too dry?”
“That’s a bad thing?” He did a visual of the room. “Your room’s this way. Up the stairs.” He motioned for her to follow him.
Her room? Although his apparent indifference toward her cut down on the need to fend off any awkward sexual advances or expectations, it piqued her all the same. He was supposed to desire her. They’d always had chemistry. Much as she hated to admit it, she still felt it, though it would take a truth serum to drag that bit of intel out of her.
He showed her up a second flight of stairs and walked past a spacious master suite, opening a door into a cramped second bedroom. “Make yourself at home.”
He’d obviously been intending to use the room as an office. A laptop sat on a desk cluttered with boxes.
He caught her staring at it. “I’ll just move that.”
He went to the desk and scooped the computer up before she got so much as a glimpse of anything interesting on it. Not that he wouldn’t have everything password-protected and secured, but a girl could dream.
She’d have to learn subtlety, quickly. She’d have loved a peek into his computer life.
Disappointed, she scanned the room. He’d furnished it with the desk and the ratty hide-a-bed he’d inherited from his parents. She shuddered at its dinginess, remembering what they’d done on those worn-out old cushions. She tried not to blush.
“I suppose you have sheets?”
He stared at her as if she were asking for platinum jewelry. “I might be able to scare up a sleeping bag.”
“You should have warned me. I would have grabbed some from the house.”
He shrugged. “Stay put. I’ll go get that movable storage unit you call a suitcase.”
She watched him leave before plunking down on the 1990s hide-a-bed, thinking a good night’s sleep would be impossible on that thing even if someone wasn’t trying to kill her.
She shuddered. She couldn’t honestly think of another person besides the Brazilian Bevil who hated her enough to take a potshot at her or who had anything to gain by her death. And Bevil was in a Paraguay jail.
This was either the Bevil’s handiwork or somehow connected with Drew’s job. It appeared the foreign espionage community may not have gotten the memo about their impending divorce. She sighed, silently cursing inept enemy spies.
Neither scenario was reassuring.
What was taking that man so long to bring her suitcase up?
Thoughts of him lying on the garage floor in a pool of blood gave her the courage to get up and look for him. She found Drew in the living room, her bag at his feet as he texted someone.
“Hey!” She tilted her head as she studied him. “I thought you were dead.”
He snapped his phone shut and stuck it in his pocket. “No such luck.”
“Don’t stop on my account.” She strolled over and pulled the handle out from her suitcase, ready to roll it to the stairs.
He removed her hand from the handle and rolled the suitcase aside. “You’ll never be able to lug that thirty-two-inch monster up the stairs. I’ll take it up later.” He went to the fridge. “What’ll you have?”
“I’m fine.”
He tossed her a diet cola. She caught it just before the can struck her in the chest. “Nice aim.”
“Good reflexes.” He grabbed a beer.
“We need to talk.” She sat in one of four cheap chairs surrounding an IKEA table in the kitchen. He’d spared all expense on furnishings.
He paused at a cupboard. “Glass?”
She tapped the top of her can, in no hurry to open it and be sprayed. “With ice.”
“No icemaker.”
“A glass is fine. A clean glass.” Oops, it just slipped out there.
“And she insults my housekeeping skills.” He smiled and her heart did a little flip. She knew that smile. It used to mean good things, like a trip to the bedroom.
She pretended to study the tabletop so he couldn’t read her thoughts. The man could give a mentalist a run for his money. “Not insults, critiques.”
“You haven’t even seen the glass yet.”
“I’ve seen the living room.”
He laughed. “The shock of being shot at must be wearing off. You’re getting your color and your sharp tongue back.”
“Sorry.”
He pulled up a chair and twisted off the top of his beer bottle.
She studied him. “So, who do you think’s responsible for this forced reunion of ours? One of your enemies or…”
Staci dropped her gaze, unable to look Drew in the eye. “Beto Bevilacqua threatened to kill me just before I blacked out in Ciudad.” She glanced up at her husband.
Drew’s expression became instantly stony and his jaw ticked.
Staci was almost sorry she’d brought Bevil up again. Drew didn’t talk about Paraguay and his horrific mission in Ciudad del Este where his friend and fellow agent, Jack Pierce, had been killed in an explosion.
“Bevil’s in a Paraguay jail,” he said, softly.
“Which wouldn’t stop a drug lord like him and you know it. Don’t spare me, Drew. Bevil has contacts on the outside, no doubt.” She studied the water beading on her soda-pop can.
Drew didn’t refute her.
“If Bevil’s not behind the attack, this has to be connected with your job somehow,” Staci said. “Who would you suspect?”
“Either way, I’m at fault.” He stared back at her, his eyes unreadable. “The list of my enemies is way too long and I couldn’t tell you if, or who, I suspected even if I wanted to. National security.”
She rolled her eyes, glad for the change of subject. “Like I haven’t heard that one before. Just once I’d like to hear a straight answer like a normal husband would give.”
“If a normal husband, as you put it, had an enemy, drug lord or not, who wanted you dead, believe me, you wouldn’t want the straight answer. A regular guy would lie to save himself and maybe to spare you. He just wouldn’t lie as convincingly as I do.” He lost his serious expression and grinned, looking confident he’d made a good point.
She crossed her arms. “How about a general description of the most likely candidates, then? I like to be prepared while I’m jumping at shadows.”
“Human. Probably.”
She gave him her serious Tell me the truth look. “Come on. How about a little more detail?”
He shrugged. “Could be a host of totally dissimilar-looking people. Male. Female. All masters of disguise. They could even hire hit men we don’t know about to do the deed. A physical description’s useless, seriously. Best advice—stay out of dark alleys and corners, and don’t trust anyone.”
“Anyone ever tell you you’re seriously horrible at calming nerves?” She shook her head. “I suppose you’ve already contacted Em? Is that who you were texting?”
“Emmett? Why would I contact him?” He had a teasing look in his eye.
Staci tried not to look as exasperated as she felt. “Because he’s your boss and he can help us. Put a hit out on whoever did this.”
“Wow! She’s vicious when someone’s after her.” Drew shook his head and laughed softly. “Emmett will only put a hit out if it suits his purpose. You know that.”
He cleared his throat. “Sorry about earlier, the danger I’ve apparently put you in, one way or another. Don’t worry, I’ll keep you safe.” He got that faraway look in his eyes that he had when he was thinking disturbing thoughts. She recognized this particular version of it from their marriage.
He was most likely thinking about Ciudad del Este again. She never should have gone with him on that mission. She’d nearly gotten them both killed. Yet somehow he blamed himself for the drug lords beating her senseless.
They sat in silence for a beat or two. Finally, she hazarded a stab at comforting him. “You’re good at your job, Drew. You couldn’t have stopped them.”
She meant in Ciudad del Este, and again now, but she didn’t elaborate.
“Sure.” He picked up his beer and took a swig, acting as if the conversation was over.
So typical of him. Men! She wasn’t going to let him clam up that easily this time.
“You still haven’t said why you’re undercover as yourself. What’s your mission? Why as yourself? And what in the world are you doing on a domestic mission again? I thought the official line is that spying on the citizens at home is forbidden.”
Which made her worry even more. A domestic mission was extremely delicate and dangerous.
“You know how the Agency feels about the official line. That stuff about not operating on US soil is urban legend.” He gave her a half grin. “I can’t tell you anything.”
She pursed her lips, wildly trying to think how to proceed. “Why didn’t you tell me you were ‘moving back’ and staying for a while when I called you to come get your stuff? I thought you were just in town for a few weeks until things were final.”
He stared at her with such intensity she felt she might crumble. “Would it have mattered?”



 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
Staci looked down at the table and traced a pattern in the condensation from the bottom of her can to avoid answering his question. Pretending she hadn’t heard it seemed the safest, most humane course of action. “What do we do now? About the sniper, I mean.” She peeked up at him from beneath her bangs. At her question, he visibly relaxed.
“I’ve put feelers out.”
She still couldn’t wrap her mind around the events of the day. Staci took a deep breath. “So what do we do now, really?”
“We act the part of the happily reunited couple until I’ve taken care of things. Now go call your mom and friends and get the ball rolling.”
She scowled at him. Only her friends Mandy and Willow, who’d also been married to spies, knew Drew worked for the spying arm of the CIA. Everyone else, including her mom and stepdad, and Drew’s parents, thought Drew was a sales executive who spent so much time on the road that their marriage had failed.
“I don’t like this, Drew. We’re going to end up hurting the people we care about most. They’ll be happy for us, or try to be. Imagine how they’ll feel a few days or weeks from now when you catch these creeps and we go our separate ways again.”
“Stace—”
She shook her head and waved his protests aside. “If I were a braver woman, I’d just walk away. Let this wacko kill me if he will.” She stared at the table again. “I’m just too much of a coward.”
“No!” Drew grabbed her hand.
His outburst startled her. Her heart pounded wildly, but she still couldn’t look at him.
“It’s not just about you.” He paused. “Think what that would do to me, Stace.”
The raw emotion in his voice made her ache for what used to be between them.
“Do you think I could live with myself, knowing I was responsible for your death?” He tipped her chin up, forcing her to look at him.
She sniffed, trying to hold back tears. Sometimes it was too easy to think of him as amoral, invincible, and without feelings. She hated times like these, when he seemed to be the caring man she’d married. Especially now, when she felt vulnerable and was trying to put him in the past, and he insisted on reminding her he was human.
“Believe me, there are bigger issues we’re involved in, too,” he said, still holding her gaze. “More lives are at stake than our own.”
She swallowed hard and pulled her hand out from his. She hated this chasm between rock and hard place. “So what do I tell people?”
“As little as possible,” he said without missing a beat. “That I’ve quit the job you hated so much. I’ve gotten a local marketing gig, hardly any travel, so you’ve come back to me.” He paused. “And Stace, try to sound loving and happy when you tell them the good news.”
Her heart leaped into her throat. Good news, right.
“What about Mandy? I can tell her the truth, can’t I? After all, she was married to one of your best friends from the Agency. We can trust her.”
“No, Stace. We don’t trust anyone, not even Mandy. Not Willow, either. The fewer people who know, the better, and the safer you’ll be.
“It’s only a half-truth. Even you should be able to carry that one off.” He got up and handed her the phone.
She thrust it back at him. “I’ll use my cell.”
He refused to take it. “Use the landline. It’s more secure.”
“You’re sure?”
“I check it for bugs regularly.” He scooped his keys up off the counter.
“Going someplace?” Of course he’s running off.
“Yeah, to get some groceries. All I have in the fridge is beer and leftovers. You’re drinking the last can of pop.”
“Nice to know you’re a considerate host. And?” She knew full well groceries weren’t at the top of his mind.
“To investigate before the scene goes totally cold and get that window fixed before you go broke paying for heat.”
“First forty-eight hours and drafts, those are your concerns?” Yeah, she knew, solve the crime in the first forty-eight or likely you’d never solve it. She started out of her chair.
He turned around and put a hand on her shoulder, pushing her back into it. The man had the reactions of a cat. “Sit.”
“I’m going with you.”
“You’re staying. You’ll be safer here.”
Sometimes Drew was serious and sometimes he was deadly serious. This was the second case. She knew enough to recognize his mood and not argue.
“I’m in solitary now?” She really didn’t feel like being alone so soon after nearly being shot.
“You’re never alone. I’m always watching.”
“Now, that makes me feel better.”
He grabbed his coat from where he’d tossed it on the sofa. “Don’t leave this house under any circumstance—”
“Not even fire.”
“Not if you value your life. Don’t let anyone in. No one. Don’t even open the door. Understand?”
“Yes, Mom.”
He stared directly into her eyes. “Promise me you won’t leave while I’m gone.”
She bit her lip, wishing she had another option. “Promise.”
“You’ll be here when I get back?”
She took a deep breath. “Yes.”
“Good.” He looked relieved. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
She sighed. “Drive safely.”
“Always.” He headed out.
“Bring some clean sheets back with you!” she called after him.
*   *   *
 
After Drew swept up the glass from the kitchen floor of his former home, he ran a laser beam through the holes in the door into the pantry, tracing the bullets’ trajectories. The bullets had to be lodged in there somewhere. Unfortunately, the beam landed on empty divots in the wall. Drew moved in for a closer look. Both bullets had originally lodged in a stud. He could see tiny scrapes as if from a pocketknife around the holes.
Damn! Someone beat me to it and has already dug the bullets out.
He surveyed the room, just as he had when he’d first come in. The cookies were still out en masse, undisturbed on cooling racks. The window glass appeared to have missed them. He grabbed one and munched on it. There was no trace of an intruder. Or glass in his cookie.
He finished his cookie and aimed the laser out the pantry toward the broken window, trying to trace its path back to its point of origin, memorizing the line of the beam.
He glanced at his watch. The window repair guy would arrive any minute. Nothing more he could find out here. He covered the holes in the pantry door with dabs of white filler putty he found in the junk drawer. He finished just as the window glass guy pulled up. He grabbed his full-size bird-and-bad-guy-watching binoculars and met the van in the driveway. The repair guy got out and took a look.
Drew remembered the sound of his neighbor mowing and had already thought up a cover story. “Neighbor’s lawn mower threw a rock.” Drew shook his head.
The repair guy laughed. “Tough luck for the neighbor. He’s paying?”
“Nah, neighbor’s a good guy. My insurance will cover it.” He winked.
Leaving the repair in the window guy’s competent hands, Drew followed the path of the trajectory and found the spot where the sniper had shot at Staci from.
It was an ideal location in the water retention pond area next to their neighbor’s house. Concealed, isolated, yet with a clear bead. Any noise the sniper made would have been concealed by the lawn mower.
Definitely the work of a pro.
Drew squatted, resting on the balls of his feet, and studied the area, looking for clues and forensic evidence. As he suspected, there were none. Finally, he stood and scanned the area with his binoculars, pretending to be interested in birds. Back at the house, the window guy looked busy.
Drew headed for the sidewalk.
He’d taken no more than half a dozen steps toward home when Emmett Nelson walked out of hiding and fell into stride next to him. “Bad luck with the window?”
“Bad luck? Is that what we’re calling failed sniper attacks these days? I’d say it was good luck neither of us was hurt.” Drew paused. “Thanks to my finely honed reflexes.”
He didn’t bother looking at Emmett. Drew knew better than to be surprised when the chief showed up out of nowhere. The guy was like poisonous gas, invisible until you felt the effects of his presence.
“Are you in town long?” Meaning, was Emmett going to be breathing down Drew’s neck this mission.
“No idea,” Emmett said. “I’ll be here as long as it takes. How’s Staci?”
“As well as can be expected. She’s shaken and locked up safely at my place.”
“Take good care of her. Staci’s one of my favorites. Always has been. Sweet girl.”
Drew was in no mood to listen to Emmett sing Staci’s praises. He was too damn worried. “Staci suspects Beto Bevilacqua is behind this.”
Emmett paused, looking as if he was considering the idea. “This isn’t his usual MO.”
Drew held Emmett’s piercing gaze. “Definitely RIOT, then?”
“That’s our best guess. We’re trying to track down the shooter.” Emmett paused. “Don’t let this take your head out of the game. Stick to your mission. It’s delicate enough as it is. Let us handle this attack on Staci.
“We need the Fisherman to lead us to the Gardener and get them both before either can pass the satellite secrets to RIOT. It’s time we brought down this whole Pacific Northwest RIOT operation before they cause worldwide chaos.”
Drew blew out a breath. “But why attack Staci? Has the Fisherman threatened to back out or gone off plan?”
“Not that we know of.”
Drew frowned. “Could Staci know something? Something she doesn’t even know she knows? Since we separated, she’s been spending more time with her mom and Sam.”
“Find out,” Emmett said.
“I need to be able to let her out of the house without worrying she’ll end up dead.”
“Then make sure she’s safe. I’ll do what I can on my end.” Emmett paused. “Be kind to Staci. Make her happy. She went through hell for you in Ciudad.”
As if Drew didn’t know that.
Emmett looked up at the sky and watched a western tanager fly by. “You didn’t see what she looked like when we found her.”
Drew balled his fists and took a deep breath. No, he hadn’t seen her. Thank God. He’d have killed Bevilacqua on the spot. Fortunately for the Brazilian Bevil, Drew had been miles away in surgery, fighting for his life. It had been days before he’d been well enough to go to Staci’s hospital room and see her. Even prettied up, she’d looked fragile, bruised, and broken. Drew’d had the same urge to kill Beto then.
Emmett was still watching the slow-moving red, yellow, and black bird as it landed in a tree. “They tortured her with spiders, you know.”
No, he didn’t know for sure, only suspected. It was just like Emmett to drop that bomb on him now. Staci had always been afraid of spiders.
“Brazilian wandering spiders. Most lethal in the world. Ugly bastards, too.
“After all the beating and threats, that’s when she cracked and told them you mentioned you’d be in Minga Guazú that night. Remember, she never did reveal that you and Jack worked for us.”
Yeah, he remembered and was proud of her. She’d nearly lost her life protecting him.
But damn that bastard, Bevilacqua! Drew felt like punching something. Instead he hung on to his self-control, barely. He never should have mentioned, even in passing, that he and Jack were going to Minga Guazú that night. It didn’t mean anything to Staci so he thought it wouldn’t matter. He had no idea Bevilacqua even knew she existed, let alone would come after her. He still didn’t know how Bevilacqua had found her or discovered she was his wife.
“A woman like that’s worth hanging on to,” Emmett said.
“She doesn’t want me to hang on to her, as you say. She’s made that pretty clear.”
“Have you tried to convince her you want her back?”
Drew raised a brow. “I don’t see the point. She’s agreed to pretend we’re back together until the danger’s passed. Once Staci’s safe and we have the Fisherman, I am going to finalize this divorce.”
Drew was in direct defiance of Emmett’s wishes, but he didn’t give a damn. Emmett believed ex-spouses were a liability, a security leak waiting to happen. He could just go to hell. Once this was over, Drew wasn’t putting Staci in danger again.
*   *   *
 
Staci stared at the phone on the table before her, peeved as well as scared. No way could Drew order her around, fake happily reunited husband or not. The word obey hadn’t been in their wedding vows. She’d call when she felt like it. Right now she didn’t feel up to either talking or the lying it required.
Lying. She shuddered. All she wanted was an honest life. One where no one killed for the truth and the truth didn’t kill anyone.
She sat in her chair, deflated, contemplative. She was right back where she’d been these past years—living the life of lying that Drew had tricked her into.
She’d been a naive fool, falling hard for him from the minute they met. He was so genuine and true. Just the type of man she’d always dreamed of—smart, handsome, funny, adventurous, honest. By the time they married, he was everything to her. She couldn’t imagine not loving him passionately and sharing her innermost thoughts with him for the rest of her life.
Then came the day about a year into their marriage when her rose-colored glasses shattered and she discovered what Drew really was—a spy and a professional liar. Watching the man you love fall from the pedestal you’ve put him on was a horror she wouldn’t wish on anyone. She didn’t know him and couldn’t believe him. Who was he really? What part of himself did he keep from her? Why hadn’t she left him then, before he dragged her into his world of intrigue?
It was her own fault. She never should have begged him to take her with him on a mission. Never should have pleaded to go with him to the notorious city of smugglers and drug lords, Ciudad del Este, Paraguay.
But it had all sounded so romantic and adventurous. Drew had tucked her away in a sweet little apartment of her own, keeping her secret and safe from the world. Hiding her someplace where her inability to lie didn’t matter. He had his own apartment and kept up a cover identity separate from her. She never knew any of the details of it, not even where his apartment was.
It was safer for Staci not to know anything. Drew told her that if anyone ever found them out, she should claim to be his American mistress. No one of importance.
She sighed, remembering beautiful, hot spring nights in Paraguay with Drew. And the intoxication of having a clandestine affair with her husband.
Handsome, dark, cocky Jack Pierce with his slightly crooked nose, their friend from Seattle, accompanied Drew on the mission. He was the only other person in Paraguay who knew she was really Drew’s wife, and where she lived.
He stopped by, hung out, drank, complained about the chaotic traffic through town, and shot the breeze with Drew several evenings a week at her flat during the month she was there. The consummate considerate guest, Jack often came bearing a hostess gift, something he’d gotten from the smugglers’ markets—knockoff designer perfumes and sunglasses, pirated DVDs, a new memory card for her camera, all trinkets sold on the streets.
“You treat me better than Drew does,” Staci teased him, shooting a sidelong glance at her husband.
“I know better than to waste good money on that cheap crap,” Drew said.
Jack shrugged, a twinkle in his eye. “I have to buy something. It’s the price of admission to get through the streets.
“It’s just a shame you don’t smoke or snort coke, Staci,” Jack said. “Everyone’s pushing contraband cigarettes and drugs out there. It’s a pain fighting them all off.”
“Yeah, what a shame.” She shook her head.
“You know, you really should let me get you a nice AK-47. For when that one’s not around.” He nodded toward Drew. “In case trouble comes calling. I’d get you a good price.”
Staci shook her head again. “I bet you would. But I think it’s overkill. I have no idea how to use one.”
“Oh, they’re just point and shoot, really. Why do you think all the terrorists love them?”
Jack liked weapons. Actually, Jack loved weapons. Staci had a feeling, though she didn’t know for sure, that Jack was trained as a sniper.
Another time, Jack tossed her a plain brown bag he’d brought with him. “A little something for the man of the house, though I think you’ll enjoy it, too.” He winked at her.
Staci looked in the bag and pulled out a pack of pills with Viagra spelled wrong on the box. She sputtered and started to laugh.
Drew’s expression remained neutral. Staci could see him plotting a revenge prank.
Jack grinned. “It was only a matter of time before I had to break down and buy something pharmaceutical off the street.”
Drew ripped the pills out of her hand. “Counterfeit Viagra? This stuff is probably ninety percent coke. Are you trying to kill me?”
“I’m always looking for innovative ways to kill. But I don’t practice on friends.” He clapped Drew on the back. “Still, if I did, at least you’d go with a smile on your face.”
Jack was joking about killing people, of course he was. He was always joking.
Staci sighed. Jack. It’s so hard to believe you’re gone.
After Jack’s death, his widow, Willow, moved from Seattle, across Washington State, to a small town. Willow said she wanted to go somewhere safe, somewhere that nothing sinister or adventurous ever happened.
Staci swallowed a lump. She and Willow weren’t as close as they used to be. Staci felt too guilty about what had happened to Jack.
Whether it was tortured out of her or not, she’d told Beto the area where Jack and Drew were headed that fateful night. Why hadn’t she lied? Made something up?
Beto had called head drug lord Jose Carlos Meano and told him where to find them. One of Meano’s men tossed a bomb into the room. Drew escaped and was hospitalized. Jack was blown up.
Staci’s hands trembled. She put her head in her hand, forcing her thoughts back to mundane matters at hand. Anything to forget.
She wondered whether Drew expected her to call her lawyer and temporarily put a stop to the divorce proceedings. She glanced at a James Bond calendar on the wall and checked the date.
James Bond calendar. Nice, Drew. Very tongue-in-cheek.
Less than two weeks until the court appointment when they were supposed to finalize things.
She drummed her fingers on the table. What were the odds this would all be wrapped up by then so they could still get their divorce as scheduled? The thought of more legal fees made her cringe. Emmett and the US government better be ready to pony them up.
In the meantime, she was stuck in this dump. She looked around the room. She wasn’t his maid, but she couldn’t live in this disaster zone. Drew wasn’t usually this messy. Messy, yes. This messy, no. What had gotten into him? She hardly dared to think he was distraught over her. Then again, he had shown up wearing her favorite shirt.
She frowned and shook her head. No way.
She stood, ready to go upstairs and change into something more comfortable before tackling the heavy picking up and cleaning. Her feet were killing her and her belt was beginning to constrict like a corset. She pulled the belt off and slung it over her shoulder. She’d just slipped her shoes off and bent to pick them up when a knock on the door nearly gave her a heart attack.
Bevilacqua!
She froze and looked around for a weapon.
Oh, fine, Drew hasn’t shown me where any of his real spy gizmos are. It’s probably too much to hope he really does have a bulletproof invisible wall.
The belt in her hand was high quality and had a nice buckle. Not quite heavy enough to do much damage. Someone with more muscles than she had could probably use it to strangle another person with. She didn’t plan on getting that close to one of the Bevil’s henchmen. Not ever again. She’d defy Drew and jump out a window rather than let that happen.
Before she could develop a fully formed self-defense-and-escape plan, the doorbell chimed. And chimed. And chimed.
Wait a minute—Bevilacqua wouldn’t ring the doorbell. Come to think of it, he wouldn’t knock, either. He’d just shoot his way in.
Relieved, Staci inhaled deeply. New plan—ignore whoever it was and they’d go away. Staci started toward the stairs just as her uninvited doorbell ringer began an all-out assault, adding a series of door-shaking knocks to his unmusical repertoire. She froze.
Burglars!
What a crappy day. First being shot at and now this. Daytime burglars used this tactic to make sure no one was home before they broke in. She had to defend her territory and herself. Besides, she wanted her half of that monster TV in the living room. Between the pounding and her panic, she couldn’t think straight. How to stop them?
Yell at them to go away? Throw her sharp, heeled shoes at the door? Bash them with her belt buckle if they broke through? How many was she up against?
Drew would know what to do. Why wasn’t he here!
She tiptoed to the door, and peeked out the peephole while deciding her next course of action just as the urban assault on her door stopped.
Her stepdad stood on the stoop, holding a box of some kind. He was just turning to leave.
Staci let out a heavy breath and frowned, trying to calm her nerves. It was only Sam. Without thinking, she threw open the door to stop him. “Sam?”
He froze, looking confused, going pale as recognition crossed his face. “Staci? What are you doing here?”
“I could ask the same of you!” She was stunned to see him. He’d never just dropped by before. “What are you doing here, hammering our doorbell like a madman?” She studied him. “I must’ve really startled you. You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.”
“Just embarrassed by my bad behavior.” Sam grinned sheepishly. “Your doorbell? I thought this was Drew’s place and you were at the house?”
She didn’t reply.
He held the box out toward her. “Sorry to scare you. I thought Drew was ignoring me on purpose to get me to go away.”
He cleared his throat and looked apologetic. “Your mom’s been at me to return this stuff to him. Says I’ve had it way too long. Now that Drew’s no longer going to be part of the family…”
Staci stared at the box. She recognized some of Drew’s tools and a couple of movies and video games.
Sam was a notorious borrower. And totally irresponsible about returning things.
Her next awful thought stopped her cold. Was she the last to know about Drew’s condo? She frowned. “How did you know he’s moved back and lives here?”
“I just found out.” Sam looked sheepish. “Mind if I come in and set this down?”
She moved out of the way to let him in and pointed to the kitchen table. “Go ahead and set it there.”
He nodded. “I stopped by Drew’s parents’ house first. I thought that’s where you said he was staying. His mom pointed me this way.
“She barely had time to talk to me, too busy packing. His folks are heading out on a Caribbean cruise tomorrow. Nothing stops those two from their vacations. They’ll be gone several weeks.”
That sounded exactly like Drew’s parents. Staci nodded, looking at her silver-haired stepfather. She guessed you could call Sam good looking for an older man, or maybe distinguished. Tall, slender, and well groomed, he’d stayed in decent shape. But Staci always found him a bit too slick for her tastes, and way too much of an engineer. He was dressed casually in dark jeans, a polo shirt, and black tennis shoes.
“Shouldn’t you be at work?” she asked.
“Taking a long, late lunch today to run some errands. Been putting in a lot of extra hours lately.” Sam set the box down and surveyed the surroundings.
She felt her face go warm. “Excuse the mess! I just got here and was about to change and start cleaning up. Drew isn’t much of a bachelor.”
Sam cocked his head and studied her. “Just got here? Cleaning up after him? What’s this all about? Do you mean to say you’re back with him?”
She froze. “Yes. Just.”
Her face became so warm she was sure she was blushing for real now. Lying always did that to her.
“But why aren’t you at the house?” He looked rightfully confused.
She gulped. “We … we…” She bit her lip. Her mind went blank. Why hadn’t Drew told her what to say rather than joking around?
“We thought we’d stay here for a while before we move Drew back. A change of scenery. Neutral territory. No bad memories. That sort of thing.” She nodded, feeling her face grow warmer.
“Drew’s already paid the rent this month. We may as well get some use out of the place.” She forced a smile. The lie hadn’t exactly rolled off her tongue. Nor did the condo look like the ideal spot for a romantic reunion.
Sam gave her a pitying look and came over and gave her a hug. She accepted it stiffly. Sam’s hugs always felt a bit more like a feeling-up than strictly platonic comfort. What did her mother see in the man? Staci pulled away.
Sam frowned down at her. “Don’t take this wrong.” He looked as if he was measuring his words for a fatherly lecture.
Staci hated it when he tried to go parental on her. Sam was not her father. Never would be, never mind how he’d swooped in and assumed her late father’s wife and life.
Sam had been her father’s best friend, his confirmed-bachelor buddy who often went on family camping and fishing trips with them when Staci was young. After her father died, he married her mother, which gave Staci the creeps. Had Sam been waiting for his opportunity all that time? Had something more been going on between those two behind her father’s back all those years?
Her mother claimed it was their mutual love of her father and sense of loss that brought her and Sam together. Staci wasn’t so sure she believed her.
She clenched her teeth to keep from saying something she shouldn’t.
“You know your mom and I want you to be happy,” Sam continued. “But leopards don’t change their spots, honey.”
Now he has to go patronizing on me, too? She worked at not frowning.
“Whatever Drew’s promised you about changing may sound sincere now, but—”
“He is sincere!” About reconciling until he catches the sniper. But at this point Staci would have contradicted anything Sam said. She lifted her chin. “He quit the job he loved just to prove it to me. He’s promised to be home more so we can work out our issues.”
There! She sounded darn convincing and defensive on Drew’s behalf. It wasn’t hard to get her hackles up around Sam. “How could I not give him another chance?”
As if Drew would ever really quit the Agency. Still, even playacting as if he had, her voice went involuntarily soft and her eyes got misty.
Sam raised a brow. “So he’s unemployed now?”
Sam would think the worst. Everything was money with him.
Staci stood up straighter. “Of course not! He has a new job.”
“Really?” Sam still sounded as if he was trying to play concerned father looking out for her welfare. “Where? Doing what?”
Staci tried hard not to look wild-eyed and as panicked as she felt. What was up with Sam’s sudden inquisitive nature? Sir Walter Scott had it right about tangled webs and deception. No wonder she hated the spying life. She had absolutely no idea what Drew’s cover job was. She punted. “I’ll let him tell you all about it himself later.”
Sam’s eyes narrowed as if he was suspicious of something. “Does your mother know about this sudden reconciliation of yours?”
“No!” Staci said a little too loudly. Her heart pounded. “No,” she said more quietly. “I haven’t had a chance to tell her yet. As I said, it only just happened. You have to promise me you won’t tell her first. She’ll never forgive me if she isn’t the first to know.”
Sam sighed. “I’m with you there. We don’t want Linda going postal.”
“So you promise?”
“It won’t be easy—”
“Sam!”
He laughed and nodded. “Okay, you have my word.” He looked around again. “Where is Drew? Already working this mystery job?”
“Getting our kitchen window at the house fixed.” The words just slipped out. She could have kicked herself.
“Broken window?” Sam frowned. “What happened?”
Darn, now she was going to have to make something up. She shrugged, noncommittally, thinking frantically. She remembered the bullet buzzing by her head and the sound of the lawn mower next door.
“We’re not sure. The neighbor was mowing.” She hesitated. “We think he threw a rock. I was standing by the pantry when the window shattered. I heard a buzz as something whizzed past me. It hit the pantry door so hard it put a bullet-size hole in it.” She shuddered.
Just then her cell phone rang. Saved by the bell, or in this case, the theme from Get Smart. Her phone was in her purse on the counter. She cut Sam off before he could ask another question. “That’s probably him now.”
She raced to her purse to get it. When she pulled it out and looked, the caller ID registered it was from a restricted number, which might very well be Drew. “Excuse me,” she said to Sam as she answered the call.
“Hey, stranger! You’re a tough one to track down.”
“Mandy?” Staci held up a finger to Sam and pointed toward the stairs, mouthing she’d be right back. “What are you doing calling from a blocked number?”
“I’m at Kelly’s. My cell died. I had to use her landline. She has a blocked number. Some phobia about calling stores and people knowing who she is.”
Staci crossed the room and went to the top of the stairs where she could speak in private.
“I wondered if you want to do dinner and a movie tonight?”
“I’d love to, believe me. But my life got suddenly complicated.” And she was under temporary house arrest. Staci paused. “I have too much going on.” Which was the absolute truth.
“Like what?”
“Like way too much to explain right now. Can we catch up later? My stepdad just stopped by—”
“I’m sure his visit makes your day. What does Sam want?”
Sometimes it was downright impossible to get Mandy off the phone. It took Staci nearly five long, wrenching, uncomfortable minutes of trying to tell as few lies as possible before she managed to extricate herself.
She came back downstairs to find Sam in the kitchen, getting a glass of water.
“Oh, sorry! I should have offered you something.” She frowned. “We’re a little low on supplies.”
“No problem.” Sam smiled. “You want to tell me more about this sudden reconciliation? Are you getting some marriage counseling?” He still looked confused and curious.
“I’d rather give Mom the full scoop first, if you don’t mind.”
Sam took a drink and nodded. “Mothers and daughters.”
Staci smiled back at him. “The less I say, the less you have to keep from her.”
“True, true.” Sam set his glass down on the counter. “Well, I’d better be going then.” He started for the door.
He was halfway there before Staci noticed the box on the table. She gasped. “You can’t leave this!”
If Drew saw the box of his junk and realized she’d disobeyed his orders, he’d be furious, even if it was only Sam she’d let in. She had to live with Drew. There was no use upsetting him any more than necessary.
Sam frowned.
“If you don’t come back with Drew’s stuff, Mom will pepper you with questions about him and us.” She picked up the box and walked toward Sam. “Better you just take this back with you and make some excuse about him being out or something.”
Sam nodded and smiled. “Smart girl. Good thinking. With her interrogation skills, that mother of yours could work for the CIA.” He took the box from her and winked. “Better not to arouse any suspicions. In fact, easiest to just pretend I didn’t have the time to even try to drop by and give this back to Drew today.”
Staci smiled, relieved. “Not a word, remember!”
“Cross my heart.”
She showed him out and closed the door behind him. She leaned her head back against the closed door once he was safely out and on his way. She let out a huge sigh. That was close!



 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
Drew noticed the difference the minute he stepped in the condo door, carrying a piping-hot pizza, a cardboard twelve-pack of diet cola, and two reusable shopping bags full of groceries. Ah yes, the musky smell of a recently vacuumed carpet. The clean lines of a clutter-free room. The white-tornado effects of a woman’s touch around the place.
“Looks like the good fairy paid us a visit,” he said.
Staci sat in his recliner with her feet up. She rolled her eyes and snorted. “Good fairy! Yeah, she stopped by, but I had to tell her to beat it. You told me not to let anyone in, remember? This is the result of the sweat of my brow, buddy.” She pushed the footrest down and stood up, coming to the door to take the pizza from him.
“Next time you talk to Em tell him it’s high time his guys at Langley invented a robot to clean up after you guys, and stopped relying on your wives, ex-wives, mistresses, and moms for slave labor.” She inhaled deeply. “Canadian bacon and pineapple?”
He nodded.
She frowned slightly, looking touched and confused for just a second before trying gamely to mask her expression. Yeah, he’d gotten her favorite on purpose. It never hurt to play up to your enemy. Better to have them licking your palm than nipping at your ankles.
She’d changed into a T-shirt with enough spandex to make it formfitting and jeans that showed off her round, pert butt. In the old days, he would have slipped his hands into her back pockets and copped a good feel of that nice little ass of hers as he drew her close. He clenched his fist, trying not to think about curvaceous asses.
Standing in front of him, Staci seemed shorter than usual. Her shoes were off. He’d always marveled at how petite and cute her feet were, even clad in light green socks covered with four-leaf clovers.
He arched a brow and flicked his gaze from her feet to her eyes. “Hoping to get lucky?”
She looked around the room as if weighing her options. “Oh, you mean with you?”
He raised both eyebrows, indicating yes.
She looked up at him from beneath her lashes, playing the flirt. “Would sleeping with you buy me a ticket out of here?”
“No, but it would be fun.” He couldn’t believe he’d just said that. And halfway meant it. They’d always been phenomenal together in bed.
She made thin eyes at him. “Then, no. I’m merely hoping for enough luck to blow this joint sometime soon.”
“Another hope dashed,” he said and grinned at her.
She turned, walked into the kitchen, and set the pizza on the table as he put the groceries on the counter. She began rummaging through cupboards.
“Plates are in the cabinet on the left,” he told her, chuckling as he pulled a six-pack of beer from one of the bags.
She turned and put the plates on the table, eyeing the groceries. “Are those my reusable bags?”
“Damn! The cherry motif gave me away. I have to learn to be stealthier.” He winked at her. He’d meant to please her.
Instead, she scowled at him. “Just remember to return them. I get them as part of the divorce settlement.”
“Don’t I get half? Isn’t one of them mine?”
“No way. They’re mine, mine, all mine. That cherry pattern’s a classic. You get the plain ones with the grocery store logos on them.”
“And if I protest?”
“Like you want my cherries.”
He arched a brow and shot her a suggestive look. Her fault, she’d stepped into it again. He couldn’t help himself.
“Shut up,” she said. “I’ll argue the plain bags are better for spies like you—less distinctive, call less attention to themselves. Engage me in court in a fight over reusable bags, and your cover’s toast and your secret out.”
“You’re a hard woman.”
She shrugged and opened the pizza box, taking a slice. “How are things at the house?”
“No lurking snipers.”
She sighed. “Pity. The window?”
“Replaced. The house is once again secure for my little wifey.”
She looked ready to throw a can of soda pop at him. “Call me ‘little wifey’ once more and you’re going to need to repair this kitchen window after I throw you through it.”
“Empty promises,” he said.
She ignored him. “The pantry?”
“Door puttied. The glass swept up, and the cookies delivered to Jessica.”
“You gave the cookies to Jessica?”
Her shrill tone startled him. “What? I thought that’s what you’d want. You didn’t want to disappoint her, did you?”
“But what if they have glass in them?” She shuddered, evidently imagining all kinds of glass-swallowing horrors as only she was capable of.
“From what?” he said.
She looked clearly frustrated. “The window! You know—bullet, explosion, flying glass shards?”
“They don’t have glass shards in them or on them.”
“How do you know?” She set her half-eaten slice of pizza down and gave him the you’re such an idiot stare he hated.
“I checked. I ate one and I’m still here,” he said.
She shook her head. “You have a cast-iron stomach. If some kid swallows glass and the police come after us, you’re taking the fall.”
He shrugged. She was such a worrywart. “Emmett will take care of it.” He winked at her and changed the subject as he poured himself a beer and reached for a slice of pizza heavy on the Canadian bacon. “How did your calls go?”
She picked up her pizza. “I didn’t make any calls.”
He’d given her one simple task. One simple task and she didn’t do it. He should have known she’d defy him. He frowned at her, hoping to unnerve her.
She made a sweeping gesture of the room. “Do I look like I had time to make calls?”
“The cleaning could wait.” He paused. Something was bothering her. She looked guilty. If she didn’t always rile him up, he would have picked up on it earlier. “Why didn’t you call anyone?”
She sighed and looked down at the pizza crust in her hand. “I don’t know where you work.”
“What?”
She shrugged. “I had the phone in my hand when I realized I don’t know the cover story. Where do you work? What do you do? How long have you been there?” She sighed. “It seemed safer not to spin lies I might regret.” She paused. “So?”
She made a good point. He should have filled her in before rushing off. She was no good at subterfuge and double talk. He’d been too eager to take off and take out whoever had threatened her. He hadn’t been thinking clearly. That was the problem with being around Staci. He lost his edge. His buddy and fellow spy Ty had the same problem with his wife during their mission in Hawaii.
“I’m the new marketing guru for Hook House Ale. I start tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow? On a Friday?” She stared at him.
“What can I say? Their pay week starts on Friday.”
“Hook House,” she said, as if trying to place it. “That’s one of the small breweries near Attitude, isn’t it? If I’m thinking of the right brewery, it’s one of Sam’s favorite lunch places.”
Drew’s heart stopped. Staci was getting a little too close to the reason for his employment there. But he didn’t let anything show on his face.
“And you got the job how?” she said.
“Emmett. He rigged it so I was the most desirable candidate.” He liked teasing her. She was so easy to rile. “The Hook House people think they hired me because of my excellent credentials and glowing references.”
She frowned at him. “But we can’t tell people that, can we? So?”
“Through a connection of mine. Someone you don’t know. No need to say who.”
He watched the wheels of her mind turning. She was wondering how Hook House Ale figured into his mission. She could go on guessing. A little intrigue was good for a relationship. Especially a nearly defunct one.
“So you’ll be traveling when necessary?” she asked.
She caught on quick.
“Yep,” he said.
“Does this new cover job come with a raise or are we still wallowing in poverty?”
He ignored the jibe in her tone. “We have a few extra bucks.”
“Good,” she said. “Until I get a new job, I’m low on funds. I need to take Mom out to lunch and tell her the good news about our reunion. The least you can do is pay.” She paused. “I’ll have to leave the condo.”
He nodded. He couldn’t keep her penned up here forever. If RIOT really wanted her dead, they’d find her. He doubted they’d make an attempt on her in public. “As long as you take precautions and follow orders.”
“Do you know who the shooter is?”
He shook his head. “Not yet.”
Seeing her pale and frightened, he remembered his reason for agreeing to the divorce when she asked for it. It was the only way to keep her safe from the danger he faced daily. And if she didn’t want him, he wasn’t going to force her to stay with him. He wanted his wife to want him.
“I’ll need my car,” Staci said, changing the direction of their conversation. “We should run by the house tonight and get it.”
“I’m on it already. NCS will deliver it here first thing tomorrow morning once the boys finish sweeping it.”
You could never be too careful when someone was trying to kill someone close to you. For all Staci was nearly his ex, the thought of someone trying to take her life made him angry. Another reason he had to get this mission over with. His carefully suppressed feelings threatened to resurface.
“And once it’s safe, what will the boys be installing in my car? Will I have any cool devices like flamethrowers, machine-gun headlights, or an automatic tack dispenser? Or will I pretty much just have a tracking device so you can keep tabs on me?” She looked resigned.
“Pretty much just tracking.”
“At least you’re honest about that.”
Touché!
“I guess I’m stuck bringing my own box of tacks to slow the bad guys down.” She paused. “Do I get my gun? I left it at the house.”
Right, as shaken as she was, he didn’t see Staci handling her gun with the respect and restraint required. “I’ll see about it. For now, you get our protection.”
“Great. At least this isn’t a low-budget operation.” She stared at him, looking vulnerable and scared again. “Is it?”
He shrugged.
“Seriously, you’re suddenly okay with me leaving the house?”
“As long as I know your itinerary and you stick to it. No veering off plan. No going to isolated locations.” He grinned at her, trying to reassure her. “No accepting candy from strangers.”
She didn’t laugh. Instead, she tilted her head and studied him. “What do you know about what’s going on?”
Not enough, he thought. And too much.
He had his theories about the shooting, none of them pleasant. But he was convinced she was safe for the moment.
“Look, don’t worry. We’re taking care of things. Now go call Mom and set up lunch. Bring her by the Hook House Ale Café. I’ll give you my employee discount.” He winked at her.
Staci shook her head. “Cheapskate. You just want to keep an eye on me.”
“You always expect the worst of me,” he said, only half feigning disappointment.
Staci stared at him in that unnerving, unblinking way she had. “I always expect you to be working and putting the job first. That’s what this is all about, isn’t it? Securing your cover? Introduce the wife around to show you’re just an average, happily married guy. And make sure I don’t screw up at the same time.”
Drew took a deep breath. He clearly had his work cut out for him melding Staci to do his bidding unaware. Good thing he no longer had to pretend to win her back, too. He simply had to resist the urge to strangle her. Or make love to her.
“Hook House makes a mean pale ale ice cream and some very pretty Imperial Stout cupcakes. Your mom loves cake and ice cream. It’s a win–win.” He stood, grabbed the phone from the counter, and held it out to her. “No time like the present.”
*   *   *
 
Staci hesitated as she reached for the phone, overwhelmed by a sudden storm of panic over the thought of lying. Successfully. To her mother, of all people.
Since finding out what Drew really did for a living years ago, Staci had left the lying to her mother to him. Drew made up the stories. Staci nodded along and gave vague answers when her mother pressed her. “Drew’s out of town on business. No idea what he’s up to. He never talks much about what he does,” was her standard answer. All too true.
After Ciudad, she’d simply clammed up, claiming shock and saying she couldn’t face the memories. Her mother and Sam believed she’d been accompanying Drew on a business trip when, as an innocent tourist, she got caught crosswise in a drug-war battle in a crowded tourist area.
Ever since her screwup and the torture in Ciudad del Este, the thought of lying sent Staci into a state of panic. She paused midreach and wiped her hand on her paper napkin. The pizza was greasy, but her palms had gone clammy on her, too.
Drew shook the phone at her with the impatience of kindergartner ready for recess.
She grabbed it away from him and tried to cover her fear with defiance. “Mom’s more of a wine-bar girl. I’ll take her to Red.”
Drew shrugged again, acting too nonchalant. What was he up to?
She took the phone from him and stared at it for a second before looking back to him for help. “I’ll never pull this off. You know I can’t lie to my mother.” She took a deep breath and sighed, resigned. “I never could.”
Drew pulled his chair around next to her and plunked into it. He put a hand on her shoulder. A hand that was warm and sturdy, and squeezed with strength and confidence. A touch that ignited a longing in her for what used to be. And damn him, a longing for him.
She would have shaken his hand off, but his touch felt surprisingly reassuring. Under the assault of panic, she couldn’t afford to turn away his help or comfort in any form, no matter how casual and self-serving.
“On the phone should be easy,” he said.
For you, maybe.
“I’ll give you some pointers. What do you say to some role-playing? I’ll be you and you be your mom. Sound good?”
She looked down at the table and shook her head. It sounded hideous and made her pulse shoot up by about a hundred beats a minute, not to mention made her blood pressure rise.
Be my mom! Right. If she had any inkling what her mom would say to her, the kind of grueling, grilling questions her mom would ask, she wouldn’t be this nervous. Mom had a way of throwing curve questions at her without warning, all with a deceptively calm smile on her face.
Breathe easy, Staci told herself. Stay calm. Don’t throttle Drew.
They’d been over this territory before. Again and again. Drew had been trying to teach her how to lie convincingly since she’d found out he was a spy. Without any measurable success.
Her lack of skill at lying gave fodder to speculative gossip among her friends and family. It was why so many of them seemed suspicious about her relationship with Drew and about what Drew did for a living. And about the real reason he traveled so much. Think conspiracy theories gone wild.
Staci had relatives who were convinced he was a bigamist with another family squirreled away somewhere. A real family, implying children were part of the equation. If they only knew Drew’s opinion on children. The man wasn’t ready for them. But her family not-so-secretly wondered how she could compete with babies. Others of her blood-is-thicker-than-water family thought he was running drugs or involved in some kind of complicated Ponzi scheme.
Fortunately, none of them had ever placed a wager on whether he was a secret agent. One of her cousins had, however, given her a book on how to tell if your husband was having an affair. And her aunt professed to be an expert on spotting lipstick, and other things, that shouldn’t be on your husband’s collar.
Every day Staci stayed with Drew she put him in more danger. A quick memory flashed through her mind.
Beto Bevilacqua standing in front of her. “Where is your husband?”
“I don’t have a husband!”
At the time, she had no idea how Beto had tracked her down, or knew she was married to Drew. Drew had kept her well hidden, and she’d been so careful about making sure she wasn’t followed.
“You do. Tell me!” A memory of Beto’s hand flashed through her mind, his fingers covered with heavy metal rings as he made a fist. The veins on his arms bulging. Beto’s eyes glittering with a kind of evil she’d never seen before.
The swiftness with which his fist smacked into her jaw when she hesitated, trying to think up a lie. The searing pain that shot up her face and the ringing in her ears.
She forced the memory away, and, without thinking, rubbed the tiny scar on her chin, the one Beto’s skull ring had left.
Drew shook his head, gently removed her hand from her chin, and tucked it in her lap, clasping her hand and bringing her focus back to the present. “No face touching. It’s a dead giveaway that you’re lying.”
“I can’t do this.”
“Sure you can.”
She shook his hand off hers and looked him in the eye. “How am I supposed to lie to her about something like this, Drew? She’ll be crushed when we separate again and divorce.”
He turned her chair to face his. “I’m sorry, Stace. This is just part of the game, something we have to live with. Collateral damage is inevitable.” He sounded sincere and surprisingly patient.
“Collateral damage. Geez, Drew.” She shook her head. “Haven’t we told enough lies?”
He didn’t answer.
She sighed. “Lying to Mom now makes me as big a hypocrite as she was when cancer was killing Dad. I’ve told you this before. They lied to me. Pretended his illness was no big deal, that everything would be okay. Until the day he died, they acted as if he’d live to be a hundred.
“Mom deprived me of the memories I would have made with him if I’d known from the beginning how little time he had left.
“Lying hurts people, Drew.”
“And saves others.” Drew’s tone was gentle. “Your mother’s not a child. And we’re not lying out of some misguided notion of sparing someone’s feelings. Your life is at stake here.”
He was right. But she still didn’t like it. She blew out an exasperated breath. “I don’t know how you do it. When I try to lie, it’s like I’m perpetually five and stuck in that don’t lie to your mother mode. There’s always an involuntary, automatic instant, a second of dead air, when I struggle with myself. I know I should lie, but lying is wrong and hurts people. The thought stops me cold and gives me away.”
He was studying her. “Yeah, I know that moment. It’s the one where you pause and look up and to the left—signaling to the world you’re making up a story.”
“It’s still that obvious?” She thought she’d gotten better. He’d told her long ago that when people think, they look up. When they’re remembering, they look right. When they’re creating, they look left. She tried so hard not to look up at all. “Think I could pass for a leftie?” In lefties, it’s reversed.
“I think your mom knows better.”
“Yeah, probably.” She took a deep breath and tried to put a light touch on things. “How about newly ambidextrous? Ambidextrous people have to be impossible to read. Which way do they swing?”
“Who knows? Let’s work with what we have.” He reached out and squeezed her hand.
Surprised, she didn’t pull away. Or maybe it was because he was hanging on too tightly.
“Hey. Don’t beat yourself up. Looking up is automatic, subconscious. Most people don’t know how to read it. Problem is—it gives people a gut feeling that something’s off. It’s the pause that’s killing you. We’ll have to find a way to work with it.” He rubbed the top of her hand with his thumb and grinned at her. “Have I ever told you a liar’s eyes dilate?”
He looked her directly in the eye. “So do those of people who are aroused.”
She wrenched her hand out from his, resisting the urge to give him the lip lashing he deserved. “So how do you know—lust or lie? Makes it hard for a man at a bar.”
“A lot of things make it hard for a man at a bar,” he shot back.
She frowned at him. “We were talking about lying.”
“So we were.” He grinned. “I’ve been thinking about your inability to lie a lot since…”
They both knew since what and since when.
He cleared his throat. “A lot. Honesty isn’t a genetic trait. It can be taught, and so can lying.”
“So what have you come up with, Freud?”
His grinned deepened. “A somatic response.”
“What!”
“If every time you’re faced with a situation where you have to lie you know there’s something you have to remember, you’ll automatically look up and to the right and the pause will seem natural. Follow me?”
Staci nodded. “Because I’m remembering.”
“Exactly. And then—” He pointed at her. “—while you’re remembering, you’ll remember to stare directly at your subject as you create the lie. And you will tell your lie with complete confidence. And voilà, you’re the perfect liar.”
She frowned at him, not sure she believed him. “That sounds deceptively simple.”
“Deceptive is what we want.” His eyes danced.
“What am I supposed to remember? I suppose you’ve thought of that, too?”
“Naturally.” He grinned. “Lying saves lives.”
“Lying saves lives?” She shook her head in disbelief. “That kind of flies against the old Liar, liar, pants on fire ideology, doesn’t it?”
“In this case, it’s true,” he said.
It was certainly true in Ciudad del Este. If she’d been able to lie convincingly then, Jack wouldn’t be dead and her friend, Willow, a widow.
“You’re remembering something,” he said, watching her.
She shook her head. “Nothing you need to know about.”
“You were remembering a time when lying would have saved your ass. Or someone’s.” He raised a brow.
She glared at him and he let it drop.
“Let’s give it a try.” He nodded encouragingly. “Test my theory. You can do this.”
She shot him a skeptical look.
“It’s tomorrow. You’re having lunch with your mom. Pretend I’m her. Our baked Brie appetizer has just arrived. We each have a glass of white wine in our hands.”
He picked up his beer bottle and held it so daintily and so uncannily like her mother she nearly laughed. He pitched his voice higher and sounded more like a bad imitation of an old woman than her mom. “You have something to tell me, dear? Don’t hold out on me. I know you’re dying to share.”
“You do not sound like Mom. She’d never say Don’t hold out or call me dear.”
“We’re pretending here,” he said. “So?”
She paused.
He jumped right in. “No, no, no! I can’t believe you’re having trouble with this part. It isn’t even a lie.”
“Yes it is.”
“Are we not back together?” he asked.
“For two seconds. It’s a lie that we’re really back together. We’re more together so that someone doesn’t kill me.”
“The why doesn’t matter, just the facts. Right?”
She frowned. “Right.”
“Okay then, back to the beginning. When I ask what’s up, you have something to remember, remember?”
“Yeah, ‘Lying saves lives.’”
“That’s right. So, here goes, I’m your mom again. You have something to tell me, dear?”
She took a deep breath. Lying saves lives. She forced herself to focus and look him directly in the eye. “Drew and I have reconciled.”
“Oh, boy, now that sounds spontaneous and believable. Could you make it a little more stiff and stilted? A little more monotone, maybe?” He shook his head and frowned, obviously exasperated. “You’re just going to spring it on her like that? No prep work? No ground softening first?”
“The straightforward truth is always best. Isn’t it enough that I have to lie? Now you want me to tell her a story, too?” She scowled at him.
“Yeah, that’s what I’m saying. Feed her first if you have to. Get her nice and full, drowsy and relaxed. Then hit her with the news.” He punched the air for emphasis. “Everyone loves story time after lunch. We’ve been programmed for it since kindergarten.
“And a little pause or two would add authenticity. But only if you want to actually convince her. I’d hate to think you’re sabotaging the mission already.”
Already? She raised a brow and continued scowling. Now he was just being sarcastic and trying to rile her up. “I wouldn’t dare.” Staci crossed her arms. “You told me once liars talk too much, give too many details. I’m only trying to stick to the script.”
“Okay, misinterpret me. That’s not going to help us.” He took a deep breath.
Staci could tell the strain of trying to be patient was wearing on him. Drew had never been a patient man. Nor was he cut out to be a teacher.
“Stace, you have to read the situation. In this case, telling the ‘truth’ of us reuniting is going to be more difficult than lying.” He gave her a deadpan look. “At least for most people. So telling her we’re back together is going to look a lot like ineffective lying. You want to appear hesitant and guilty. In this case, lying plays to your strengths.”
Her strengths, right. “Okay, what would you say, big shot?”
“First, I’d use your natural hesitancy and pauses to add authenticity. Something like this isn’t easy to blurt out. You know Linda’s not going to necessarily jump for joy at this news. I’m sure you’ve painted me as an ass since the breakup.”
“I have not!”
He raised a brow. “Now you’re just insulting me with your barefaced lies.”
He has me there. She felt her face flush.
He laughed at her obvious discomfort. “You jumped in too quickly and vehemently with that one. Next time, tone it down a little.”
“Too hesitant, too quick,” she said. “Seems a girl can’t win around here.”
He grinned. “A girl can win. If she reads the situation, watches body language, and pays attention to her coach.”
He got back to business. “Now I’m you. For simplicity, I’m also your mom.” He put down his beer, sat up straight, and crossed his legs in an effeminate manner, playing with his hands in his lap.
“Now you’re just making fun,” Staci said. “I don’t sit like that.”
He shot her a quick look that said she did, then jumped back into character and looked down at his lap, stealing glances at her with a nervous look in his eye. “Mom, I have something to tell you.” Heavy pause. “Drew’s back in town.”
“Drew’s back? Oh, sweetie, I’m sorry!” He still didn’t sound like her mom, but he had some of her intonation down. “How are you handling it? Has that beast been bothering you?”
Staci snorted and interrupted. “Mom doesn’t call you a beast.”
He looked up at her from beneath his lids, appearing decidedly unconvinced. And well he shouldn’t have been. Linda didn’t call him a beast. She called him something far worse.
“Hey! I’m in the middle of an instructive performance here.”
“Sorry.” Staci wasn’t sorry, and it probably showed.
He bit his lip as she often did.
“Now that’s just a parody.”
He stayed in character, ignoring her as he hesitated and stared into his lap again. “He stopped by the house to pick up a few of his things yesterday.” He glanced up and looked her in the eye. Speaking in a rush he blurted out, “Oh, Mom, seeing him again, I realized, we both realized, we’d made a big mistake.”
He paused, looking at her as if he were pleading with her. “I love him. I always have. I can’t live without him.” He lowered his voice to a near whisper. “We’re back together. I’ve moved into his condo. The divorce is off.”
The big-mistake part rattled her. He sounded so believable, he nearly convinced her, damn him. However, her mom was a tougher bird than she was.
Drew grinned at her. “See how I used the pauses to make the story ring true?”
Staci frowned. “Yeah, you’re a great actor. Must have been all those classes you took.”
He ignored her jibe. “You try.”
She shook her head. “No way.” She crossed her arms. “I don’t need practice. I’ve got it. Too much practice and the whole thing will come out sounding stiff and rehearsed.”
She had no intention of looking him in the eye and telling him she was still in love with him, even if he was supposed to be her mother.
He persisted. “Fair enough. No pretending you’re talking to Linda. Just look me in the eye and tell me you love me. If you can convince me of that, you’re ready for tomorrow.”
Her mouth fell open. “Nothing like asking the impossible. I couldn’t convince you of that when we were happily married.”
He didn’t rise to the bait. “Come on. Give it a try.”
“I love you,” she said in her best monotone, knowing she was simply goading him with her lack of effort.
“Uncross your arms, closed body posture is not your friend, and say it like you mean it.” He stared at her intently. “Just once. With feeling.”
She uncrossed her arms and leaned forward to stare into his eyes. He wanted a convincing performance, fine, she’d give him one. So he would finally leave her alone. She knew how stubborn he was.
She scooted forward until their knees touched and took his hands in hers before staring him in the eye, pretending with all her being that this was the first time she’d told him she loved him. “I love you, Fields.” She squeezed his hands.
He pulled his hands free and, before she could move away, cupped her face gently in his hands. “I love you, too, babe.”
His voice was so soft, it nearly broke.
One thing was for sure, the tender look in his eyes was breaking her heart and causing her pulse to race in a way it hadn’t since they first started dating.
He leaned forward.
She remained in place. Or maybe she did lean forward. With the world tilting like it was, it was hard to tell.
His lips met hers. He kissed her gently, exceptionally tenderly, yet probingly. Very much like the first time.
She was too stunned to stop him. Or even remember to break away. She may have even kissed him back!
A second later, he broke the kiss and cleared his throat, looking her in the eye with his inscrutable spy face in place. “See, that’s what I’m talking about,” he said in the same tone a coach uses with his team during halftime of a big game. “I knew you could do it.”
She gaped at him before remembering to put her game face on and try to be as unreadable as he was. No way would she let him see how much he’d rattled her.
He didn’t wait for her to speak. He jumped up, grabbed the phone, and held it out to her. “I think you’re ready for prime time. Call your mom.”



 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
Drew stared into the master bathroom mirror as he got ready for bed, mentally running over the security measures he had in place around the condo. He couldn’t find a single lapse or hole in his logic.
Staci should survive the night.
Even so, he felt apprehensive about her staying in the room next to his. He hoped she didn’t get any smart ideas about sneaking out. He’d already warned her he’d armed the security system. And although he didn’t have disintegrator stairs, he had his share of toys. She wouldn’t get far, nor would an intruder penetrate the condo without his knowing. But she could disrupt his sleep. In truth, she already had. And he hadn’t even been to bed yet.
He shook his head at the bemused reflection of himself in the mirror. You’ve done it now, buddy.
He shouldn’t have kissed Staci. He knew it before he leaned forward into her lips, but somehow the knowledge hadn’t stopped him. He’d like to claim he was just going with the performance, carrying it out to its logical extreme. But in reality, he knew the truth—he’d wanted to kiss his wife, though his reasons were unclear, even to him.
What had he hoped to find out? Whether she still loved him? Whether the chemistry had disappeared?
Apparently not. His reaction to kissing her was about the same as throwing water on sodium—kaboom! Which only strengthened his determination. He had to complete this mission and get out of Seattle. For good.
He cursed Emmett beneath his breath and remembered the way his boss had meddled with his fellow spy Ty’s marriage during their last mission together in Hawaii. Ty got his wife back and was now a happily married spy. Emmett hated ex-spouses, claiming they were security risks waiting to happen.
The odds of Emmett manipulating a reconciliation here were the equivalent to those of RIOT giving up its plans for world domination—nonexistent. If Emmett thought he was solving another security problem by playing marriage counselor again, he was about to lose his perfect record. Master manipulator that Emmett was, he wasn’t God.
At least NCS didn’t have the same no-ex policy RIOT did—extermination.
Drew was no good for Staci. And Staci was definitely not good for him. They were each other’s worst liability. From now on, he intended to keep his distance. He squeezed a dab of toothpaste onto his toothbrush and began scrubbing his teeth with way more force than the American Dental Association recommended for good gum health.
*   *   *
 
The guest bathroom in Drew’s condo was well lit and clean, obviously unused since the leasing company had cleaned it and Drew had moved in.
Staci scowled at her sentimental reflection in the mirror.
Why had she let Drew kiss her?
The girl reflected in the mirror looked as if she was going to revert to longing for what was, rather than doing the smart thing and moving on.
Fortunately, that dumb mirror-image girl also looked so chaste and buttoned up and surrounded by layers of cotton, she appeared ready for the convent. It would take a more imaginative man than Drew to find anything sensual about her. The fluffy pink robe Drew hated, topped off with the ugly monkey slippers, would have sent him running, had he seen her.
Beneath the robe, she wore her most comfy, totally unsexy and prim pajamas, the gag gift Mandy had given her when she separated from Drew. Mandy had said a girl deserved a few good nights of sleep in the comfy stuff before going on the prowl and having to give it up in favor of colder, more revealing lingerie.
Staci set her cosmetic bag on the counter just as a flash of movement in the corner by the door caught her eye. She turned around to get a closer look and screamed.
*   *   *
 
Drew had just stripped down to his boxers and pulled back the covers, ready to slip into bed, when Staci’s ear-piercing scream broke the silence, followed by two thuds in rapid succession.
Shit!
He grabbed his gun from the nightstand and charged into the guest room with his arms cocked in the ready to fire clear the room position. The window was closed, the room empty. The adjoining bathroom door stood ajar, light streaming out. But no Staci in sight, not even reflected in the bathroom mirror.
His wife had turned into a vampire. Nothing remained of her reflection, just the sound of her screams echoing off the bathroom walls and another thump as something hit the wall.
He charged in, scanning the area for enemy assassins, bullet holes, hand grenades, or signs of fire, ready to kill Staci’s attacker.
Instead he found Staci cowering in the corner of the tub, screaming. She balanced on the edges as if the tub beneath contained nitroglycerin as she brandished a toilet brush in the air like a weapon.
“What’s wrong? What’s the matter? What is it?” He fired the questions at her without waiting for an answer to any of them, expecting to see a maimed terrorist somewhere on the bathroom floor or in the tub.
“There! Behind the door.” She pointed to the corner behind him.
Drew spun around, ready to shoot whoever hid there. Instead, he saw his guest shampoo bottle cracked with the cap off, bleeding out its pale yellow contents, a bottle of conditioner, and a bruised bar of soap. “You’ve been attacked by body care products? Are you trying to call Mr. Clean with that toilet brush to ward them off?”
Staci screamed again. “No! There, there, there!”
Drew moved in closer, gun still cocked in front of him, trying to still his racing heart. A monster brown house spider cowered stock-still in the spreading shampoo slick between the conditioner and the soap.
“Calm down, Staci. Stop screaming. You’re scaring the poor spider to death. What were you trying to do? Give it a killer shampoo?” He let out a sigh of relief.
“Good! I want to scare it to death. Death to spiders,” she screamed back. “Get it! Shoot it!”
“I’m not putting a hole in the wall just to take out a spider. The Agency has a thousand-dollar deposit on this place.” He shook his head and set the safety on his gun. “This little guy won’t hurt you. He’s not even a black widow.”
“Don’t give me any ideas.” Staci sounded as if she remembered full well that black widows ate their mates. “Just kill it.”
He reached for a tissue to grab the spider with. Staci stopped screaming. Just as he knelt and lunged for the little beast, it took off toward the tub and scampered up the shower curtain.
Seeing it rush toward her, Staci let out another bloodcurdling scream. The spider froze halfway up the curtain.
“On second thought, keep screaming. It seems to calm the savage beast.” Drew reached for the shower curtain just as Staci smacked at it with the toilet brush in an apparent spider-killing frenzy.
The blow glanced off Drew’s shoulder. A second blow hit him square atop his head. He covered his head with his hands and took a step back. Right into the puddle of shampoo. Where he promptly lost his footing and took another step back. Into more slippery shampoo.
He grabbed for the shower curtain to keep his balance. And pulled down the compression shower rod and the curtain with it. He was still stumbling and fumbling, unable to see a thing with the shower curtain on his head. He banged his knee on the toilet and started cursing.
“I’ll save you!” Staci jumped on his back, pummeling him with the toilet brush as he stumbled and slid toward the door and safe, nonslippery carpeting.
He reached the bedroom and dumped Staci onto the bed. He’d just gotten her off and shrugged the shower curtain onto the floor when Staci screamed again.
“It’s on your foot!”
Sure enough. He froze and the damn thing ran up his leg, disappearing beneath his boxers, tickling as it went.
Spiders were one thing. Spiders up his boxer shorts and into his family jewels was pure torture.
He screamed, dancing around, trying to pull his shorts off before the thing bit him in his manhood. He didn’t relish the thought of showing a bite like that to a doctor.
Staci bounced up off the bed to help him, still waving her weapon of choice. “Hold still! I’ll get it.”
“Not with that toilet brush, you won’t. You’ve already clobbered me with it twice.” He backed away and banged into a dresser, cursing some more.
“Why not? It’s clean. I’m sure it’s never been used.”
“Now’s not the time to get kinky.” He twirled away from her and screamed, doing a dance as he felt the spider in his crotch.
Staci tossed the brush away, ran up behind him, reached around him, nestled up against his back, and stuck her hands down his boxers, groping around for the spider.
He’d been way too long without sex. Even with a spider making a pass at him, his wife dressed in the thickest layer of cotton he’d even seen and ugly monkey slippers on her feet, at her touch he grew embarrassingly long and hard.
“Hey, I said, Hold still!” She hitched up her sleeve. “I’m having trouble maneuvering in this fluffy robe.”
He tried to spin away again. Staci got hold of his shorts and pulled them to his knees.
“There it is! I see it!” She reached between his legs and flicked at the creepy-crawly thing as he waddled around with his flagpole at attention.
The spider flew across the room, heading toward the baseboards, and disappeared into a crack beneath them.
Drew kicked his shorts off. “Jump on!”
He hiked Staci onto his back and ran for the door, slamming it behind them when they were safely in the hall. Staci leaped off, shrugged off her robe, took a long look at his towering Roman pillar of manhood, and tossed him the robe.
“Here, cover yourself. I’ll be right back.” She dashed into his bedroom.
Chivalry is not dead, he thought as he put on the one-size-fits-all pink monstrosity.
He turned to follow her in just as she reappeared with a blanket. She knelt and stuffed the blanket up against the door. “That should hold him.”
As Drew tied the belt of the robe around his waist, he thought that brief touch couldn’t hold him at all. Flushed with excitement, exercise, and adrenaline, even wearing modest men’s-style pajamas, she made him hot.
“I can’t stay there.” She pointed to the guest room door.
“No, absolutely not.” He stuffed his gun into the robe pocket. “We’ll get that arachnid in the morning. And all his little friends, too.
“I’ll call the exterminator and ask him to gas that guy with the full power of his strongest spider spray.” Drew cleared his throat. “You can stay with me. We’ll share the bed. Just promise to stay on your side.”
“Deal.” She looked at Drew and started to laugh.
“What?”
“You look so fluffy in that thing. Like pink cotton candy.”
“Shut up.”
She cocked her head, and her lips twitched as if she was trying not to laugh. “Drew, baby, I didn’t know you were afraid of spiders. You screamed like a girl in there.”
“I was trying to keep the spider calm. Shrill screaming seemed to frighten him into submission.”
“Liar.” But when she looked at him, her eyes were shining with admiration, not derision. “You should have seen yourself. The way you were dancing around.” She laughed.
Her laugh was contagious. In retrospect, it was funny. Before he knew it, he was laughing so hard he couldn’t stop.
They both laughed until their sides hurt. Finally, Staci wiped the tears from her eyes with the back of her hand and went suddenly serious. “Attacked by mad snipers hired by who knows whom and lecherous spiders. It’s been some day, hasn’t it?”
He nodded.
“Drew?”
“Yeah?”
“Thanks for coming to my rescue. Twice.”
He nodded. “No problem.” He paused. “Stace?”
She looked at him.
“Emmett told me about the spiders in Paraguay. Everything considered, you were brave in there, going after that spider with the toilet brush and reaching into my shorts after it.”
She continued wiping her eyes. “Yeah, it takes a brave woman to reach into her estranged husband’s shorts.”
He grinned. “All the same, thanks for coming to my rescue.”
“No problem.”
He led her into his bedroom, regretting, not for the first time, that his new bedroom hadn’t been big enough to accommodate a king-size bed. A guy could lose his wife in a king-size. His queen-size was a little too close for comfort. It was going to be hell sleeping next to her without touching her after all they’d been through together in the last fourteen hours. And the way she’d touched him looking for that spider.
She climbed into bed on her usual side. Drew walked around to his and tossed off the fluffy pink robe.
“You’re not planning to come to bed without taking a shower, are you?” She looked aghast.
“What?”
“I can’t sleep with a man who’s been on intimate terms with a spider.” She shivered. “And besides, you have shampoo on your feet. The least you could do is condition them, too.” She smiled and ducked under the covers before he could hit her with a pillow.
*   *   *
 
Drew’s alarm woke Staci from a sound sleep. She couldn’t believe she’d drifted off so easily. After surviving being shot at by a hired killer, being practically held against her will by Drew, taunted by a common house spider, trashing a bathroom, and having to share a bed with Drew, sleep didn’t seem like it was going to be easy coming. Even if she was exhausted.
Staci hated to admit it, but she felt safe with Drew. Even if he was afraid of spiders. It was nice to know the man feared something.
Drew slapped his alarm, rolled out of bed, and stumbled off to take his second shower in eight hours, his hair standing on end. She watched him until he closed the bathroom door. A few seconds later, the shower came on, bringing with it the cozy, reassuring white noise she loved and found so calming.
And she needed calm. She had to face her mom today with the big lie. The mere thought raised her blood pressure, even in the midst of the calming white noise.
She rehearsed various scenarios in her mind. All too soon the water shut off and Drew emerged from the shower looking flushed, freshly scrubbed, and yummy.
Yummy really wasn’t the way a nearly ex-wife should think of her nearly ex-husband. But Staci had always loved Drew fresh out of the shower. As he put on his work clothes—a buttondown shirt and slacks—he looked like the man she’d fallen in love with and married. The regular guy, before she knew he was a spy.
She supposed she was an anomaly. Most women probably preferred Superman to Clark Kent. But not her. She wanted Mr. Everyday. Mr. Calm and Normal. Mr. Nine to Five. James Bond and his reckless, devil-may-care sense of adventure scared her. And so did Drew.
He could play whatever roles he pleased, taking on cover persona after cover persona. She wondered why he couldn’t just put on the persona she fell in love with and run with it. Permanently. What, after all, was so bad about leading an ordinary life?
No more sniper attacks. Having children and not worrying someone would try to kidnap or hurt them. No more lies, at least not the big kind. It all sounded like heaven to her.
Drew buttoned his shirt and turned to her. “They’re delivering your car at nine. Remember the plan and stick to it. Directly to the Red Café, lunch with Linda, home.”
He gave her a description of the guys who’d be delivering the car and how to get her keys. Then he delivered a lecture on security, awareness, and how to arm the security system.
“You remember what I taught you about how to spot a tail?” he asked.
She rolled her eyes. “Yes.”
“And how to lose one?”
She nodded.
He reached into a dresser drawer, pulled something out, and tossed it to her.
“What’s this?”
“Your very own Kubotan. Put it on your key ring. If someone grabs you, stab them where it hurts—the neck, the thigh, the ribs, anywhere you can get them. I’m confident you’ll be at least as competent as Mandy is.”
*   *   *
 
As Drew pulled into a parking spot at Hook House, his cell rang. He shut off the engine and checked the incoming encrypted text. It was from Emmett.
The sniper who took a shot at Staci is dead. We recovered his body. We believe SMASH got him. Keep an extremely close eye on Staci. If RIOT is involved, they won’t stop until she’s dead.
Drew swore beneath his breath. SMASH was RIOT’s death squad. They had a perfect kill record. The name SMASH was RIOT head Archibald Random’s play on SMERSH, the old Soviet death squad. SMERSH was a Russian acronym for “death to spies.” SMERSH took out anyone they suspected of being a double agent, a traitor, or a defector, not to mention anyone who screwed up or just grew tired of playing the game. No one left the Soviet machine alive.
SMASH operated much the same way. Smashing anyone who screwed up, anyone Random ordered eliminated. So it wasn’t surprising SMASH had taken out the sniper who’d missed. But Drew felt the chill all the way to his soul. Why was RIOT after Staci?
Drew glanced at his watch. There was still time to call Staci and tell her to beg off her lunch date with her mom.
He frowned. Staci would never go for that, and he didn’t want to scare her. RIOT would have to be desperate to strike in public. She should be safe. As long as she stuck to the plan.



 
 
CHAPTER SIX
 
The Red Café sat in a strip mall full of eateries—restaurants, a cupcake shop, and a convenience store that sold sandwiches to go—on the outskirts of suburban Woodinville. At lunchtime, it was filled with Microsoft employees and other urban professionals. Not the kind of people you’d ordinarily suspect of dangerous, subversive behavior. Or of taking a shot or two at their neighbors.
Staci’s senses were on high alert anyway, thanks to Drew. It would have been nice to have a regular nearly ex-husband who simply told her to drive safely rather than warned her to be on the lookout for tails.
The Kubotan on her keychain jangled against her steering column as she pulled into the parking lot, reminding her that danger lurked everywhere. And not to park next to panel vans. Too easy for villains to jump out and grab you. Had Drew told her that, or had she seen it on a talk show?
Even though Staci arrived five minutes early, it took her twice that long to find a suitable, and safe according to NCS regulations, parking space. Feeling rushed and flustered, she caught the skirt of her peach-colored sundress on the edge of her seat, nearly ripping it as she got out.
May weather in Seattle is unpredictable and can be downright cold. Fortunately, it was only cloudy, not raining. A gentle breeze cut through her lightweight sweater. She cruised into Red and found her mom waiting for her in a chair by the window, next to the hostess desk.
Her mother was fastidiously put together, as always. Though Linda had recently turned fifty-five, she could have passed for forty-five. Slim and toned, she dressed in a youthful, yet age-appropriate, manner. Her thick blond hair fell in layers to her shoulders, obviously recently cut and foiled to cover the encroaching gray.
She wore a pale pink silk blouse, sleeveless light gray belted jacket, matching gray slacks, and closed-toe sling-back heels. She looked like the after picture on an episode of What Not to Wear and more like Staci’s older sister than her mom. And yet she’d recently retired after years as an executive office assistant. She claimed she’d grown so bored with the job that she hated it. She’d maxed out her pension benefits, so why keep working?
As Staci approached, Linda rose from her chair to give Staci a hug. She smelled as she had since Staci could remember, of Beautiful by Estée Lauder. Beautiful was the last perfume Staci’s dad had given Linda before he died. Sam gave her expensive new scents, but somehow nothing stuck. Linda always reverted. Staci never knew whether it was out of romance and sentimentality or simply preference that her mom refused to change.
“Mom! I hope you weren’t waiting long,” Staci said as she pulled away from the hug.
“Just got here,” Linda said, although it looked as if she’d been settled in for a while.
The hostess seated them at a two-person table by a row of windows that looked out on the parking lot. The view wasn’t stunning at Red, but the food made up for it.
A waiter appeared. Linda ordered a cucumber dry soda, which had zippo calories. Staci would have loved to order the bubbles flight of wine, four two-and-a-half-ounce pours of light, effervescent wines guaranteed to elevate your mood. She could have really used a mood elevation. Instead she followed her mother’s zero-calorie example. She needed her wits about her.
Linda caught the waiter before he left. “We’ll both have the special. Baked Brie to start, apple walnut Stilton salad, baked chicken breast, light on the Madeira glaze. And skip the artisan bread.” She smiled at him. “Thanks.”
Baked Brie! Drew knew her mother too well.
“Mom—”
Linda waved aside Staci’s objection. “Don’t start with me. We’re here to talk. I don’t want more interruptions than necessary. And besides, I know what you like.”
And what’s good for you, she may as well have added. “Yeah, but I wanted bread.”
Her mother frowned at her.
No interruptions? Staci bit her lip, worried her mother knew something. Had somehow sniffed it out. Despite his promises, had Sam spilled the beans to her already?
For a long second neither of them spoke. Each stared at the other, bracing for a confrontation. Finally, Staci shrugged. Her mother had won. She always did. She wielded the mom-edge like a prizefighter.
Linda sighed and glanced out the window. “I’d love a flight of wine. I could really use a drink.”
“If you want one, have one. I’ll call the waiter back.”
Linda grabbed Staci’s hand before she could raise it, shook her head and laughed softly. “Dear, naive baby girl of mine. Live long enough and someday you’ll understand.”
She released Staci’s hand. “At a certain age, women become invisible to men.” She sounded more upset than wistful.
Invisibility sounded pretty darn good to Staci at the moment. If Drew didn’t notice her, she could sneak out and get on with her life. Weren’t snipers mostly male, too? If they couldn’t see her, she’d be out of danger. Now, that would be heaven.
“Even to their husbands,” Linda added, interrupting Staci’s private musings. “Someday you’ll realize that getting older means giving up more and more of the things you love.”
“Give up things you love? You mean like wine?” Staci hoped her mother only meant wine. “I’m not following.”
“Wine has calories.” Linda waved her hand airily. “Extra calories bring on the pounds, especially after menopause. I read recently that for every decade, a woman should reduce her intake by fifty to one hundred calories a day and up her exercise level by the same. I never was a big eater. At this rate, by the time I hit sixty I won’t even be able to breathe for fear of the calories in air.”
“Mom, stop worrying. You look great. And you have Sam. He’ll love you no matter what.” Much to Staci’s chagrin.
Linda teared up.
Staci braced herself. Oh, darn, she’d just stepped into a bout of her mother’s menopausal moodiness. Big time.
“You’re still young and pretty,” her mother said. “You don’t know what those extra pounds feel like around your waist.” She laughed with a sort of pathetic snort. “Waist. Right.” She shook her head.
“I was a pretty girl. An attractive woman. Men noticed me. Now my own husband can’t stand to be around me.”
Staci didn’t want to go anywhere near that pity party or the mental image of Sam “around” her mother.
Mercifully, the Brie arrived. Neither of them touched it, in the same way Staci didn’t touch the conversation bomb her mom had dropped.
The last thing Staci needed to hear was Sam’s problems in the bedroom. If there was any justice in this world, Sam was impotent and Viagra gave him no relief.
When the silence grew awkward, Staci cleared her throat. Her mother had won again. “I’m sure that’s not true, Mom.”
“It is true.” Linda’s eyes snapped.
Staci wished she could tell her mother to lose the loser Sam and good riddance. But she had the feeling that was not what her mother wanted to hear. And she wasn’t in any mood to shoulder the burden of supporting her mom through a messy breakup. Surely, her mom exaggerated. It was her MO.
“Are you sure you’re not just hormonal today?” Staci said. It was dangerous territory, but completely fair play. How many times had her mom thrown that accusation at her throughout her teen years?
To Staci’s surprise, Linda didn’t yell at her to shut up. Instead Linda grabbed the cloth napkin, dabbed her eyes, and shook her head.
“I think he’s having an affair,” Linda whispered over the lunch din.
Staci sat back in her chair. “What! Sam, having an affair? That’s … that’s ridiculous.”
Which was, in Staci’s opinion, unfortunately true. She couldn’t picture Sam having an affair. Who else would have him?
She leaned toward her mother and lowered her voice, trying to control her shock and panic, and maintain privacy. “Why would you even think that?”
Linda used a cracker to poke at the apricot-covered Brie with surprising violence, and looked up at her. “He’s suddenly”—Linda made quotes with her fingers—“‘traveling’ a lot.”
Staci sat up straighter. “What do you mean, traveling a lot? For business or pleasure?”
“Business. Supposedly. I hope. But more likely for pleasure.” Linda stabbed the cracker into the cheese. Her eyes glittered with anger. “He’s not where he tells me he’s going to be.”
Staci stared at her. “How do you know?”
“I have my ways of finding out. I’ve caught him in a lie.” Linda took a deep breath. “More than once.”
Staci stared at her mother, wishing she could lie as smoothly as Drew. Wishing she could lie at all. Comfort her mother. Tell her it was all probably nothing. “Have you confronted him?”
Linda shook her head. “No.”
“Mom!”
“You may not understand, this, Staci. But I’m trapped. I’m fifty-five years old. And retired. Jobless in this tight economy. Without Sam’s income, I could never live like we do now.” Linda gripped her glass of cucumber dry soda with white knuckles. “Besides, I don’t want to live alone. I love Sam. I can’t lose him. I won’t lose him.”
Staci reached across the table and touched her mother’s arm. “There could be a logical explanation.”
Which didn’t seem likely, but sounded like good advice.
“If you just talked to him about it?” Staci said.
“If he wanted me to know what’s really going on, he wouldn’t lie about where he’s going.” Linda set down her glass and clasped her hand over Staci’s where it rested on her arm. She stared at Staci again.
True enough, Staci thought. Her mom had her there. She squeezed Linda’s arm. “What do you want to do?”
“Fix this. I have to fix this.”
Staci pulled her hand back and put it in her lap. “How are you going to fix it if you don’t know for certain what’s going on? Are there any other signs of him … straying?”
“He’s been secretive lately.”
“That’s it?”
Her mom nodded.
“Secretive?” Staci paused. “If you want the truth, why don’t you hire a PI?”
Linda shook her head again as the waiter came up. He’d noticed they’d hardly touched the Brie.
“Is everything all right?” he asked, eyeing it, and looking anxious.
“It’s fine.” Staci smiled up at him. “We’re fine.”
He nodded and walked off, glancing back over his shoulder at them. Staci grabbed a cracker, loaded it with Brie, took a bite, and smiled for his benefit.
“Interruptions,” her mother muttered.
“So, a PI?” Staci said.
“I can’t.”
“Come on, Mom, work with me here. Why not? I’ll help you.”
Linda shook her head. “You don’t understand. PIs cost money.” She lowered her voice. “And I don’t have any.”
“What? But you and Sam always seem to have plenty.”
“We do. But Sam handles all the finances. I can’t take any money without him noticing.” She shrugged, an obvious maneuver to cover her embarrassment, and took a sip of soda.
Staci felt like thumping her head on the table. How dumb and dependent could her mother be?
“Mom, don’t tell me you’re one of those completely reliant women who doesn’t even know how much her husband makes or where all your accounts are?”
Her mother shrugged again as Staci muttered beneath her breath. Things just kept getting worse. They must be about at rock bottom by now.
Linda cleared her throat. “Actually, part of the reason I dropped my other engagements and made time for lunch today is that I need a favor.”
A favor? This cannot be good. A favor that requires her to ask in person, even worse. “What do you want, Mom?”
“I need you to play spy for me.”
“What!” The word burst out of Staci’s mouth so loudly heads turned to look at them. Staci put a hand to the side of her face to hide her embarrassment and looked past her tiny white appetizer plate to her mother. Spying was Drew’s venue. Not hers. She hated spying and sneaking around, and for good reason. Unfortunately, she couldn’t give her mother any of her valid objections. “I can’t play spy.”
Which was the absolute truth. You had to be able to lie to spy.
Her mother stared her in the eye. “Why not? You’re too busy to help your mother in her hour of need?”
She didn’t like her mother’s tone. “I’m looking for work. I don’t have time to go sneaking around for you.”
She couldn’t bring herself to tell her mother about reuniting with Drew just then. Too bad her mother would never know she had a professional spy at her disposal in the form of her son-in-law. Drew would jump at the chance to help her mother and get the goods on Sam. Any excuse to play with his spy toys.
Her mother smiled. “No worries. I’ve solved your job problem, too. The office administrator in Sam’s department starts her maternity leave on Monday. Sam had to pull some strings with the employment agency that will be sending her temporary replacement. But it’s all fixed.
“All you have to do is apply at Temporary Office Services and you’ve got yourself a three-month job. It could even lead to a permanent position.” She reached over and squeezed Staci’s hand. “Mom’s looking out for you.”
Yeah, sure she was. She’d just volunteered Staci for a job way beneath her pay grade and education level to suit her own needs.
Welcome to the great underemployed ranks, Stace.



 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
From the outside, Hook House Ale looked like a pleasant, rambling pub, with half a dozen gleaming steel beer silos tacked on for fun. It sat at the base of the Woodinville Valley, among the larger breweries and wineries occupying the once rural landscape. These days the valley only played at being farmland. It housed tourist attractions, recreational amenities, a bike trail, a park, and ball fields, and tried to pretend as if industrialization and heavy urbanization had not sprung up around it.
Hook House’s parking lot could accommodate over two hundred cars; its grounds, hundreds of picnickers and bicyclists. To keep up with its larger competitors, it operated a pub and café, a gift shop, a rope course, tours that featured free ale tastings, and a liberal visitors’ policy.
A little too liberal. They let in a killer, Drew thought as he squatted alone in a remote corner of the brewing room and stared at the body of Canadian Security Intelligence Service (CSIS) agent Claude Martel peering up at him from among the bags of hops someone had buried him beneath.
Drew frowned in thought. This must be related to the break-in attempt his boss, Harry, had mentioned earlier when Drew arrived for work. Drew didn’t believe in coincidence.
“That’s the life of running a microbrewery. People are always trying to break in and steal the beer and the gift shop receipts. A couple of guys tried last night.” Harry had frowned, as Drew was doing now.
Something obviously felt off to him.
“At the back entrance near the brewing room. Security scared them off. Looked like a couple of vagrants. We don’t get many of those in the valley. Probably nothing to worry about. Doubt they’ll be back.”
Unless they were really body-snatchers here to recover Martel before someone else found him.
Drew made a mental note to notify security and NCS. He wanted someone watching the building in case they tried again.
It was only by luck that Drew had discovered Martel just now. Taking a shortcut through the room, he’d walked by the stack of hops and noticed a faint bloodstain on the floor. Some of the bags sat askew. Investigating, he’d uncovered Martel, who’d been undercover as an assistant brew master.
Looks like it’s time for Hook House to get firmer about the rules—no guns allowed on premises. Maybe along with carding at the beginning of the tour, they should run guests through a metal detector and search for weapons.
“What are you doing south of your border, buddy?” Drew tilted his head as he whispered to the dead Claude.
At least the dreaded day job wasn’t as boring as he’d feared. On the other hand, finding a dead body was not a nice way to start his fake new career. If word of this murder got out, he’d be working overtime doing heavy PR and brand damage control.
As for his real job, the last thing he needed was to be associated with a murder. He didn’t want the scrutiny and the possibility of his cover being blown. Nor did he have time to be questioned by the police or show up at a trial.
Martel, whose identity Drew had verified via a fingerprint scan, was dressed in a Hook House polo shirt, and had two to the head, execution-style.
Assassins and snipers weren’t terribly creative. Two to the head was the most effective way to take someone down. No time for the victim to scream. But he didn’t like the similarity between Claude’s head and the two holes in the pantry door of Staci’s house.
Who had Martel rattled?
He suppressed a shudder, thinking of Sam and RIOT. Hook House was Sam’s favorite watering hole. In fact, Sam had been in for lunch earlier, around eleven. Drew had run into him in the café and shot the breeze for a minute or two. Unfortunately, Drew hadn’t had much time to chat. Not enough to mention he was back with Staci. But enough to gain some insight into Sam’s mood. Sam seemed both anxious and excited. Again, Drew didn’t believe in coincidence—Sam’s undercurrent of anxiety and the dead agent on the floor. Quite likely Sam knew something about Martel and his fate.
Drew glanced around the room, and quickly searched the body. He came up empty and cursed silently.
Not that Drew wasn’t saddened and angered by a fellow agent’s death. It’s just that this death handed him a whole host of new problems in one serving.
One, a dead body was bad for business.
Two, unlike lager, ale is brewed with heat. Which meant the brewing room was warm. Soon Claude’s body would begin to smell and overwhelm the pleasant aroma of barley and hops.
Three, at two PM, which was exactly five minutes away, the next tour of eager beer enthusiasts would come swarming in and peer through the second-story viewing windows above the brewery floor. The last thing either Hook House or Drew needed was for them to see Martel’s glassy-eyed and bloody body peeking out from the pile of hops behind the brewing tanks. It wasn’t Halloween, nor was this an episode of CSI Seattle.
Drew had just seconds to decide on a course of action. It would be just his luck if the brew master stopped by today for his daily tasting before Drew took care of the body. Or the stand-up comedian tour guide on duty was running ahead of schedule.
There was only one thing to do—rebury Martel beneath the hops until he could get an NCS cleanup crew in to remove the body. He eyed the stacks of fifty-pound bags beside him and grimaced.
He hefted one of the bags he’d removed earlier and paused before he tossed it on Martel.
Sorry, buddy.
Later, his crew would give the body a thorough going-over before returning it to CSIS. It wasn’t the best plan he’d ever come up with, but on the fly on the first day of a new job, with the heady scent of beer in the air, it was the best he could do.
No doubt RIOT is responsible for Martel’s death.
The thought sent a shiver down his spine. He hadn’t thought he’d be walking into a murderous mess right off the bat.
Two to the head. It was the most effective way of shutting a man up. But it wasn’t pretty to look at.
The room was clean, the kettles gleaming and sterile. The efficient hum of machinery and the bottling machine in the next room filled the air as Drew hoisted the bag of hops onto Martel.
And wouldn’t you know it? Just at that moment his cell phone jangled over the white-noise buzz of the brewery, playing the distinctive ring he’d set up for Staci’s calls. Pointing a figurative arrow to Drew and his furtive body stashing. At least she was still alive, unless this was RIOT calling on her phone to extract a ransom.
He picked up immediately, putting the call through on his Bluetooth. “Hey. Everything okay?”
“I had the most horrendous lunch with my mother, no thanks to you.”
He let out a sigh of relief. “Lunch with your mother?” he whispered, huffing as he covered poor Claude with another bag of hops. “But you’re back safe and sound at the town house, right?”
No reply at all.
“Stace?” He dumped another bag on Claude and reached for another, imagining the worst.
“Not exactly.”
“What do you mean, not exactly? You either are or you aren’t. I told you to go straight home. That was the plan. You agreed.” Damn, he did not need her running around off plan in the open, playing target for SMASH. “Where are you?”
“The grocery store. I need to pick up a few things then I’ll head straight back to the condo. Promise. What can possibly happen at the grocery store?”
Plenty.
“Where are you?” Staci whispered back, mercifully picking up on his need for secrecy. “Why are you whispering? I can barely hear you. Please, please don’t tell me you’re someplace you shouldn’t be.”
“No, I’m not someplace I shouldn’t be. You are.” He dumped yet another bag of hops on Claude. Sweat trickled down his forehead. Why did it have to be so hot in the brewing room?
He went for another bag, feeling like a contestant on a game show.
How many fifty-pound bags can you stack on a dead body while placating your wife on the phone? Get ten on the dead guy in a minute and win a million dollars!
“Why don’t I believe you? Do you have your gun on you? I hope you have your gun on you,” she said, sounding way too much like a mother hen. He could hear the frown in her voice.
“Yeah, I have it. Look—”
“You’re huffing and puffing. Why are you huffing and puffing?” She paused. The silence was ominous.
“I’m at the gym.”
“You are not at the gym,” she said.
“How do you know?”
“It doesn’t sound like the gym. And if you were at the gym, you’d speak up, not whisper.”
She was smarter than he gave her credit for.
“Okay, you caught me. I’m having a nooner with a hooker.”
“Drew! That’s not funny and it isn’t noon. Do you want to try a third lie?”
“I’ll stick with two. Here’s the truth—I’m having a sack race.”
The woman drove him crazy! If she’d just followed orders … 
He grabbed another sack and glanced at his watch. He had to work faster if he was going to get Claude’s hop burial mound finished and get out before being caught.
She didn’t reply. “I don’t even know how to respond to that,” she said, finally. “But if it’s a joke, you’re losing your edge.”
He was not. It was pretty damn funny if you knew the truth.
“Stace, in and out at the grocery store—no lingering, no loitering, no shopping until you drop. Get your groceries. Get out and make sure no one is tailing you on the way home. If they are, use what I taught you about losing a tail.”
“Fine, sure, whatever,” she said. “Just don’t get yourself killed.”
“Back at you. This isn’t a game, Stace.”
“I know.”
The line went dead.
He dumped a sack of hops on the faint bloodstain Claude had left behind and wiped his dripping forehead with his arm.
He just hoped those particular bags of hops never made it into the wort to be made into beer. As brand manager of Hook House Ale, he’d have to make sure they didn’t. Bloody Ale didn’t seem like the best direction to take the brand.
A few more bags and Claude was completely buried. Drew was drenched in sweat. Never let them see you sweat took on a whole new meaning.
“Rest in peace, buddy,” Drew whispered just as he caught a flash of motion in the overhead viewing windows. He dropped to a crouch and went over his options.
There was only one way out. He decided to take it boldly, hoping no one who’d recognize him would see him. Hoping no one would see him at all. He turned his back to the viewing window and strode out as fast as he could without breaking into a run. Then he texted Emmett.
*   *   *
 
That’s what I get for accidentally marrying a spy, Staci thought. A normal husband would have asked about her lunch and sympathized with her over the travails of dealing with her mother. Would have at least let her spill a few of the dreary details.
Instead of scaring her and making her afraid to go into the grocery store. The grocery store, of all places! The worst danger she faced there was boredom while she waited in the checkout line and scanned the tabloids. She had no use for them. They never told the truth.
A regular husband wouldn’t have left her creeped out and fearful, looking over her own shoulder, and wondering what exactly he was up to and how dangerous it was. Would Drew be home for dinner tonight? Or end up on a slab at the coroner’s office for her to identify? Or would she be the one on the slab?
Oh, hang it all! She was going into that store and buying something for dinner. The question was—what?
Friday night was traditionally their going-out-to-eat evening. Of course she’d love to go out to dinner. With Mandy, not Drew. She craved a good chat with her best friend and wanted her advice and perspective. As a spy’s widow, Mandy was full of valuable insight and knew how to sympathize. But under the current circumstances, the odds of Drew allowing that were exactly none.
And she was not going out as a couple, to be seen in public. In their hometown. And not just because of the sniper who’d shot at her yesterday. The very thought of bullets whizzing by her head, missing by inches, gave her a major shudder. And yet the idea of her mother finding out about her “reconciliation” with Drew from someone else scared her nearly as much. She already had Sam to worry about.
Sam! She grabbed her phone and texted him, begging him to keep his silence a little longer, saying she hadn’t found the right opportunity at lunch to tell her mom.
Staci blew out a breath. At least what she told Sam wasn’t a lie. Now for dinner. What to make?
She surfed the Food Network site on her phone, looking for a good, quick recipe. Moments later, recipe selected, she opened her car door and slid out.
Oh, good, there’s a Redbox out front. She’d just load up on a few dozen movies on her way out and not have to talk to Drew at all after dinner. They could watch everything on that gigantic TV eyesore he’d bought with their money. She might as well get some pleasure out of it.
Wouldn’t it be nice if Redbox carried Mr. and Mrs. Smith?
She locked her car with a click of her key. She was just about to toss her keys into her purse when she caught a glimpse of the six-inch-long Kubotan on her key ring.
Danger lurks everywhere, she thought again, remembering Drew’s constant warnings. She shrugged. Until she was certain Drew had gotten his man, she may as well have some protection handy. Not that it would stop a speeding bullet or that she thought she’d need it in the produce aisle.
Inside the store, she grabbed a cart and wheeled down the baking aisle, shopping with her keys and Kubotan in her hand.
At midafternoon, the store was sparsely populated with shoppers, mostly over the age of eighty. And half of those rode motorized scooter carts.
Must be senior citizens’ day at the market.
On her way in, Staci had noticed a van from the senior citizen center down the street.
Expertly avoiding an old man on a scooter, Staci filled her cart with sugar and spice and everything nice. And dark, 60 percent cacao baking chocolate. A woman could do a lot of damage with dark chocolate.
Next up, the produce aisle for fresh onions, cucumbers, salad greens, and garlic. A gorgeous display of oranges caught her eye. They’d be delicious squeezed for breakfast.
She pulled her cart to a stop in front of them. As she stopped to smell the oranges, the old man she’d dodged by the sugar, shriveled and small, all baggy skin and blue veins, stopped next to her. How can you tell if an orange is ripe? If it has wrinkled skin. Which meant, she was looking for an orange exactly like him—really wrinkled.
He flashed her a toothless grin, reminding her of a kid on a go-cart.
The old man slumped over his scooter, the complete opposite of anything vaguely resembling virile. Yet lechery oozed off him like bad cologne. He stared at her legs and wedged into her personal space so close the hem of her skirt fluttered in his face.
As jumpy as she was, the last thing she needed was for him to reach out and touch her. She could see the headlines now: WOMAN STABS HELPLESS OLD MAN WITH KUBOTAN IN GROCERY STORE. MAN HAS HEART ATTACK AND DIES.
She moved on to the bananas. So did the old man, homing in so close to her that he bumped her with the basket of his scooter.
“Sorry.” He flashed her another toothy, and yet somehow lecherous, grin.
She ignored him, reached for a bunch of bananas, and froze. Five frightening inches of hairy, scary brown Brazilian wandering spider flew through the air, landed in the bananas, and scrambled toward her. Brazilian wandering spiders are aggressive and fast. One of the fastest on the planet. Staci was not particularly speedy, unless scared. Not so much as she’d like even then.
She jumped back and screamed. Hey, it had stopped the house spider in its eight-legged tracks.
The Brazilian wandering spider, however, was no coward like the common house spider. It had the passionate nature Brazilians are famous for and ran at her with a vengeance, bloodlust gleaming in its mass of eight eyes.
Retreat! Staci screamed louder, flung the bananas across the aisle, and grabbed her cart, ready to make a run for the exit. As she did, she caught a glimpse of the old man.
“Don’t like spiders, girlie?” His eyes sparkled with evil delight. He was positively, maniacally pleased with himself. And holding an empty plastic container poked with holes.
“You! You’re working for the Bevil!” she screamed and pushed off toward the exit, which was at the opposite side of the store.
“The devil, you say?” The old man fired up his scooter and took off after her.
Surely she could outrun a pokey scooter. Those things usually went like five steps per hour, max. Only the old guy’s wasn’t your regular store-variety old scooter. Someone had clearly souped it up.
When the old man kicked it into overdrive, it roared after her with the speed of an Indy racer.
Staci shoved over the display of oranges in front of him and took off. The oranges bounced and rolled every which direction. But the old guy paid no attention to them. Staci wondered if his eyesight was bad. He ran over the citrus without hesitating.
Floor orange juice—made by oranges, squashed by a lunatic old man the Bevil hired to kill her!
She remembered Drew’s instruction—when being followed, take evasive action! She just didn’t think she’d have to use the advice in the grocery store being chased by an old man on a scooter.
She pushed her cart into the old guy’s and let go. Keys jingling in her hand, she rounded the corner into the baking aisle. No way the old man could make such a tight corner in a grocery scooter.
She was wrong.
Damn him, the old man must have taken some trick driving classes. He rammed her cart aside as if it were nothing, and took the corner tightly on two wheels.
Around them, the store was mostly deserted. No one to turn to for help.
“Cleanup in produce. Can we have a mop in produce?” boomed over the loudspeakers as the souped-up scooter from hell and the demon that drove it closed in on her.
He was like Freddy Krueger—impossible to stop. Oranges and corners hadn’t even slowed him down. In the movies, a nice oil slick always stops the bad guys.
Keys jangling in her fingers, she grabbed a bottle of vegetable oil—or maybe it was canola, that was more healthy—but she didn’t take time to look. She unscrewed the lid and dumped it in the aisle behind her.
Old guy hit the oil slick and did a 180.
Staci punched the air in victory. Yes! Escape was at hand.
Just then two old ladies on scooters came around the corner.
“Stop her,” old guy yelled. “She took my wallet! And threw my bananas on the floor.”
At that moment, there were a lot more painful things Staci wanted to do with his bananas. But the old women charged toward her on their thankfully normal, slow scooters.
Old women to the left of her. Old man and an oil slick on the right. What was a girl to do?
As the old ladies maneuvered their scooters to block off her escape, Staci decided playing stuntman and vaulting over them was preferable to being run over by the old man with murder on his mind coming at her from the other side at warp speed.
Staci took off toward the old ladies, hurdling over them in a single bound. She banged her knee leaping over. And stumbled on the other side. But she caught her balance just in time and took off.
Hah-hah! Take that, she thought as she raced down the beverage aisle. She hadn’t hurdled since high school.
But just as she reached the end of the aisle, the old man swung around the corner right in front of her, blocking her escape. He was dusted with flour, which only made him look paler and more ghostly. And disturbingly like a pan ready for cake batter.
“How?” Staci said.
He cackled. “Flour soaks up oil pretty good. Use the whole wheat, though. Less messy.”
She didn’t want to have to stab him. So she grabbed the nearest weapon available, a two-liter bottle of soda pop, and shook it up good. “Come near me and I’ll douse you with diet cola. All shaken up, this thing has the pressure of a fire hose.” She was exaggerating, probably. But it must have had some spray power.
He looked skeptical and shook his head. “Diet cola! Don’t use that. I like the grape,” the old guy said, pointing. “Store variety. It’s cheap and on sale. If you were on a fixed income like me, you’d be more discerning and not waste money.”
“Oh, shut up and leave me alone.” She shook the bottle again.
He ignored her and surged forward, bumping into her before she could move. His dry, leathery hand skimmed up her leg, scratching like the shaft of a feather as he lifted the hem of her skirt and jabbed her thigh with what she thought was his bony finger.
“Hey!” She swatted his hand.
He cursed beneath his breath and bounded out of the scooter to a standing position surprisingly spryly. Before she could register her surprise, he grabbed her right arm, twisted it behind her back so hard she let out a grunt, and thrust a knife against her neck from behind. Standing, he was taller than she expected, over six feet. And surprisingly strong and steady for someone so thin who seemed to need a scooter to get around.
She swallowed the nausea rising in her throat. Drew had warned her to go straight home. Why hadn’t she listened? “What do you want?”
The aged assassin wedged the blade tighter against her neck. “Not what I’m going to get. If I were twenty years younger…”
“What you want would kill you, old man,” she said.
“Oh, but what a way to go.” He cackled and pulled her tightly against him. “Sadly, I’m going to have to kill you. With a knife. I’d hoped to make it cleaner. I thought the spider would do the trick and make your death look like an accident. It’s the deadliest one on earth, you know. And angry as all get-out after I shook it in its box.”
“Ingenious.”
“Thanks. I like to be creative in my work.” He made what sounded like an attempt at an evil, macho growl but came out more of a gurgle followed by a hacking cough.
“Smoker’s hack?” she whispered, trying to buy time as she got a good grip on her Kubotan, which she still held in her left hand on her key ring. It was the kind of brave, lighthearted thing Drew would have said. He’d always said a good quip boasts confidence.
“Pack a day, but I gave it up five years ago.” He wrenched her arm tighter.
She winced and tried to look around without moving. Where in the world were all the other shoppers? The shelf stockers? The deliverymen?
Just then a scream pierced the air, coming from the direction of the produce aisle.
“Guess they found my spider.” He laughed. “That’ll keep everyone busy and out of our hair long enough for me to get my job done.” He breathed heavily in her ear. “Didn’t think an old man like me was a threat, did you? That’s what makes me such an effective assassin.” He smelled of Bengay and bad breath as he breathed down her neck and stared down her bodice.
Drew had told her in a panic situation to just jab the Kubotan where she could do the most damage. Jab it anywhere with as much force as she could. Get free. Get loose and get away.
Anywhere was likely to puncture the old man’s paper-thin skin. She tried not to think about it.
“Like the view?” she said to distract him.
The old man cackled and coughed. “Love it. You have nice legs, too. Pity I have to slit your throat. Messy business. Damn trembling hands. I’m not the shot I used to be or I’d have gotten you from the parking lot.”
She felt his arm tense as he prepared to rip the knife across her throat.
“You’ll never get away with this!” She lunged her weapon back into the old man’s left thigh.
He groaned, dropped her right arm, and grabbed his leg. The pressure on the knife against her throat lessened. She cocked her hand for another blow.
Her focus had narrowed to her fight for life, to just the two of them. The rest of the store—everything else—ceased to exist.
His age showed. His reactions were slow. She stabbed him again.
He grunted. His hand fell away. The knife clattered to the floor. He clutched his chest and gasped for breath.
She stared at him.
His face went ashen, definitely grayer than the old-man pallor it had been before.
A heart attack? Now? She stared at him, amazed at her good fortune.
The sound of a familiar voice and the firm clasp of a friendly hand on her shoulder snapped her out of her daze.
“Pity. It appears the old man is having a heart attack.”
Staci looked into the smiling eyes of NCS chief Emmett Nelson. She caught the slight movement of him stuffing a syringe up his sleeve. He’d always had the deft fingers of a magician. Some said he’d been trained in sleight of hand by one of the world’s greatest illusionists.
“Put the Kubotan away, Staci,” he said as he picked up the knife and stuffed it in his jacket. “I’m just about to call for help. We don’t want any questions or anyone wondering why you jabbed an old man with a Kubotan and gave him a heart attack.”
Her mouth fell open. “Em!” She threw herself into him and hugged him. “What are you doing here?”
He looked a little sheepish. “Keeping an eye on you. I got a text from Drew that you’d veered off plan.”
Next to them, the old man fell to the ground.
Emmett gave him a pitiless look. “Don’t worry, he won’t make it.” He dropped into a squat next to the old guy. “You’ve made your last kill, Grimley. Tell me who you’re working for. Who hired you to kill Staci?”
Grimley gurgled and clutched his chest, but didn’t speak.
Em shook him. “Who? Tell me! There’s no need to protect your employer now.” He shook him again. “Come on, old man.”
Grimley’s eyes glassed over.
Em shook his head, let go of Grimley, slapped his knee, and swore beneath his breath. “He’s too far gone. He’s not going to tell us anything.”
Staci wondered for just a second if whatever Em had administered was laced with truth serum and whether Em had miscalculated its effect on feeble, old Grimley.
Em looked up at Staci. “Staci, keys. Put them away.”
Staci stuffed the key ring into her purse.
Em shot Grimley a cold look full of hatred. “Time to get this performance over with.” He turned to Staci. “Ready to play your part?”
He appraised her as she nodded. She evidently passed the test.
“Good. Dial nine-one-one, slowly,” he said and turned back to Grimley. He took a deep breath. “Help!” Emmett yelled, sounding convincingly worried, upset, and urgent. “He’s having a heart attack. We need help!”



 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
The two old women came around the corner just as Staci hung up with 911.
“Stop, thief!” they yelled and pointed at Staci. “She stole his wallet.”
They stopped their scooters and their faces went pale when they saw Grimley on the ground.
Emmett knelt beside Grimley and opened Grimley’s shirt, ostensibly trying to help him breathe and listen for a heartbeat. Staci doubted Em would administer CPR, though he undoubtedly knew how.
Emmett pulled Grimley’s wallet from the old man’s pant pocket and held it up for them to see. “You mean this wallet?”
The two ladies looked confused. The paramedics rushed in. Emmett stood and stepped aside.
The store manager appeared, looking shaken. “What a day! A deadly spider in produce! Nearly scared my staff to death. Oranges everywhere. An oil spill on aisle five and now this!” He looked at Emmett. “Did the spider scare him to death, too?”
Emmett shook his head and gave a performance worthy of a Daytime Emmy. “Looks like a heart attack. I think that accounts for your oil spill. He lost control in the baking aisle. This woman says he was chasing her on his scooter.” Em gave Staci a sympathetic look. “I think the old man lost consciousness and control of the scooter. It just looked as if he was chasing her.”
The store manager looked at Staci. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. Just shaken. I saw that spider and ran. It was in the bananas. Did you get it?” She didn’t mean to sound so vindictive.
The store manager nodded. “We’re turning it over to the proper authorities. Probably came in with our shipment of bananas.”
Under different circumstances, Staci would have set him straight about the spider’s origin.
Thanks to Emmett’s story, no one suspected anything other than natural causes as the old man fought for his quickly ending life. She’d heard rumors Emmett had been trained at Juilliard. Seeing him in action, she no longer doubted them.
There were all kinds of gossip regarding Emmett. That he’d been in Special Forces and had single-handedly disarmed a nuclear bomb. That his mother was a Hollywood makeup artist who worked on films and that’s where he’d learned disguise techniques. That he’d been born on the planet Krypton.
That last one probably wasn’t true. Probably.
He put a fatherly arm around Staci as the EMTs hooked the old man up to a portable defibrillator. Maybe it was just Staci’s imagination, but she thought Em, beneath his outwardly concerned exterior, seemed way too pleased when the EMT yelled “clear” and zapped the old man with a futile heart-starting jolt of electricity. The poor old guy’s whole body jumped and shuddered.
Staci looked away.
“Nothing like seeing the enemy squirm,” Em whispered in her ear.
Nope, not her imagination.
The EMTs loaded the old man onto a gurney and wheeled him off to a waiting ambulance, still zapping away.
“Futile,” Em whispered in her ear as if sharing wise words and consoling her. “He’ll be dead before they’re out of the parking lot.”
Staci felt pale and cold, and couldn’t stop shaking.
“You’re white,” the store manager said to her. “You need something to eat and drink. Go to the café. Order whatever you want. On the house.” He looked around and frowned. “Did you have a cart, or a list? Any groceries are on us today, too.”
She gave him her list and told him about the cart she’d left behind.
“The groceries will be bagged and waiting for you at customer service. And please accept my apologies on behalf of the store. We’ve never had anything like this happen before.”
Yeah, probably because not that many spies’ wives shopped there. He seemed completely bewildered, poor man.
Emmett led Staci to the store café and pulled a chair out for her at a quiet, secluded corner booth. Knowing Emmett, the booth was probably out of view of any security cameras, too. Emmett had a knack for getting utmost privacy.
The store staff recognized her as the woman who’d found the spider and been “chased” by the old man. One of them brought her a glass of water. Em ordered a cup of coffee for himself and one for Staci.
When the coffee arrived, Staci pushed hers away. “I’m already a trembling wreck. The caffeine in that will send me over the edge.”
Em smiled and took a sip of his.
Emmett didn’t allow many people to call him Em. As far as Staci knew, she was the only one. Drew called him Chief, or Emmett, or sir. Somehow Staci had developed a rapport with the chief that allowed her to tease him. Maybe it was because she wasn’t one of his employees.
Em was a master of disguise. One day he could appear as a devastatingly handsome man somewhere between the ages of thirty and sixty. So hot and attractive that at one point Drew was jealous of the attention Em paid to Staci. After that, Em subtly toned down the handsome around her. Or so she noticed. No one knew his true age.
If he chose he could be painfully plain, almost invisible. Today he looked kind and fatherly, calming, reassuring.
Staci was sure that was all purely intentional, too.
“Do you think people are going to believe that story we told about the old man? What if someone looks at the store security cameras?” she asked Em.
He waved his hand as if cameras were no big deal. “Not a problem. Except for the cameras at the entrance, the rest are fakes. Decoys to discourage shoplifting.”
That was one relief, at least.
She switched to the more pressing topic. “Someone’s trying to kill me, Em. If you’re watching me for Drew, I’m sure you know all about it and how I’m staying at the condo with him.” Staci stared Em in the eye as she whispered to him. “The spider…” She shuddered. “I think it’s Bevilacqua.”
“Let’s not jump to conclusions, Staci. It wouldn’t take much to make it look like the Bevil is after you.”
“But who else knows about the spiders?” She could barely control her trembling hands. She clutched her water glass and stared across the store to the dancing vegetables on the produce aisle sign.
“You talked in your sleep at the hospital. You screamed about spiders. It’s not common knowledge, but it’s available. We’ll catch whoever it is, Staci.”
She turned her gaze back on Em, wanting to believe him. “So you just carry a vial of digitalis around for fun, then? In case you need to save a vulnerable young woman from a murderous old man, and lethal force must look like natural causes?”
Em smiled and took a sip of coffee. “I’m always prepared. I keep everything handy in my spy kit. Poisons have many useful applications.”
He pushed her water toward her. “Take a sip of water and breathe deeply. I don’t need you fainting on me.”
“Since you’ve obviously talked to Drew, I suppose you know, too, that we’re pretending to be reconciled until we catch whoever’s after me,” Staci said. “It was the easiest way to explain why we’re hanging out together for now without arousing suspicion. Drew convinced me our ‘being together’ would help his cover and be safer for me. People are less suspicious of married men.”
Emmett nodded and smiled. “Too true.”
“I had lunch today to tell my mother the ‘good news.’ I wimped out. I didn’t tell her. Drew is going to be furious. I just couldn’t lie to her.”
“Of course you did,” Em said, cryptically.
Staci frowned. “Did what?”
“Lie to your mother.”
Her frown deepened. “I just told you I didn’t. I can’t lie, Em. You know I can’t. That’s why … why I can’t stay with Drew. Whatever he’s up to, I’ll blow it.”
Em reached across the table and patted her hand. “Everyone lies. It started with Adam and Eve. It comes as naturally to us as breathing. You just lied to your mother, your own mother, the woman who gave birth to you.” He pinned her with his gaze.
“I did not.”
“Did you tell her that someone tried to kill you yesterday?” His eyes danced, somehow both serious and amused at the same time.
“No, of course not.” She shook her head.
“That Drew stopped by?”
“No.”
“That you spent the night at his condo?”
“No way!”
“Then you’re lying, lying by omission, letting her believe an untruth—that you’re safe, and life is completely normal. And yet things have dramatically changed in the last forty-eight hours.”
She stared at him.
“Am I wrong?”
Unfortunately, he was spot-on and made a good point.
“Staci, lying by omission might just be your strong suit. Use it to your advantage. Whenever you’re faced with having to make a barefaced lie, tell the truth, as much as you can, and let the omission be your lie. You can handle that, can’t you?”
She nodded, uncertainly.
“In fact, you lied by omission to Drew this afternoon, in the parking lot before you came in. You told him you came straight here from lunch, which, of course, you didn’t.” Em gave her a piercing look.
Her heart raced. Of course he knew she’d been to Temporary Office Services. But how could he possibly know she hadn’t told Drew?
She swallowed hard. “I … I—”
“No need to make excuses to me. You got a job, didn’t you?”
She nodded. What was the point in trying to lie to him?
“As a temp,” she said. “At Attitude, Inc., where my stepfather works. My mother wants me to spy on her husband. She thinks he’s having an affair.”
Em had a truth-serum way about him that made her blurt things out.
He cocked an eyebrow, pursed his lips, and shook his head from side to side. “How long have they been married?”
She nodded. “Nearly fifteen years.”
“Men his age do stray. Midlife crisis,” he said. “Get Drew to help you. He’s pretty good at spying.” He winked at her.
“You mean tell him what I’m up to?”
“Why not? You said yourself you’re a terrible liar. You’re going to have to make some excuse for why you’re suddenly going back to work now. Get him to help you. Ask him for some pointers.” He grinned full-out so that only she could see. His eyes shone with excitement.
One thing was clear to Staci—Em loved spying to the core of his being.
“Make him buy you some gizmos, things to make the job easier. Try Spy Gear Seattle downtown. Listening ears, recorder pens, tracking devices!” He sighed happily. “You’ll love that place! We’ll make a spy out of you yet.”
Staci eyed him skeptically.
“Look, you’re living with a spy, take advantage of the situation. Have fun! Roll with it.”
He had a point, up until the have fun part. This was definitely not fun.
“Speaking of living with a spy,” she said. “I want out of this situation as soon as possible. Do you know what it’s like living with the husband you’re trying to divorce?”
Em looked as if he was trying to be sympathetic and not burst out laughing at her dilemma. “No, can’t say as I do. Can’t imagine it.” His eyes twinkled as he pulled his hand back from hers.
He turned serious. “Staci, you know how I feel about my agents divorcing. It’s bad business. Exes tend to talk and bad-mouth their former lovers. Not good in my business. Are you sure you couldn’t give your marriage another try? Now’s the prefect opportunity.”
She crossed her arms so that Em couldn’t see her start to tremble again. “No, I can’t, Em.”
Em stared at her. He could be so unnerving sometimes.
“Besides, I’d never talk,” she said.
He didn’t look convinced. “You know, sometimes I envy the old Soviets,” he said with a dreamy look in his eye. “If they had a security risk, they simply took it out.”
Staci froze. Very funny, Em.
Em laughed. “Kidding, Stace. You’ve got to learn to take a joke.”
If he was indeed joking. Staci wasn’t so sure.
“Put the divorce on the back burner. Stay with Drew for now. Until we know for certain why someone’s after you and who. It’s safest for you, and everyone else, if you’re with Drew.”
Staci glared at him. Staying with Drew wasn’t going to be easy. Mostly on her emotions. She wondered if it were possible to chase Drew away?
Em read her mind. “Wipe that evil look off your face. I need you to play nice and treat him well. Drew’s on an important mission. Under a lot of stress. Stress that would make most men crack.” His eyes danced as if he was enjoying himself immensely and there was some inside joke she was just outside of.
“Help me out, treat him well, and if you still want your divorce when this over”—he shrugged as if indifferent—“I’ll make sure it’s expedited and guarantee you a generous settlement.”
Staci eyed him warily.
“Resistance is futile,” he said when she didn’t respond. “Your divorce won’t happen unless I say it can.”
She believed him. The CIA had a way of making things happen. Or preventing them from happening. Ever.
“Define nice. Just how nice do I have to be to Drew?” she asked.
She liked specifics. When dealing with Em, it was always important to get the terms clarified up front. Otherwise, he’d wiggle out of his agreement.
One of the café staff came by with a pitcher of water and refilled their glasses. Em put on the expression of a person who’d just been through a traumatic experience.
“A girl after my own heart,” Em said to the woman with the pitcher.
Always a flirt!
The woman smiled at him and returned to the counter.
“Nice is like pornography,” he said to Staci when the woman was out of earshot. “I’ll know it when I see it.”
“That’s sufficiently vague,” she said. “Leaves you plenty of wiggle room.”
He smiled and glanced at his watch. “Coffee break’s over. Time to get back to work.”
Which reminded her, “My groceries. The manager said to stop by customer service.”
“I’ll help you out with them.” He pushed back his chair and stood up. “I insist.”
She wasn’t resisting.
Emmett stopped as they walked past the Redbox. “Let me get you the movies you were going to rent on your way out, on the Agency.”
“How did you know I was going to rent a movie?” she asked.
“I saw you looking at the kiosk when you walked in.” He tapped his temple. “A good spy is observant. Red and Mr. and Mrs. Smith sound good?”
“They sound great. But you really are too scary sometimes, Em. You read people’s minds too easily.”
*   *   *
 
Drew paused outside the front door of his condo with his key in hand. He was late coming home from the office. Overseeing the body’s removal, having an after-hours beer with his new Hook House co-workers, and stopping by the makeshift morgue to check on evidence had all taken longer than he expected.
He’d gotten away with moving Martel. No one suspected a thing. It was as if an execution never happened at Hook House. He wondered if the silence about the murder had rattled anyone’s cage. And if that person would crack and show themselves.
Damn, I’m a great brand manager. If only the Hook House brass knew how good!
Drew’s body thrummed with a testosterone-laced adrenaline high. He could only liken it to euphoria mixed with lust. He hovered on the edge of frustration, full of pent-up want, needing release. He felt like celebrating. He felt like having hot, hard sex.
And now he was going to have to go into his own condo and face Staci, a woman who certainly didn’t want sex with him.
He took a deep breath and turned the key in the door. “Honey, I’m home!”
He tossed his keys on the sofa table in the entryway and set his laptop bag beside it. The house smelled like warm, melted chocolate, and chicken doused with wine sauce, and a whole host of other delectable smells he’d almost forgotten existed.
The kitchen table was covered with a white tablecloth and set for two, complete with two sputtering candles and a bottle of wine chilling in a bucket of ice.
Steam swirled from a pot of pasta bubbling on the stove.
Staci was in the kitchen. She stood next to the stove with her back to him, dousing slices of bread with garlic butter and Parmesan cheese. She wore a thin peach sundress with spaghetti straps that slid off her creamy shoulders. The hem of her dress fluttered and kissed her calves as she moved. She was barefoot. He didn’t know why he found that so sexy.
Oh, hell yes, he did. In the old days he would have cuddled up behind her, lifted her skirt, and had her before dinner.
Looking at the scene, it was hard for a man not to get the wrong impression.
“Oh good, you’re home. I hope you’re hungry,” she said as she turned the oven on and slid the pan of bread in under the broiler.
Oh, yeah, I’m hungry. Just not for dinner.
When she turned around, her face was flushed from the heat of cooking. A gentle sheen of perspiration glowed between her full, perky breasts.
The sight of her made his body go hard.
What he really needed was a cold shower. He forced his gaze from her before he lost control. He glanced around the kitchen.
A dark chocolate torte sat on a plate on the counter, along with a dozen chocolate cupcakes, and a plate of cream puffs. She’d been baking up a storm, which could only mean one thing. He hoped she was only upset about her lunch with her mother. Unfortunately, he estimated there were too many baked goods for something as simple as that.
He returned his gaze to her. “What’s wrong? What happened?”
He walked over and stood in front of her, trying hard not to stare down her dress as he put his hands on her bare shoulders.
She looked up with eyes that begged him to protect her.
“Someone tried to kill me today.” She threw her arms around him and pressed her head into his chest.
Fury collided with the adrenaline pulsating through him. He would have dashed off to kill whoever had gone after Staci, but she clung to him too tightly. And he meant too tightly for comfort. His comfort.
He put his arms around her. She was trembling.
“Shhh,” he murmured. “It’s okay.” He kissed the top of her head.
*   *   *
 
Staci hadn’t meant to throw herself into Drew’s arms, but once she got there, she couldn’t force herself to leave. Why did he have to feel so good, so strong, so reassuring?
It was like old times when being with Drew made her feel safe. Why didn’t she just pull away and ask him how his day was? Make her lies by omission and move on?
The gentle brush of his lips on her hair startled her. As she looked up, a lock of hair caught on her moist lips.
Before she could reach for it, Drew gently brushed it away. The heat of his fingers on her lips sent a ripple of desire through her. The look in his eyes was so strong and serious, so full of something powerful, she couldn’t look away. The combination was too commanding.
Her lips were trembling. She didn’t mean to kiss him, but when he leaned down, she went up on her toes and their lips met.
The trembling spark leaped into a raging fire. Drew didn’t just brush her lips, he took possession of them.
The next moment was a blur of desire and dancing tongues.
Drew dropped his hands to cup her butt, pressing against her as he slid the straps of her dress off her shoulders. She pulled his shirt loose from his pants and ran her hands over his hard abs and strong back.
They did a shuffle of sorts toward the sofa, kissing and groping. She unfastened his pants and pulled them down. He spun her around, kicked off his shoes, pants, and boxers, lifted her skirt, and toppled onto her.
He maneuvered around her thong panty and was in her in a single thrust.
She gasped, but she was ready for him, so ready.
She wrapped her legs around his waist and pressed him deeper into her as her skirt bunched around her.
We shouldn’t be doing this.
The thought didn’t stop her.
His hand slid beneath her dress and played with her breasts. She ran her fingers through his hair. She’d always loved his hair.
He thrust again.
She clenched a fistful of his hair.
And again. Harder.
She gasped as the pleasure built.
Faster. Faster. Faster.
Until her moan curled toward the ceiling.
She closed her eyes and arched back against him, riding the edge of building ecstasy, wanting release, feeling so close to Drew she wished this moment would never end.
She shuddered when crescendos of pleasure cascaded over and over her.
Drew groaned and clutched her before collapsing onto her. She was hot and sweaty and breathing hard. So was Drew.
And incredulous.
She released her grip on Drew’s hair and stared him in the eye, transfixed. What just happened?
Unfortunately, there was no time to answer that question. She smelled smoke.
She lifted her head and looked over Drew’s shoulder, down the long length of his body, past his taut, naked butt, bare legs, and dress-sock-clad feet to the kitchen. An ominous black swirl of smoke wafted up from the oven.
“Drew … something’s smoking,” she whispered in his ear.
“We were smoking.”
“No, I mean, really smoking. Don’t you smell it? The garlic toast!”
The smoke alarm went off, screeching and cutting off further conversation.
Drew pulled out and started swearing, rushing to the kitchen in his shirt and socks and butt naked. He grabbed a pot holder, pulled the toast out of the oven, and dumped it into the sink where he doused it with water.
Staci sat up and coughed, pulled her skirt down, jumped up and ran to the smoke alarm, frantically trying to fan the smoke away from it and get it to stop buzzing. At last it turned off.
She looked at Drew and started laughing.
“What’s so funny?” he asked as he pulled the pot holder off and shut off the broiler.
She laughed harder and pointed at him.
He looked down at himself. “What? This is supposed to be impressive.”
She shook her head and lost it. “No, not you. This whole day. Everything.” She couldn’t stop laughing. Her sides shook so hard, she almost couldn’t breathe. She managed to sputter out, “Put your pants on so we can open a window.”
He pulled on his pants and cracked open the sliding glass door in the living room as he gave her a concerned look.
Thank goodness the blinds had been pulled this whole time.
Staci sat on the sofa with tears streaming down her face from laughing hysterically. She put her hands around her stomach. Why did she feel like crying?
Now that her emotional dam had burst, everything she’d been holding in all day broke loose. “This whole day. Everything. It’s a black comedy. A man tried to kill me in the grocery store. And now I nearly burned down the condo.”
Drew sat down beside her. “Not quite.” He handed her a paper towel to wipe her eyes with. “Rewind for a minute—who was trying to kill you?”
She took a deep breath. “A lecherous octogenarian on a motorized grocery cart. He copped a feel of my leg in the produce section.” Her shoulders shook and she started hiccuping. “He souped that cart up, too. He took the corner on two wheels.”
Drew stared at her as if she were crazy. “How?”
“I don’t know. I’m not a mechanic.” She tried to get a breath.
“How did he try to kill you?”
“First with a Brazilian wandering spider in the bananas. Then with a knife. In the soda row. Sounds like a game of Clue, but he was no Colonel Mustard.” She took another deep breath, trying to get a grip. “Turns out Grimley didn’t really need the scooter. He could walk on his own. He was surprisingly strong for someone with a weak heart.”
Drew frowned. “Grimley? He told you his name?”
“No, Em did. He was protecting me, which should come as no surprise to you. Do you know this Grimley?” She studied Drew and dabbed her eyes. He looked as if he knew Grimley, by reputation at least.
“He’s a dangerous man.” His tone was soft and reassuring. But he was holding himself taut, as if he was angry. “What happened?”
“I broke free. And then he had a heart attack and died. How was your day?” She was still hiccuping.
“Better than yours,” he said. “I found a dead body in the brewing room. Foreign agent.”
“Yeah, I’d say a dead body in the beer is a foreign agent. At least I hope it’s not a typical ingredient.” She couldn’t help herself. “Was he in a vat?”
“No, in a pile of hops. I was hiding the body beneath fifty-pound bags of it when you called.”
“Burial by hops, now that’s funny, in a black, black way.”
He nodded. “Yeah, in a black way.”
She took another breath. “Sounds like a great first day.” At last, she gained some control of herself. She dabbed her eyes with the paper towel again, and looked at Drew. “This can’t happen again.”
And she meant it.
“Laughing?” he said and sobered up.
She shook her head.
“Yeah, I know,” he said. “I don’t have enough renter’s insurance to cover a full-scale fire.”
She put her hand on his arm. “You know what I mean. Us. This was a one-off.”
His expression hardened. The look in his eyes was almost crestfallen. But that couldn’t be. Drew wanted this divorce as much as she did.
A sad thought occurred to her. “Is this all we ever were, Drew? A hormonal reaction to stress? The release to a spurt of adrenaline?”
He didn’t answer her question. “Let’s eat.” He stood, offered her a hand up, and led her to the kitchen.
Staci didn’t know what to think, feel, or say as she put the finishing touches on dinner and set it on the table.
Drew gestured to the piles of fresh-baked goods on the counter. “The old man in the grocery store, that’s what all this is about?”
She nodded, unable to look him in the eye.
“What really happened to him? A feel of your leg didn’t really give him such a sexual high that he keeled over?” He was trying to be humorous, but she detected a note of hurt and accusation in his voice.
“It was combined with a jab in the thigh by a Kubotan.”
“Out with it, Stace.”
She hated it when he used that soft, sympathetic tone. It made it harder to leave him. “Em stabbed him with a syringe full of something, probably digitalis, when he came to my aid. At least, I think digitalis is what it was. Grimley had a heart attack and died. I’m assured it will all look perfectly natural to the coroner.” She served him some chicken and passed him the pasta as if this were normal dinner conversation.
Drew frowned and grabbed her wrist, squeezing it for reassurance as she held the pasta plate out to him. “Grimley’s an infamous assassin. I thought he retired years ago. You’re really okay?” He looked at her with concern shining in his eyes.
She shrugged. “I’m fine. You should have seen me run when Grimley threw that Brazilian wandering spider at me. And heard my ear-piercing scream.” She laughed softly.
Drew didn’t smile back at her. “I’m sorry about this shit. I really am. Emmett hasn’t briefed me yet. But I’ll get to the bottom of it and make sure it doesn’t happen again.” He squeezed her wrist again and released it. “Who was Grimley working for, does the chief know?”
She shook her head and set the pasta down. “Em tried to find out, but Grimley died without talking. Em doesn’t know. He’s looking into it. I told him it’s probably the Bevil. I mean, who else would try to scare me and kill me with spiders?” She shuddered. “Em said anyone could make it look like the Bevil is after me. He told me to tell you about the incident.”
Drew looked thoughtful. “That’s it?”
She nodded. “That’s all I know.” She changed the subject. “The exterminator came today. He left his card.”
“Have you been in the guest room yet to make sure our old friend is dead?”
She shook her head. “No, not yet.”
“I’ll do it.” Drew pursed his lips as she passed him the salad. “How was lunch with your mother?”
Now he wanted details? Better late than never. It was nice of him to ask.
“Oh, you know, the usual with her—drama. She thinks Sam is having an affair. She wants me to spy on him for her.”
Drew sputtered. “She suspects Sam’s having an affair and she wants you to spy on him?”
“Yes, me. Who else?”
He looked as if he was about to laugh.
“I’m glad to have lifted your mood.” She shook her head. “Don’t look so stunned. I can do it.” His lack of faith piqued her. “I already have a plan. I got a job as a temporary office assistant at Attitude so I can keep an eye on him and pick up any office gossip. I start on Monday.”
“What?” He was about to come out of his chair. “I thought we had a plan to keep you safe here at the town house.”
“Oh, come on. Attitude is completely safe, much safer than sitting around here. They have tight security, including guards on the premises. They’re a defense contractor. They have to take security seriously.”
He sighed and she knew she’d won that part of the argument.
“And as for Sam, office affairs are on the rise. The office is practically an affair incubator. It seems logical to see what he’s up to there.”
“Sam, having an affair?” He looked and sounded skeptical.
“Yeah, I know, who else would have him? But there it is. My mother is suspicious.”
“You’ve spent a lot more time with him and your mom since we separated. Have you noticed anything suspicious?” Drew asked.
“You mean, do I think he’s having an affair?” She pursed her lips and thought about things. Sam had been acting differently this past year. “He is gone a lot more often than he used to be. And he spends a ton of time and money on that boat he bought a year ago, the Attitude and Latitude.
“He takes chances, going out in rough surf and bad weather like he’s auditioning for Deadliest Catch or something. Most men have a midlife crisis and buy a fast car. Sam’s that way with his boat.
“He’s meticulous and finicky with it, too. You need his permission to go on board and heaven help you if you touch the wrong thing or open the wrong drawer. It’s his version of a man cave. Even Mom’s not allowed.
“I’ve been out fishing with him a time or two on it, but I’ve never seen any signs of another woman. It’s not the kind of boat made for seduction.”
Drew frowned, looking as if he didn’t like what he’d just heard. “You’re really going to be spying now? It’s dangerous stuff, Stace.”
“I thought you’d be pleased. I’m finally taking an interest in your line of work.” She didn’t understand his concern. “It’s just keeping an eye on Sam. And I have you around to help and give me pointers.”
He arched a brow. “You want my help?”
“You are the expert.”
“Can’t argue with that,” he said.
“Good. We can start tomorrow. I need a few gizmos.”
“Stace, no.”
“Every spy has gizmos.”
“No.” He shook his head.
“Bond has gizmos. Maxwell Smart has gizmos. I bet you have gizmos.” She studied him closely as she twisted her napkin in her lap, but he didn’t give away whether he did or didn’t.
“Thinking of you with gizmos gives me a headache,” he said.
“If I can’t have gizmos, I’ll need weapons,” she teased.
He gave her a deadpan stare.
“I heard there’s an excellent spy supply store in downtown Seattle. I thought we could go there tomorrow and you could help me pick a few things out. You know, Q-type devices for the job.”
He looked deep in thought and didn’t answer.
“I can go by myself.”
“No.”
She snapped her fingers. “Still tied to the old ball and chain. If that’s the case, it’s either we sit here and stare at each other or go do something fun.”
“Real spies don’t go to spy supply stores,” he said.
She shrugged. “You’ll be the first. At least no one will suspect your true occupation. When you think about it, it’s a great cover.”
He squinted, looking as if he was deep in thought. “Yeah, sure,” he said finally.
That went well.
“I rented a few movies to watch after dinner,” she said casually.
He nodded, still looking deep in thought.
“Which would you rather watch first—Mr. and Mrs. Smith or Red?”
He sputtered. “Interesting choices. Did you pick those out yourself?”
She shrugged and smiled. “I had a little help. I thought we could use some humor around here.”
She tried very hard to not break out laughing again. But it was either that or cry.



 
 
CHAPTER NINE
 
“Are you going to be okay by yourself tonight in the guest room?” Drew asked Staci, sincere in his concern.
She took the movie out of the DVD player and put it in its plastic case. “I think I’ll survive.” The look she gave him meant she’d rather be alone and would probably lock her door.
Not to worry. He had no intention of jumping her bones again. Damn her.
“Sure?” he asked, half hoping she’d relent and sleep with him again. After the incident in the grocery store, he wanted to know she was safe every minute.
She lifted her chin, a dead giveaway she was using defiance to cover her fear. “According to Gary the Exterminator’s note, all the big, bad spiders should be dead. Gary seems very reliable. I’m sure you did your due diligence and made sure he has an A-rating.”
She headed up the stairs for bed, pausing a few steps up. “Be ready to go by ten tomorrow. I want to get to the spy store early.”
“Yeah, sure,” he said. In the past, when he was home, off duty, and between missions, he liked to sleep in. It was practically the only sleep he ever got.
Staci knew that. She liked to rise earlier than he did. In happier days, she used to get up and make him breakfast, then come back to bed and tease him awake with a message and sex. He was certain she was getting back at him for what they’d done on the sofa earlier. It hadn’t been all his doing. She knew that.
Staci eyed him warily, nodded, and headed up the stairs. A few seconds later he heard her in the bathroom, running water, probably brushing her teeth.
He jumped up and grabbed the two DVDs she’d rented. Sure enough he spotted NCS’s QR code sticker on the back of Red. Personally, he thought the theme of the two movies—assassination and elimination—was a message in itself. He grabbed his cell phone and snapped a picture of the QR code sticker.
It took him to a website advertising movie snacks. NCS used a bunch of these sites as dummies and decoys in case anyone else checked the QR code. He captured a picture of a bag of popcorn from the website, ran it through the steganography decoding software on his phone, and came up with another QR code, which he ran through a software decoding program, which pointed him to another website. He typed in his password of the day and came up with an incident report on Staci’s attack in aisle five.
Thaddeaus Grimley had been one bad dude. In his heyday, he’d been an expert sniper and poisoner, a SMASH assassin. Knives had never been his thing. He was responsible for killing more than a dozen CIA agents over the years and at least two hundred civilians. Not so great a feat by today’s standards when terrorists and psychos took out thousands at a time. But Grimley killed one at a time, and had never been caught or convicted.
Almost ninety, he hadn’t been suspected in any killings for over a decade. Like the Morgan Freeman character in Red, he’d been pastured and put in a nursing home. Redmond Valley Nursing Home, to be precise. It was conveniently located five blocks from the grocery store where Staci had been attacked. Apparently, Grimley, who was legally too blind to drive, had taken the nursing home bus to the store along with the other residents who needed to pick up a few items.
Emmett had seen Grimley try to prick Staci’s right thigh with something. So much for Staci’s assertion that Grimley was feeling her up. Though he may have been doing that, too. Staci swatted Grimley’s hand, knocking the vial away before Grimley could inject it. He’d then gotten a knife on Staci’s neck before Emmett could reach her.
Grimley must have been desperate, or simply reckless with old age and overconfidence, to think he could get away with slitting someone’s throat in broad daylight in a store full of patrons.
Drew frowned. Either that or Grimley was terrified of failing and would rather risk being caught than not succeed.
Drew tried to shake off the thought—RIOT was after Staci. Really after Staci. Stalking her. Following her. They knew where she was, who she was with, and even the store where she shopped.
He returned to reading the report.
The chief found a vial on the floor next to Grimley as the assassin lay dying from the injection of poison Emmett had given him. A bit of poetic justice.
The chief had watched Staci carefully and hadn’t seen any signs of poisoning. He slipped her a mild sedative to keep her calm.
He’d sent the vial to the lab to be analyzed. It contained a dose of full-strength venom, big enough to kill two or three Stacis, from the most lethal spider in the world—the Brazilian wandering spider.
Drew could have sworn his heart stopped for just an instant before kicking back in again and banging angrily in his chest.
So that was the plan—inject Staci with the venom and then pretend the spider had bitten her?
Clever. Jack would have gotten a kick out of it.
But Drew didn’t like the obvious reference to Bevilacqua and his boss Carlos Meano.
The Bevil was in prison. Jack had killed Meano before dying in the explosion.
It was a good thing for Grimley that he was already dead. If he’d lived, Drew would have tracked him down and tortured him.
Drew swallowed hard and kept reading the report.
Drew was to keep a sharp eye on Staci and, if any of the following symptoms manifested, get her to the NCS-approved ER immediately: loss of muscle control, breathing problems, paralysis, asphyxiation, pain, or priapism.
What the hell was priapism? He was pretty sure it didn’t have anything to do with a small electric car.
He looked it up.
Priapism was a painful medical condition in which the erect penis or clitoris doesn’t return to the flaccid state. In fact, venom from the Brazilian wandering spider was being used in research to treat erectile dysfunction.
Damn. You mean that female hard-on Staci’d had for him could possibly have nothing to do with love, lust, unrequited longing, or his blatant sexiness and prowess?
Drew stared at the wall and frowned. There was the possibility a man like old Grimley was experimenting on himself with the stuff.
Drew shook his head. He had to get a look a Staci’s thigh and see if there was any painful swelling. Not that he’d noticed anything before. In fact, she’d been doing some heavy breathing, but definitely hadn’t lost muscle control.
He closed the report, removed the QR code sticker from the movie, and destroyed it. He took the stairs two at a time and barged in on Staci in the bathroom as she was removing her makeup.
“Drew! What in the world?” She looked startled.
For just a second, he thought about telling her about the spider venom. And how worried he was about her. And how he was sorry for everything. And how, hell, how this whole incident had shaken his world.
In the next instant, he thought better of it. “Just checking on you before I head to bed. If you start feeling at all unwell, call out. I’ll come running. Promise me.”
She stared at him. “I’m not a wimp. I can handle a little stress. I’m not going to panic. I’m fine.” She took a deep breath and softened her voice. “But thank you.”
She turned back to the mirror, dismissing him, and caught him assessing her thigh.
“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Drew!” She gave him a surprisingly hard shove toward the door. “Get out!”
Her thigh looked fine. Creamy and smooth. No sign of any inflammation at all, if you didn’t count what she did to him.
She gave him another shove and slammed the door closed behind him.
Wasn’t married life great?
Back in his room, Drew had an encrypted text from the chief.
My sources tell me Staci has taken a temporary job at Attitude, Inc., to spy on her stepfather. We can use this to our advantage. Take her to Spy Gear Seattle and buy her some toys. I’m planting a few things for you there.
Emmett went on to give directions as to what to look for. Never one to rely on someone else’s intel, Drew wanted a look for himself at Grimley’s room at Redmond Valley Nursing Home. But he couldn’t leave Staci. Not for a few hours at least. Until he made sure Grimley hadn’t dosed her with even the tiniest amount of poison. He’d just have to wait until the wee hours to play orderly and do a room check. NCS or RIOT, one of them for sure, had probably already scrubbed—“sanitized”—Grimley’s room. But there was always something a good spy could learn.
Drew took a deep breath. This mission was going to kill him. With all he had to do tonight, he wasn’t going to get a wink of sleep.
He’d been thinking about what Staci had told him about Sam’s boat, too. NCS had searched it several times over the last six months and come up empty. But it didn’t sit easy with Drew that Staci had been on the Attitude and Latitude. Did RIOT know something about what Sam kept on that boat that he and NCS didn’t, and were they worried Staci had seen whatever it was?
*   *   *
 
Staci waited until she heard Drew’s door close. She finished her bedtime routine and grabbed her phone. Despite the risks, she had to talk to Mandy. She needed her perspective and advice. And no matter what Drew had commanded, she was going to tell Mandy the truth. No way was she lying to her best friend.
It was late, but Mandy was a night owl and wouldn’t mind. In fact, Mandy was probably waiting for her call and wondering why she hadn’t phoned sooner.
Mandy Harris and Willow Pierce were the only people among her friends, acquaintances, or family that she could talk to about Drew and be completely candid. They were all part of the Agency family. They’d both been married to spies. But since Jack’s death, it was too hard for Staci to talk to Willow about anything of consequence. Staci had too much guilt.
Staci was the only one whose husband was still alive. And she was going to do everything in her power to make sure Drew stayed that way—alive, handsome, and vital—even though it meant pushing him away and divorcing him.
Drew, Jack Pierce, and Mandy’s late husband, Kyle Harris, met one another before Staci met Drew and became best friends as recruits at The Farm, the CIA training facility in Virginia. Drew couldn’t reveal much about the months-long training, except to say the movie The Recruit was a fairly accurate depiction and smile fondly at the memories. During those months, the recruits were kept on The Farm and away from the outside world, which explained why the three became so close.
Drew joked that the trio of them made one perfect spy—Jack excelled at paramilitary ops, Kyle at languages, and Drew at tradecraft. Kyle had been killed three years ago in Afghanistan. Jack died because of Staci’s inability to maintain a lie a year and a half ago in Paraguay. Drew would not die because of her. He wouldn’t.
Staci snuggled into the lumpy sleeper sofa and wrapped her pillow on either side of her head to shield her call before speed-dialing Mandy.
“Stace! Thank goodness. I was getting worried. What’s up with you?”
“Drew.”
“Don’t tell me he’s still delaying the divorce.”
“Worse. We’re faking a reconciliation and I made love with him in the living room. And should anyone ask you, particularly Drew, I told you that we’ve really reunited and you have no reason to believe differently. That’s the party line.”
“You made love with Drew?” Mandy whistled softly. “Was it good?”
“Of course it was good. Better than good. It was phenomenal. Like always. And a huge mistake.” Staci told Mandy the whole story, from Drew arriving to pick up his junk until now.
“Whoa,” Mandy said when she was finished. “Bullets whizzing by, old men chasing you on scooters, and mind-blowing sex with your nearly ex—you’ve had quite the forty-eight hours. You really think the drug lords are after you? Why?”
“I don’t know. Drew and the Agency don’t think they are, but who else could it be?”
“Not to get you worked up or anything, but it could be a whole host of terrorists and foreign nationalists. But let’s not dwell on that now. You’re perfectly safe with Drew.”
“It’s not me I’m worried about. It’s him. You know I’m bound to blow this operation, just like I did in Ciudad.”
“No, I don’t know, and you did no such thing.”
Staci put her head in her hand and sighed. “We’ve been over this time and time again. I remembered in therapy with Dr. Helene. Bevil knew Drew was my husband. Because of me.” Staci let out a heavy sigh. “You know I gave Drew away while we were on our romantic weekend at Iguazu Falls. I slipped up. When the steward asked me who I was waiting for, my boyfriend? I told him, no, I was waiting for my husband. My husband! How stupid could I be? Why couldn’t I lie to a complete stranger? One small lie would have saved Jack.”
“You don’t know that’s true for sure,” Mandy said. Staci could hear her shifting positions. “And even if it is, you had no idea the drug lords would have spies at the resort.”
“Does my naïveté make a difference? The result is the same. Jack is dead. When the drug lords attacked me, they knew Drew was my husband. How else would they know? That’s why they targeted me.” She took a deep breath and tried to call up the coping methods Dr. Helene had taught her. “And then I told them where Drew and Jack were.”
“They tortured it out of you. A far lesser woman would have cracked immediately. Sheesh, Stace, you held out longer than many agents who are trained to resist torture.” Mandy paused.
“Besides, missions are inherently risky and prone to mishaps and failure. Intellectually, you know that, Stace.” Mandy’s voice was like a good hug, warm and reassuring. “Stop blaming yourself. What are you going to do about Drew?”
“The plan hasn’t changed. I’m going to divorce him.”
“Oh, Stace. I really wish you’d just tell him the truth about what happened at Iguazu Falls and let him decide what he wants.”
“He wants this divorce, too,” Staci said. “He isn’t fighting it. It’s best for both of us.”
“He isn’t fighting it because he has his pride. Drew’s like all spies, an adrenaline junkie. You’ll never get it out of his blood and you’ll never be able to protect him, believe me.
“All you can do is love him.”
“I’m protecting myself as much as him. I can’t keep living this life of lies. I’m no good at it.” But Staci was beginning to wonder if life without Drew would be any better.
“If this divorce is really what you want, then you know I’m behind you. Just make sure you’re sure.”



 
 
CHAPTER TEN
 
As Staci walked down the street with Drew toward Spy Gear Seattle, she couldn’t believe she’d slept so soundly the night before. On the crappy sofa bed. Even though she’d been worried she’d have a nightmare about the lush, beautiful, tropical Iguazu Falls, and the way she’d accidentally betrayed Drew.
Apparently fending off an attempt on her life really wore her out. Back in the day, Drew would have claimed it was the great sex. She would have countered that it was Mandy’s calming reassurances. But of course, she couldn’t tell him that. She’d told Drew she’d called Mandy, and following Em’s advice, lied by omission, letting Drew believe she’d told Mandy what she was supposed to.
A great night’s sleep was certainly beneficial to her health. Her skin looked rosy and healthy. The bags beneath her eyes had disappeared. She felt refreshed and full of energy. Determined.
Beauty by near-murder experience and sex with the ex. Nice to reap the benefits, but she’d prefer not to fend off death by throat-slashing again. Unlike a mud wrap gone bad, you mess this beauty treatment up, you don’t recover.
She should have been more freaked out. Two attempts in two days? Someone was deadly serious. Maybe being so well rested was interfering with her sense of fear and self-preservation. Or maybe it was the sunshine.
Because attempts at snuffing her out aside, here she was, out in Seattle in clear, sunny daylight, honoring her promise to her mother. Any sniper with a decent scope could take her out as she walked next to Drew along the sidewalk toward Spy Gear Seattle.
She made another note—buy a bulletproof vest.
Drew opened the door to Spy Gear Seattle and held it for her. It may have only been her imagination, but she thought he looked sheepish going in, as if he wanted to run, or pull up his shirt collar to cover his face. Only he was wearing a collarless T-shirt. Going to a spy store was so beneath him. For amateurs only.
Well, she may be an amateur, but she was going to succeed at her mission to catch Sam at whatever he was up to. She had to if she was going to get her mother off her back. And she’d do anything to keep her mother from meddling and disrupting her life.
After that hard-hitting come-out-of-nowhere romp on the couch last night, she and Drew had been cautiously polite and distant with each other. She really needed him to go away. She didn’t trust herself not to do a repeat performance.
Danger calls, have sex. Good grief, now I know why Bond is always horny.
She walked through the door, took a deep breath, and looked around the store. “Look at this, would you! Electronic surveillance, espionage heaven.” Shelves of nanny cams. Racks of listening devices and covert cameras. Bugs. Tracking devices. Soda can safes. “It’s a spy’s dream come true!”
Drew gave her a deadpan look and shook his head as if to say, I don’t think so.
“Where should we begin?” she asked. “I’m thinking I need a bulletproof vest, a finger gun, Immobilo, though thirty seconds of an opponent being paralyzed hardly seems long enough. Absorbo pills, because you know I’m a lightweight with alcohol. I need that stuff to absorb it so I can drink my spy martinis. Fake fingers to place over a ledge to distract enemy spies. Not that I plan on hanging out on any rooftops. But you never know. A cigarette lighter gun, a teargas pen. And of course, a bullet bra fully loaded with forty-five-caliber shells.”
“That’s it?” he said, but he was grinning. “You don’t need half that stuff. Why would you need a lighter? You don’t smoke. I’m taking away your Get Smart and Austin Powers DVDs.”
“Oh, come on. I bet you’d really like the bullet bra.”
His gaze fell to her cleavage. “I don’t think so. You’re already fully loaded.”
Yeah, if she’d been wearing a bullet bra, things could really have gotten out of hand yesterday.
“You’re no fun. What are we going to get?” Staci said.
He looked at her. “I was thinking listening devices, cameras, self-defense equipment—”
“A bullet bra counts as self-defense. So does a teargas pen.”
He continued without missing a beat as if she hadn’t interrupted. “GPS tracking devices.” He gazed around the store. “How big is your budget?”
“Budget?” She hadn’t thought of that. “I don’t need no stinking budget.”
He gave her the deadpan look again.
“Okay. Not big enough. Especially not if I don’t get to get any fun stuff.” She enjoyed teasing him.
He shook his head. “Seriously.”
“Seriously? I didn’t realize I’d need so much. I can get Mom to spring for some of it from her pin money.”
“Sam keeps her on a tight leash?” Drew asked.
“Yeah, you could say that. He gives her a budget and doles out the household money.” Staci sighed. “I’m almost surprised he doesn’t just give her a prepaid credit card to make sure she doesn’t go over her allotment. Or hand her the weekly stash of cash. He’s a tight-ass tightwad.
“My mother doesn’t even know how much Sam makes or where their assets are. That’s part of the reason she’s so panicked. She’s been a fool all these years to trust everything to him. He’s a controlling prick. Always has been.”
Unfortunately, that was only part of the reason. The other, and larger part, was that she loved the man. There really was no accounting for tastes. Staci stole a glance at Drew and her heart constricted. No accounting at all.
“It’s reassuring to see so much familial love.” Drew grinned. “It warms my heart.” He pointed to a case of hidden camera devices. “Hidden cameras are fun. Very Max Smart.”
“Ninety-nine. That’s the vibe I’m going for.”
Drew nodded. “Let’s start here.”
Staci rolled her eyes. “I’ve never liked Sam.”
“That makes two of us.” Drew picked up a buttonhole camera and read the specs on the box with an intent expression.
Staci watched him. It gave her an excuse to stare at him. Why did he have to be so easy on the eyes, her eyes in particular? In truth, she was a little like Ninety-nine going gooey-eyed over Max. Though Drew was much better looking than Max.
To distract herself from thoughts of Drew, she picked up a camera tie. “Now, this is Max Smart!”
Drew looked at her and rolled his eyes. “And tacky.”
“I think it’s nice.”
He shook his head. “Only if you’re planning on going for a retro Annie Hall look.”
“Not for me, for you.” She held it up to him.
He batted it away. “I don’t need a tie cam, Ninety-nine. Now, if they had an inflate-a-coat, I could go for that.”
She put the tie back. “I should put you in the cone of silence.” She picked up a baseball cap camera embroidered with the Mariners M.
He shook his head. “Not your style.”
“Be great for you at a Mariners game.”
“Only if I want to catch you on camera eating too many garlic fries.” He held up the buttonhole cam. “Now, this will fit nicely in a blouse or a suit jacket.” His eyes dropped to her cleavage. “I think you could carry it off. It’s almost as good as a bullet bra.”
She wanted to smack him, mostly because the way he looked at her breasts gave them ideas of a romantic romp. And there was no way she was doing that again. No way. She crossed her arms.
He laughed. “The specs on it are good. High resolution.” He looked around the store. “I think we need a shopping basket.”
“Shopping for spy gear is fun, isn’t it?” She put a tease in her voice. “I told you so.”
He ignored her and found a red plastic shopping basket. He dropped the buttonhole cam in. Then he turned and looked her directly in the eye.
Staci held up a teddy bear camera. “I like this.”
Maybe it was the little girl in her, but she loved stuffed animals. Drew knew this. He gave her one on their first Valentine’s Day together. One year he sent her a Teddygram—the James Bond Bear. She had to hand it to him—he used to have a sense of humor. Today, however, he was not her ardent lover and absolutely no fun.
He shook his head. “That’s a nanny camera. Besides, a camera in a teddy bear is a dead giveaway these days. The wise nanny doesn’t trust a bear.”
“Sam’s not a nanny. It would be great on my desk.”
He gave her the stare again.
“What? Lots of girls keep stuffed animals on their desks.”
“Yeah, but you’re going to look awfully silly and conspicuous carrying that around the office. The camera has to go where you go. I don’t think Sam will want that thing on his desk.”
Drew had her there.
“Staci,” he said. “I may be joking, but this is serious stuff. Attitude is a defense contractor. If they catch you with this gear at work, they could charge you with espionage. Or treason. Treason’s a capital offense.”
For some reason, she found that funny and started laughing.
He gave her a stern, serious look. “Spying on people is on the shady side of legal.”
She couldn’t help herself. Now she really laughed. What a thing for him to say!
“Stace.”
“I’m fine.” She held her side and took a deep breath. “I’ll be careful. Really. Our government hasn’t executed anyone in forever.”
She paused and grinned at him. “Besides, if I get in any trouble, I’ll get Em to cover for me. He’s always had a soft spot for me.”
They moved down the row to the espionage-loaded office supplies, which consisted mostly of pens—camera pens, recording pens, bug-detecting pens.
“What! No teargas pen?” Looking at the display case full of pens, Staci shook her head. “I’m never going to trust a pen again. Look at all these! I mean, after seeing this selection, what self-respecting spy would ever trust a pen to just be a simple pen?” She looked at Drew, who was testing one out.
He didn’t answer her question. Of course, he couldn’t. He was undercover as himself.
“This one’s nice. Thirty hours of video!” He whistled. “Loads directly onto your PC or laptop. Multifeatured. It detects cell phones, too.”
She couldn’t believe him. “Drew!”
“What?”
“Does it write?”
He shrugged as if unconcerned. “It doesn’t need to.”
At her urging, he tried it out on the doodle pad attached to the shelf in front of him.
“Nice. Smooth ballpoint writing action. Black ink. Medium point. Slim for delicate fingers. Just the way you like your pens.” He tossed it in the basket.
She was touched by how much he remembered about her and how considerate he was being. Until she saw the price. “Ouch! I’ve never spent that much on a pen in my life.”
He grinned. “Never owned a Waterman?”
“Shut up!” she said. He knew very well she hadn’t. She was a disposable-pen type of girl. “I’ll feel self-conscious carrying that around.”
“Just because of its price?” His eyes glittered with amusement.
“What if someone wants to borrow it?”
“Don’t let them.”
“Easier said than done,” she said with no small amount of exasperation in her voice.
“Not if you’re tough.” He grinned. “Oh, look at this! An AC wall adapter camera. We have to have this!”
She frowned at him.
“What?” he said. “It’ll do your work for you. Motion-triggered. High-res. And it runs off wall power so it doesn’t need a battery.”
“Yeah, and it’s going to record everyone at ankle height. I thought you said I needed portable?”
He frowned. She had him!
“You have a portable camera in the basket. This is for backup when you’re not at your desk.” He read the box. “This is the stealthiest camera on the market.” He winked at her. “We can adjust the viewfinder.”
She grabbed the bear. “You big liar! If I can have a stationary camera, I want the bear.”
“The Attitude people will check the bear. They’ll never suspect a wall adapter.” He tossed it in the basket.
She tossed the bear in.
He raced to the next row. “What kind of phone does Sam have?”
“An iPhone, why?” She trailed after him.
He picked up the iPhone recovery spy stick. “This little baby will let us see who he’s been calling. It’ll even recover deleted texts. No software to install. Convenient.”
Staci grabbed the box from him and read it. “And it’s completely legal.” She couldn’t help herself. She started laughing. Nothing Drew did was completely legal. He operated in the gray ether on the outskirts of the law.
Next, Drew picked up the Chat Stick. “To see who the old man’s been chatting with online.”
And the Porn Stick.
“The Porn Stick—eeuw!” Staci said, too loudly. She glanced around to make sure no one else had heard her and lowered her voice. “Put that back. That’s not going to help us.”
Drew raised a brow. “Your mom might feel viewing porn is the same as infidelity. Sam might be addicted, which would explain why he goes off on his own.”
“And if we find porn and it turns out they use it as a way to get off?” Staci grimaced.
Drew laughed. “Then you’re stuck with a mental image you’ll never be able to get out of your head.”
She gave him a gentle shove and smiled. “You’re awful.”
He threw a few more items into the basket—a keystroke recorder, a DNA kit, and a black light.
“A black light? Why do we need that?” Staci asked. “Are we going to be writing each other notes in invisible ink now?” Black light illuminated invisible ink.
“Nah, I thought we’d use pee,” he said.
She smiled at him. Bathroom humor, you had to love it. Although urine did make good invisible ink. It was one of the few spy facts Staci remembered from her trip with Drew to the Spy Museum in DC.
They were having so much fun, Staci almost didn’t notice the woman who walked into the store.
Almost.
The flash of a red sweater out of the corner of her eye caught her attention. When she looked up at the face above the sweater, she went cold.
Lucy Wells. The Attitude office busybody and sometime Bunco partner of her mother!
Staci ducked her head just as Lucy turned to look in their direction.
“What?” Drew looked confused.
“Lucy Wells just came in,” Staci whispered.
Drew frowned.
Staci was in a panic. If Lucy saw her with Drew, she’d fire off a text to her mother before Staci could even say hello. But she couldn’t tell Drew that.
Lies of omission, Stace.
“Don’t look!” Staci grabbed his arm and lowered her voice to a whisper. “You met her at Mom’s. She works with Sam. She’s Attitude’s receptionist. If she sees us, she’ll blab about seeing us here.” She glanced at Lucy again.
“The last thing I need is her telling Sam she saw me in a spy store. He’s bound to wonder what I’m up to.
“And I really don’t want the powers-that-be at my new job to hear about my spying proclivities. We don’t want anyone to have any idea I’m spying on anything. We have to get out of here.”
Drew leaned into her. “Or become invisible.” He glanced back at Lucy. “I’m not leaving here without our goodies. Follow my lead. Do what I do.” He turned around until he had his back to Lucy.
Staci did the same. “Should I put my collars up? Spies always put their collars.”
He grinned and shook his head. “Whatever you do, don’t look at her. No matter how much she tries to catch your eye, you have to act as if you have no idea who she is, that you’re a complete stranger.
“Do that and she’ll go away assuming you’re someone who only kind of looked like the Staci she knows. People make that assumption all the time.” He shrugged. “We all have a twin. Isn’t that what they say?”
He walked confidently down the aisle with Staci following him. “What if she walks right up to me and says hello?”
“Then you still pretend you don’t know her.”
“Even if she calls me by name?”
“Even then. Just keep up the act with confidence and bravado.” He stopped as far away from Lucy as possible. “We needed some breathing room.” He glanced at the counter, which was exactly that—a long counter with cash registers along it.
“There are two clerks working. She’s asking one of them for help. I’m going to approach the other one and check out. And I’m going to find out what our nice little Miss Lucy is doing in a spy store.”
Staci had been in such a panic, she hadn’t even thought of that. “Good plan. As long as she doesn’t recognize you.”
He shrugged. “She won’t. She’s only seen me once. And I’m out of context here. Besides, she’s clearly nervous about being here. She doesn’t want to be seen.”
“How do you know?”
He nodded toward Lucy, who stood in front of the register nearest the door. “Look at her posture and body language. She’s barely looking at the clerk, and you can tell she’s jumpy.” He tucked in his T-shirt and ruffled his hair.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
“Going incognito, trying to look as different from the way I usually do as possible.” He gave Staci the up-and-down. But it wasn’t the flattering I’m hot for your body kind. “I’m sure you have a comb and makeup in your purse. Do something to disguise yourself. When I’m at the counter and have her distracted, walk out of the store to the corner and wait for me in the bus shelter. I’ll reconnoiter with you there.”
“Reconnoiter, how sexy sounding.” She winked at him. “I was thinking we’d just hook up.”
He shook his head and sighed.
Yeah, she was teasing him. They weren’t hooking up again.
“Watch a pro in action.” He gave her shoulder a squeeze and walked off.
Staci had to content herself with watching his reflection in an overhead mirror at the end of the aisle. Just how much surveillance were they under? You had to wonder at a spy store.
As Drew approached the counter, she surreptitiously reached into her purse and pulled out two hair elastics. She pulled her hair into a pair of dog ears, a hairstyle she hadn’t worn since third grade.
Then she pulled out a tissue and wiped the blush off her cheeks. Whipped out her makeup compact and applied a dash of plum eye shadow. Given her coloring, it made her look like she hadn’t gotten enough sleep in weeks. Weren’t prepackaged makeup compacts grand? Along with the good, you always got those totally hideous colors.
She took a peek at herself in the compact mirror. Perfect! Why hadn’t she thought of going out incognito before?
Drew walked up to the checkout counter farthest from the door. As he did, Lucy shot him a surreptitious look, obviously checking him out. As a potential threat. For an instant, Staci’s heart stopped.
Drew, however, ignored the look and engaged the clerk, chatting it up about the stats on one of the cameras as the clerk rang up his purchases. He spoke in a voice that was just slightly higher than his own, though not so high that it sounded falsetto or faked and put on.
Staci waited for her chance to dash out the door. But Lucy kept nervously glancing out it at something on the street every few seconds. How was Staci supposed to escape?
She’s worried about being seen! Staci thought. Drew was right.
She sidled down the aisle toward the door, waiting for her break. The audio-amplification devices were right in front of her. She pretended to be browsing and snapped on a sample listening ear just to look authentic. She pointed it in Lucy’s direction.
Lucy was talking to a salesclerk in a near whisper. Those listening ears, however, were fantastic. They picked up her conversation at the register with complete clarity.
“I need a GPS tracking device, either a computer keystroke monitoring device or software, maybe both, a black light, a DNA kit, and a Check Your Spouse testing kit.”
From her vantage point, Staci could only see the clerk’s face.
“Cheating spouse?” he said.
She watched the back of Lucy’s head, imagining the grimace on her face at being asked such a question.
“Something like that,” Lucy acknowledged.
Staci tried to remember what Lucy’s husband looked like, but she drew a blank. Cheating spouses seemed to be in abundance among Attitude employees.
At the counter next to her, Drew slapped his head. “The Check Your Spouse kit. I forgot. I’ll take one of those, too.” He ignored Lucy, but spoke to the clerk as he rang one up for Drew. “I’m a PI. I use them all the time.”
“Yeah, the kit’s a good product,” his clerk said.
Next to him, Lucy’s clerk was talking to her. “May I recommend a cell phone SIM card analyzer?” The clerk put one on the counter.
Lucy nodded again. “Ring it up with the other supplies.” She shot another glance at the door.
Staci was wondering if she should change the plan and just loiter in the store until Lucy left. That was until Lucy did a full-circle scan of the store and Staci dropped her head again just in time. Much more loitering and she’d be caught.
Drew grabbed something out of a clear glass jar on the counter. “Fake fingers?” he said to the clerk.
“Oh, yeah,” said the clerk, a middle-aged man with a big gut who looked more like a doughnut-eating PI than a spy. “Get Smart novelty item. Customers love them.”
Staci crossed her fingers and sent Drew a mental message, hoping that as the two of them were still technically one, it would work. Please, oh, please buy me some!
“Gotta love fake fingers.” Drew threw them into the basket.
Yes!
Lucy turned to look at him, giving Staci her shot at freedom. She tore off the listening ear and bolted out of the shop. She walked to the bus stop so fast, she practically sprinted.
She was breathing hard as she took a seat on the empty bench and leaned out far enough to keep an eye on the spy shop entrance.
A few minutes later, Lucy came out and turned in the opposite direction, walking directly by their parked car. So that’s why Drew had sent Staci to the bus stop! Staci had been thinking it was because she didn’t have a key to his car.
How in the world was that man so darn observant? Sometimes he really gave her the willies with this omniscient power of his. Spies!
A few minutes after Lucy disappeared, Drew left the shop and joined her at the bus stop.
“A present for you.” He tossed her something as he approached.
She caught it and grinned. “Fake fingers! My hero!” She could have kissed him, but they both knew where that would lead. Sometimes sexual attraction was a real nuisance.
“You got everything?” She admired her fake cling fingers, which were nicely molded plastic versions that looked like hands clutching a ledge.
Drew rattled a large shopping bag. “It’s all here.”
“Great.” She was still studying the fake fingers. “You got me the girlie Ninety-nine fingers!” She held the fingers up against her own. “A little pink nail polish and these will look just like mine.” She smiled at him. “I hope you got yourself a Max pair.”
He grinned and shook his head. “You’re amused by the simplest things. Tell me again why I used to buy you jewelry?”
She grinned back at him and nodded toward the store. “Hey, that was a narrow escape in there.”
“Not by a long shot. That was a piece of cake.”
She glanced back at the spy shop. “I heard the clerk selling Lucy some keystroke-monitoring software.”
“Yeah, I saw you with the listening ears. Smart move.”
She beamed under his praise, though she couldn’t say why it made her so happy. “Should we go back and buy some keystroke-monitoring software?”
He shook his head no. “Attitude will have spyware-detecting software that will erase or block it. I have something better I can borrow from the Agency.”
Of course he did.
“What do you want to do now?” she asked. “Go home and train me how to use our new gadgets?” It sounded like a plan to her. “By the way—what’s the black light really for?”
“Illuminating body fluids,” he said, happily. “Used in conjunction with the Check Your Spouse kit, it’s highly effective in collecting physical evidence of betrayal.”
She didn’t even want to think about that. “Home, then?” Her voice was a little weaker and a lot more grossed-out sounding than she liked.
Drew laughed at her. “Squeamish?”
She frowned at him. “I didn’t know we’d be playing CSI.”
He laughed again. “Home can wait. I thought we’d get the ball rolling. Let’s swing by Linda’s. Show her how happy we are together. And while she’s distracted, I’ll install some of our great stuff. After all, I know how to use it.”
Staci froze. They could not go to her mom’s!



 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
“I don’t think this is a good idea. We’re not ready for this. We need a plan. Don’t we need a plan? You know, a strategy? A map of where we’re going to plant the bugs and cameras. We’re just heading out blind with a bag of gadgets.” Staci hovered over Drew as he spread out their new gear in the trunk of his bland sedan.
He hated this sedan, but at least no one would suspect a young middle-class couple in a car like this, parked in a strip mall parking lot, of being up to anything even mildly subversive. Or top-secret government work.
He shook his head. “What do you think I’m doing here? I’m putting together our plan.”
Staci glanced around the parking lot, looking as worried as if they were about to be caught building a bomb.
“You look furtive. Cut it out. Rule number one of effective spying—no furtive glances, no suspicious, nervous behavior.” He pulled one of the cameras out of the bag and took it out of its box. This was a deluxe model Emmett had sent. Not the cheap mass-produced variety. Emmett had left him a gold mine’s worth of gear in that store.
Staci hadn’t noticed, but he’d given the clerk at Spy Gear Seattle a code word. The clerk had then swapped out his stuff for what Emmett left for him. Funneling top-secret military-grade spy gear through a spy store. How audacious! Who would think it?
Yes, sometimes the Agency really did have a sense of humor.
Staci hovered around him, peering over his shoulder and biting her nails.
“Why don’t you take your hair out of those ponytails—”
“Dog ears.”
“—and fix your makeup and just let me take care of things here?”
“Are you saying you don’t like my plum eye shadow?”
Now, there was a landmine he wasn’t stepping on. “I’m saying your mother is going to tell you it’s not your color and wonder why you chose it. And then you’ll have to think up a lie to explain it. Is that what you want, more lies?”
“I don’t have any makeup remover.”
He whipped out his wallet and handed her a ten. “There’s a drugstore over there. Go buy some.”
She took the money, but didn’t move. “We haven’t even read the instructions yet.” Staci shook her head as if to emphasize her words. She looked gloomy.
“Give me some credit for knowing how to use a bug.” He took a deep breath.
“Stopping by Mom’s unannounced really isn’t a good idea. You know her. She hates surprises. Why don’t I give her a call?” She looked at him with way-too-hopeful-and-eager an expression as she pulled her cell phone out.
He reached out and grabbed her hand before she could dial. “Stace, we want the element of surprise. We don’t want Sam picking up and hiding evidence. We want to see the house as it really is when no one else is around.” He looked at her, watching to see if she understood.
“What if they catch you?” she asked Drew.
He rolled his eyes. “Give me some credit. They won’t catch me.”
Something was up with Staci. She didn’t want to go to her mom’s. At least not with him. There was something she wasn’t telling him.
“Besides, you’ll be playing lookout and diverting their attention.”
Staci’s phone buzzed in her hand. She flipped it open and read a text. A second later her fingers were flying over the keyboard as she typed a response, holding the phone so he couldn’t see.
Damn that woman, she had no spy subtlety. She was obviously hiding something from him. With one quick move, he snatched the phone from her.
It was a text from her mom that made it clear she didn’t know about the reconciliation.
He stared into his wife’s eyes. “You little liar. You haven’t told Linda yet.”
Staci blushed, but didn’t deny her guilt.
Now everything made sense, including her hesitation over going to her mom’s. He took a deep breath.
She turned to leave. “I’ll just go get that makeup remover now.”
He grabbed her arm. “Stace?”
She sighed and wore a crumpled, defeated expression as she stopped and looked over her shoulder at him. “No. I didn’t tell her. I meant to. But then she started telling me about Sam and there really wasn’t an opportunity. How could I just jump in with my ‘joy’ over our miraculous reunion when her heart was breaking?”
He cursed beneath his breath, even as he begrudgingly admitted she had a point. He reached into his wallet and handed her an additional fifty. “Get your mom some flowers. What kind of gum does Sam chew? Get some of that, too.”
She frowned at him. “Gum? Now there’s a nice hostess gift.”
He laughed. “Think bugged gum. As in, in his desk drawer or briefcase.”
“Good thinking, Sherlock,” she said. “Should I text Mom that I’m on my way over?”
“No. Element of surprise, remember?”
Ten minutes later, she was back with the flowers and gum. Her hair was down and the plum eye shadow was gone. “I found some great nail polish, too. I think I’ll paint the cling fingernails later.”
Drew had things under control and ready to go. Fortunately, it was a cool May day. He had his sweatshirt on and loaded up with so many bugs and gadgets, he was armed to his espionage teeth. He unwrapped the black light.
“I’m not going to go through Sam’s underwear drawer with that black light,” Staci said, holding a bouquet of spring roses. “Why are you wearing a sweatshirt?”
“I have to hide the equipment somewhere.” He turned sideways and grinned at her. “Does all this spy gear make me look fat?”
She shook her head. “You look fine.”
To his surprise, she opened the car door, set the flowers and her shopping bag down, and came over and gave him a great big, tight, body-to-body hug. Breasts to chest. Thigh to thigh.
Damn, he wished she wouldn’t do that.
“To what do I owe this unexpected show of affection?” He was unsure if he was supposed to return the embrace.
She squeezed him tighter. “Feeling for spy gear. You know my mom is going to give you one of her squeezy, squishy hugs. I don’t want her coming in contact with a big gun.”
No, that only happened when Staci hugged him.
“Or the black light, the GPS tracking device, or anything else you might have strapped to your person.” She pressed herself more tightly against him and stuffed her hands in his back jean pockets, pressing her head against his chest.
“Well, you aren’t ticking,” she said.
Much more of this and they’d have to make long detour past their own house first. A guy across the parking lot winked at them.
“Stace, no offense here, but I don’t want to be arrested for displaying too much affection in public. Your mom isn’t going to grope me like this. At least I hope not.” He nodded toward a family walking across the parking lot. “There are children present.”
She pulled back and glared at him. “FYI, I wasn’t groping.”
“Did I pass the test?” he asked.
“You’re good. I didn’t feel a thing.”
The flush in her cheeks said she was lying. She felt something, only it wasn’t electronic.
He cleared his throat. “Remember, when we get to your mom’s, we’re the happy, loving, newly reunited couple under the influence of our unquenchable, undying love.”
She stared at him with an expression that said, Right. “You should really sign up to write greeting cards. That was awful.”
“You’re going to play the part, right?”
She slid her hands in her front jean pockets and shrugged. “I’m going to try.”
“Try?”
“Okay, do. I’ll do it. Because lying saves lies. But only until my mother finds out she’s been scammed by her only child. Then she’ll kill me and make a liar out of your saying.”
He shook his head. “Get in the car.”
They both piled in. Drew took a deep breath. It wasn’t going to be easy to bug Sam’s house. The place was loaded with security and monitoring devices. He’d have to use extreme caution. Be careful even mentioning spying, even of the spousal type, to Linda.
NCS had tried to bug Sam’s house three times already and every time their equipment had been swept out. This latest gear should get past Sam’s bug-sweeping equipment. Assuming Drew could get it installed.
“Have you and your mom talked about spying on Sam over the phone?” he asked Staci as they drove to Linda’s.
“No, why?”
He shrugged. “Just wondering.” He took a deep breath, wondering how to warn Staci without making her suspicious. He decided to appeal to his superior spy knowledge and experience.
“Not to be paranoid,” he said, “but I’d be cautious about mentioning spying on Sam anywhere in their house or cars. Or anything about Linda’s suspicions that he’s cheating on her.”
Staci looked at him and frowned. “Why?”
“For one, people who are cheating are constantly worried about being caught. They have their antennas up for any suspicions on the part of their spouse, family, and friends. We don’t want to tip our hand.
“And two, statistics show that people who are cheating on their spouses spy back on their noncheating spouse at least sixty percent of the time. It goes back again to not wanting to get caught. They have to know what their spouse is up to, so they check their spouse’s schedule, make sure they really are where they say they’re going. That kind of thing.
“And sometimes they spy to justify their actions by projecting their own behavior on their spouse, becoming suspicious themselves. Or to get evidence on their spouse should they decide to leave their spouse and divorce.”
“What?” Staci sat up straight and stared at him.
He had no idea if his “facts” were true or not. And apparently neither did Staci. Long experience had taught him that if you say something with enough authority, people will believe you. From the look on his wife’s face, Staci did indeed believe him.
He nodded to emphasize his point. “You can’t be too careful when dealing with a cheater. If the subject comes up, shut Linda down until you can move outside to talk about it. Anywhere that doesn’t have ears.”
Staci frowned. “You’ve been in the espionage business way too long.”
He shrugged. “Which has taught me caution.”
“Okay,” she said slowly. “I guess even if you’re just being paranoid, it can’t hurt to be judicious.”
“That’s my girl.”
She frowned at him again, probably irritated he’d called her his girl.
Fifteen minutes later, they pulled up in front of Linda’s Rose Hill home. There were no cars in the driveway.
Staci frowned. “Sam always parks in the driveway. No room in the garage. Maybe we caught a break and he’s out.”
She sounded as hopeful as Drew felt.
“Ready for our performance, Ninety-nine?”
She rolled her eyes. “I suck at drama. Remember, I was the girl in elementary school who was always stuck doing set design or part of a choral reading. In the back. Out of sight.”
“Just remember what it was like when we first fell in love. Act on those feelings and it will be fine.” He pulled the key out of the ignition and opened his door.
“Fine. But remember, you asked for it.”
*   *   *
 
Staci grabbed the flowers and stepped out of the car, trying to calm both her nerves and her anger at his insistence they tell her mother right now, right here. Her mom might expect the nerves, but anger would be out of place.
The last thing Staci wanted was to make goo-goo eyes at Drew, but that’s what she did. Because back in the day when she and Drew first started going out, they were inseparable and prone to too much public display of affection.
Sam used to call them DrewStaci. She had to channel good old DrewStaci again. If that’s what Drew wanted, that’s what she was going to give him. But it was a dangerous game she played. Pretending sometimes leads to the real thing. Just ask all the actors who’ve fallen for their costars. The last thing she needed was to let herself be in love with Drew again. Lust was one thing. Lust she could handle. Maybe.
Drew waited for her on the sidewalk, looking handsome and like the boy next door again. Like the man she fell in love with. Like the terrific son-in-law ready to take care of Linda’s little girl. All until-death-do-us-part. Which, given his line of work and her mother’s reaction to being deceived, could be sooner than either of them wanted. He really knew how to pull one over on people. Her mother had always loved him.
Staci walked over, took his hand, and gave it a good, too-hard squeeze, hoping to see him wince. Or fight not to. His knuckles popped and his fingers turned blue beneath her grip. But wince? Not hardly.
He returned her bone-popping grip with a reassuring squeeze and flashed that killer, I’m so in love with you smile of his down at her. Her heart raced. Her pulse leaped. He could probably see it fluttering in her neck like a blinking beacon. The man was way too observant.
His smile seemed so genuine. Even she almost believed it. For a second. But knowing Drew, he was probably concerned her mother was already peeking through the front curtains at them.
“The show must go on,” he said, and leaned over to brush her lips with a kiss.
She was so stunned, she lost her tight grip on his hand and just stood there. That tiny flutter kiss that barely brushed her lips rocked her to her toes. Then she remembered DrewStaci and her role.
She leaned into him. Wrapped the hand holding the flowers around his neck. Pressed up against him. Parted her lips and kissed him as hotly, deeply, wetly, lingeringly, and expertly as any Frenchwoman had ever kissed a man.
He had the audacity to kiss her back. In exactly the same manner. Deeper. Smoother. Harder.
Damn it all! He was playing a kissing game of chicken. Of see who pulls away first.
She refused to lose. She ran her fingers through his hair and traced the tender top of his earlobe until he shuddered beneath her touch.
He kissed her harder and more deeply. At this rate, he was going to bruise her lips. To prove a point, she kissed him back.
He sucked her lip and that was it. She gave up and pulled away. She did not want a lip hickey. She stared at him. He stared back.
She was breathing hard. But so was he.
“Cheater,” she said.
He stared at her intently, like a man in love. But his eyes danced with the thrill of victory.
“I can’t believe I’m out on an espionage mission with you!” she hissed back at him. It was a good thing she had her back to the house.
Not only was she on a mission with him, she was letting it affect her emotions. She did a quick mental calculation. She’d had her last period a week and a half before Drew showed up at the house and someone had fired two at her head. Which meant—she was simply in her horny time of the month.
Yes, that explained a lot. Men, any man really who wasn’t totally disgusting, looked pretty good this time of month. Yes, that had to be it. Denial was such a convenient thing.
He took her hand. “Smile sweetly.”
She gave him one last glare before forcing a smile.
They walked hand in hand to her mom’s front door, happy, lovesick grins feigned on their faces. For her part, Staci was hoping her mom was out with Sam. It seemed like a reasonable thought. It was Saturday.
“Ready?” Drew asked, his finger poised over the doorbell.
“May as well meet the firing squad head-on. Ring away.”
He pressed the bell. Her mom’s small Pomeranian, Poppy, yipped from inside, ever the watchdog. That bark was about as scary as the tinkle of a bell. Seconds later, Staci’s mom called out, “Coming!”
Staci heard her padding toward the door with the click of Poppy’s claws alongside her.
Staci frowned. Her mother was in.
Staci clutched Drew’s arm.
Still smiling like a lovesick idiot, he leaned in and whispered in her ear, “You’re about to draw blood.”
“So much for sweet nothings,” she whispered back to him.
Staci saw an eye appear at the peephole. Then her mother threw the door open. “Drew!” Her gaze ran to Staci. “Staci! What is this?” Her jaw dropped and her mouth popped open.
Poppy barked her happy bark at Drew and flipped over on her back, begging for a belly scratch. That traitorous dog had always liked him best. Poppy was useless.
Drew grinned and leaned down to humor the dog.
Except for an awkward, surprised pregnant pause, Staci performed an almost perfect DrewStaci act. She kept that dumb, beaming smile on her face. The kind she’d worn the first time she introduced Drew to her mom. That look that said, This is him. The one. Forever.
Only she’d been wrong about that back then.
“Surprise!” Staci said.
Drew stood up.
Staci leaned her head against Drew’s arm and shoulder. Did she look too corny? Too teenager in love? She didn’t care. She was going for the soap opera overacting award. If Drew wanted drama she was going to give it to him.
Poppy danced around Drew, begging for more loving. Linda stared at them, waiting for someone to explain.
“I tried to tell you yesterday at lunch,” Staci said. Which sounded appropriately lame.
“So that’s what the sudden urge to eat with your mother was all about.” She still seemed hesitant and disbelieving. “What does this mean? Is the divorce off?”
Staci nodded and kept the hopelessly in love smile on her face, which, sadly, was not that hard to do. Being around Drew was wearing down her defenses and her resolve to do the right thing. “The divorce is off.”
For now. The next few days at least.
That’s when Linda screamed a cry of joy and pulled Drew into a big hug. A second later she let Drew go and hugged Staci.
Linda’s eyes shone with tears. “I can’t believe it. I just can’t believe it! A mother’s prayer answered. Oh, I knew you two belonged together. I knew you should patch things up. That you could if you’d just give yourselves a chance.” She did everything but clasp her hands together and fall on her knees in thanks.
This was really almost too much for Staci to bear. But she had to give herself credit for a fine acting job. Or was it? She feared there was a little too much reality behind her method acting.
Linda stepped back out of the doorway. “Come in, come in, and tell me all about it! I want details. Details, details, details!”
Staci looked pointedly around her. “Where’s Sam? He’ll want to know, too.”
A shadow crossed her mom’s happy expression, just a hint of one, but knowing the circumstances it was enough for Staci to catch. “He’s out of town for the weekend. Camping with a few buddies.” Linda didn’t sound convinced that was where he really was.
“That’s too bad,” Drew said. “We wanted to surprise you both.”
Staci followed Linda into the living room, dragging Drew behind her, shooting him an exuberant smile. She was happy—that Sam was gone.
Her mother scooped Poppy up and sat with her in her lap in a stiff upholstered chair. Staci plunked onto the sofa opposite it. Drew sat down next to Staci, so close he was practically in her lap. He rested his hand on her thigh. She couldn’t even squirm or brush it off. He must have sensed her discomfort because he did more than rest his hand, he cupped her thigh and brushed against her breast with his arm. Even through her jeans his hand felt too hot. She felt too hot.
Her mom beamed at them. “When did this happen?”
“Two days ago.”
“How?” Linda asked.
“Oh, it’s a long, boring story,” Staci said, not wanting to create any sticky webs of deception that might later catch her.
Drew looked at her. “It’s a great story! Go ahead. Tell your mom. I’m sure she’d like to hear it.”
Damn him, he was enjoying this! Staci could have smacked him with her Ninety-nine cling fingers. Too bad they were in the car. Instead she smiled sweetly and rushed through the story, telling in one breath how Drew had left a box of his things at her house and stopped by and one thing led to another and yeah, they realized how much they missed each other. And then it just seemed wrong to separate. So now they were staying in his condo for a while because it was nice, neutral ground.
“Condo?” Linda looked at them confused. “What condo?” She frowned.
“You left something out,” Drew said.
Yeah. She left out the part about how someone had tried to put two bullets in her head and Drew had saved her life. And now he was basically playing bodyguard until he could figure out which dastardly villain of his acquaintance was out to get her. He couldn’t mean that part.
“About how I quit my job because you hated it so much?” he prompted. “All the long separations led to our marital problems. Absence makes the heart grow fonder, but only in small doses. I learned a valuable lesson. You can’t leave the love of your life alone so much that she feels single and deserted. The best gift a man can give a woman is his love, attention, and time.”
Her mother sighed, totally taken in by his BS.
Drew squeezed her leg again and massaged her inner thigh with his thumb. Which sent tingles up her entire body and to places she really didn’t want tingling, especially with her mom sitting across from her.
“I knew I wanted to win Stace back, Linda.” He sounded so sincere. “Unfortunately, I waited until the eleventh hour. It took me that long to find a local job without much travel and move back. I wanted Staci to know how serious I was before I approached her.
“But I won’t say I’m not grateful for my own forgetfulness at leaving that box behind. It provided the perfect excuse for stopping by and testing the waters.”
Linda murmured something sympathetic about how hard good jobs were to come by. Anyone could tell, from the way she beamed and her eyes shone, how touched she was by Drew’s tale of enduring love. And how melancholy she was that her own love life was falling apart.
Staci wanted to clobber Drew for pushing her mom’s hopes too high. That old cliché was a cliché for a reason—the higher they climb, the harder they fall. Staci’s mom was going to need a parachute. Drew had just pushed her out of an airplane.
“Where are you working, Drew?” her mother asked.
“Hook House Ale, as their marketing director.” Drew smiled as if he was proud of the position.
“Congratulations! Sam loves their ale. He’ll be thrilled to have an inside connection.” Linda scooted Poppy out of her lap and popped to her feet. “This calls for a celebration! I think I have a bottle of champagne in the pantry. And a Pepperidge Farm cake in the freezer.”
Frozen cake? Not good.
“Mom, we really don’t need cake.”
Linda must have seen Staci’s look about the cake. “What? No cake! Don’t be ridiculous. We’ll pop it in the microwave.”
Her mom was always popping something in the microwave. That’s basically what Linda called cooking and baking.
Poppy ran across the room and flopped, belly up, again, begging Drew for a little more loving.
Good luck with that, kid, Staci thought. Hang around him too much and someone will come after you with a knife in the market. Or string you up by your little crystal doggy collar.
Drew nudged Staci to go help her mom. She was already on her feet as he bent to scratch that hussy Poppy’s tummy.
“How about cookies?” Staci followed her mother into the kitchen. “You always have a package or two of cookies lying around? We could have those instead.”
In the kitchen, Linda ignored her. But Staci noticed she headed to the pantry rather than the freezer. Staci shuddered and reflexively glanced toward the window. Just in case. But she didn’t see any snipers lurking in the bushes. That was the point of snipers, though, wasn’t it? You didn’t see them. She had to calm down.
When Linda came out of the pantry, tears stood in her eyes and she was sniffing. Staci took a box of fancy commercial cookies from her and gave her a one-armed hug. “How are you holding up, Mom?”
Linda shook her head, as in Not doing well at all, grabbed the cookies from her, and put them on the counter. “Mint!” She clapped her hands together. “I have some fresh mint in the garden that would really dress that plate up. Come, let me show it to you. You can help me pick.” She pulled Staci across the kitchen and out the back door to the deck.



 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
“Mint? Really, Mom? Why did you drag me outside? The truth.” Staci ran her hands over her arms. It was cool in the shade.
Linda walked past a bed of elegant black and purple irises that grew around the base of a red maple. She paused midway to stoop to pull a horsetail weed from between two plants. She sighed as she tossed the horsetail across the yard into the fence. “Beautiful flowers, but their scent gives me a headache. The only reason I keep them is for Sam.” A look of worry, or maybe anger, crossed her face. “He loves them.”
She hustled past them to a raised bed that ran along the fence. “Mint is always nice.” She paused and looked at Staci. “We’re out here because I didn’t want Drew to overhear my problems with Sam.”
Most people would think Linda was being paranoid. Which she was. But for all Staci knew Drew was wearing a pair of hear-everywhere-ears and had heard every word. Either that or he was already fast installing bugs where no exterminator would dare to look. Even so, Staci couldn’t help herself. She put on that telltale guilty look of hers.
“He knows?” her mother said.
Staci couldn’t tell exactly how that made her mom feel, other than shocked. “The two of us are one again. We made a pledge not to keep secrets. Now that he’s part of the family once more, I had to tell him.”
Linda sighed and plucked several stems of mint. A fresh spearmint scent drifted to Staci.
“Well, then, there’s no point in freezing out here.” Linda turned toward the house.
“Wait!” Staci smiled at her. “Drew thinks you shouldn’t talk about your suspicions about Sam in the house.”
Linda frowned. “Why in the world not?”
Staci shrugged and repeated what Drew had told her earlier about cheaters spying on their spouses.
Linda’s frown deepened. She fiddled mindlessly with the mint in her hand. “But how would Drew know?”
“He read an article on Google.”
Her mom seemed satisfied with that answer. “Well, he may be right. There’s no need to tip my hand.”
“And there’s another thing. We actually came over for another reason, too. Drew wants to help with the spying.”
“What?” Linda shook her head and started to laugh so hard the mint shook in her hand.
It was nice to see her mom happy, but Staci was totally confused. “What are you laughing at?”
“Drew, spying!” She shook her head. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve heard. He’s the most earnest, honest young man I’ve ever known. His every thought is written on his face. That boy is the farthest thing from James Bond on earth.”
Staci didn’t know why she was so put out and defensive on Drew’s behalf. Probably the reason he was such a good spy was that no one in his real life would ever suspect him of it. He came across as your basic naïve-to-evil, happy-go-lucky good guy. But that was all a front. “Oh, I don’t know. I think he could handle danger and intrigue. Besides, he works at Hook House now. He’s bound to pick up gossip about Sam, if there is any.”
Linda paused in thought. “I suppose you have a point about his job. That could be useful.” Linda shook her head. “But danger? That’s different. Does he even know how to hold a gun?”
“He blows up a lot of villains on Call of Duty.” Which was completely true. Drew was a pro at that game, but then he knew a thing or two about real-life black ops.
“Video games don’t count.”
“How many people can you shoot in any video game?” Staci stared her mom down. “You’re probably a camper.”
“I’ve never played Call of Duty and I don’t intend to. Camper, what’s that?”
Staci sighed. “Never mind. Drew knows a lot more about spying than you’d think. Right away he thought of using electronic surveillance to help you out.
“We just came from Spy Gear Seattle. We bought a few gadgets that should help us find out what Sam’s up to.” At her mother’s pained look, she added, “If anything.”
“Well,” her mom conceded, “The video-game generation would think of using electronics. That, at least, sounds like Drew.”
“Electronics make life easy,” Staci said.
Linda nodded. “What did he get?”
Staci rattled off an abbreviated list. She didn’t feel up to telling her mom about the Check Your Spouse kit just yet.
“Drew knows how to use all those gizmos?” Linda asked.
Staci nodded. “He’s a whiz with electronics.”
She didn’t have to convince her mom. Linda agreed. She always called him when she needed help with her computer. Part of her sadness over Staci’s divorce was losing her personal Geek Squad.
“Okay, but no cameras or bugs in our bedroom,” Linda said.
Ugh! Staci agreed. Those were mental images she’d never scrub out of her brain. “Done.”
“Where are all these nifty devices?” Linda asked.
“Under Drew’s sweatshirt.”
“What!”
“We thought we might have to sneak them in past Sam.”
“If you’d called first, you’d know he wasn’t here.”
“Then we wouldn’t have had the element of surprise. We didn’t want Sam hiding anything. We were hoping to catch him in a mistake.”
Linda shook her head. “You’ll never catch him by surprise, believe me. You don’t think I’ve combed through everything while he’s gone? All I’ve been able to find out is that he’s not where he says he is. And discovering that was only by accident. I had to call his office one day when he didn’t answer his cell and they told me he wasn’t on a business trip as he said he was.”
She thwacked the mint she held against one hand. “What do we do now?”
Staci paused. What did they do now? She pursed her lips, thinking. “We have to provide an excuse for Drew to go into Sam’s study and plant the bugs and cameras and check the desktop computer. In case Sam’s listening in on us or something.”
Linda beamed. “Excellent suggestion! I knew there was a reason I asked you to be my spy. Besides, that’s easy. My email is down and won’t let me log in. I didn’t know what I was going to do. I’ll send Drew in to fix it and he can poke around. Perfect timing.”
“Great! We can chat while he works.”
Drew was going to love playing tech support again. Fortunately, he was pretty good at it. “Maybe he can find out something about your financials for you, too, Mom. So you won’t be so vulnerable. You deserve to know where your money is.”
Linda gave Staci her convicting-mom stare. “Don’t go overboard, Staci. Financials are personal and private.”
And sex lives aren’t? Staci resisted shaking her head. She read her mom’s fear. Linda was afraid they’d find something. Once she had irrefutable proof of wandering, what was she going to do with it? Staci didn’t ask. Right now, she didn’t want to know.
“All right, no financials.” But she lied and it came surprisingly easily to her. Drew would check the financials whether she instructed him to or not. “How do you feel about porn?”
“What!” Linda almost dropped the bruised mint she held.
“Marriage deal-breaker or not? Drew bought a Porn Stick so we could check Sam’s computer for it.”
“Porn Stick?” Linda made a face as Staci explained what it was. Finally, she looked resigned, avoiding the original deal-breaker question as much as possible. “Check for it.”
Staci nodded. She couldn’t be sure, but she thought her mom was crossing her fingers behind her back. “Sorry, Mom. You want to know what Sam’s really up to, don’t you? Where he really is this weekend, right?”
Her mother nodded. “Let’s get this over with. We’d better head back in. Do we give Drew a code word so he knows I’m aboard?” For the barest second, a look of amusement crossed her mom’s face.
To think, Mom just might like playing spy. If she didn’t suspect Sam of infidelity.
They found Drew sitting where they’d left him in the living room, innocently playing with his iPhone and scratching Poppy. Drew looked as if he was playing a game, but Staci suspected otherwise. That iPhone probably had a million top-secret CIA apps on it. For all she knew, he’d already debugged the house and set it up with a satellite tracking scan.
Her mom walked over to him with a tray of store-bought cookies decorated with the bedraggled mint. That homey, homegrown touch didn’t fool anyone. But Drew was polite enough to mention what a great hostess she was as he snagged a cookie.
“Drew, I need to ask a favor,” her mother said. “I’ve been having trouble with my email all morning. Why does this always happen when Sam’s gone? Something always goes wrong. That darn old PC. Think you could pop into Sam’s study and fix it for me?” She smiled sweetly and innocently at him.
Staci had to hand it to her—her mom was a good pretender.
Drew arched a brow and looked at Staci. She nodded ever so slightly to indicate he was good to go.
“No problem, Linda. Be happy to.” He snagged another cookie and bounded off toward Sam’s study with Poppy on his heels. “Where does he keep the backup copies of his software? In case I need to reload your email program.”
Linda waved her hand airily. “Oh, who knows? His office is a complete mess. Except to use the computer, I never go in there. You’ll have to hunt them down, I’m afraid.”
Staci looked at her mom again. She was good. She’d just given him permission to snoop and hide surveillance equipment to his heart’s content.
*   *   *
 
Using his iPhone and CIA apps from his perch on the sofa while the girls were chatting outside, tiptoeing through the mint leaves, Drew had already scoped the house. He’d scanned Sam’s computer using his WiFi connection, recovered the data on it, both what was present and what Sam had “erased,” and sent the encrypted files to Langley to be decoded. He knew where every single bug and camera was planted in the house. Sam had an intricate and sophisticated security setup going. Too sophisticated for the average Joe.
He’d also known Sam wouldn’t be home and exactly where he was. NCS had been tracking him.
When you find a bug in your home, you have three options: Leave everything in place and call the cops; disable and remove the bug, and wait to catch the eavesdropper when he shows up to install more; leave the bug in place and feed it misinformation.
In this case, there was only one sensible option—feed the bugs bad intel. All of the bugs—the ones watching Linda and the house, and the RIOT bugs watching Sam.
In Sam’s office, Drew got on Sam’s computer and fixed Linda’s email in fewer than five commands. He popped the Porn Stick in and began a scan as he planted his own bugs, glad he wasn’t the low-on-the-totem-pole spy who’d have the dull task of monitoring them.
Sam’s office looked like Sam—cluttered, mounted trophy fish hanging on the walls, a glass case filled with flies Sam had tied, plaques with cutesy sayings about fishermen, fishing poles leaning against the wall in the corner, a desk, computer, an old sofa.
Drew finished installing his bugs and cameras, riffled through Sam’s paperwork, and searched his office for other physical evidence. Nothing interesting, even in the locked file drawers Drew broke into. It was as if Sam had sanitized things or was being extremely cautious.
Drew frowned. Until he’d returned from Hawaii this past month and received orders for this mission from Emmett, he hadn’t even been aware Sam was under Agency scrutiny. Had no idea Sam would ever dabble in espionage or sell secrets to terrorist scum.
The Agency had begun following Sam about a year ago when low-level satellite secrets from Attitude began making their way onto the black market and RIOT chatter began indicating they were planning an attack on the satellite communications community.
The Agency profiler singled Sam out as a potential suspect: middle-aged and nearing retirement, dissatisfied with his life, felt as if he’d been passed over for promotion and deserved more, and had access to sensitive documents. They’d planted “sensitive” secrets for Sam to steal, and he did. Sam was their man.
Damn you, Sam.
Drew checked the Porn Stick. All clear. At least he didn’t have to tell Linda about a porn addiction.
He popped his CIA stick in and ran a quick scan of Sam’s financials. Poppy barked. He grabbed her and put her on his lap.
Hardened spy that he was, his heart still slammed into his gut when he saw $210,000 of obviously laundered money pass into Sam’s account. Followed by a ten-thousand-dollar cash withdrawal a few days later. The rest was transferred to an offshore account.
Sam had already received a down payment for his latest planned treachery and was bankrolling a nest egg.
Did Sam know what he was up against with RIOT? How ruthless they were? RIOT had a firm, unbending policy—no exes. No ex-spouses, ex-girlfriends or -boyfriends, no former agents, and suppliers never walked away alive. Not for more than a few minutes. Did he understand SMASH’s perfect, 100 percent kill record?
Sam would never walk away from this. Sam should count himself lucky when the Agency brought him in and stuffed him away someplace safe.
Drew scratched Poppy behind her ears. “Come on, girl. Let’s go for a walk.”
Linda would want a report.
*   *   *
 
Drew and Staci drove back to Drew’s condo from Linda’s mostly in silence. It seemed safer to stay quiet and let the sexual tension building between them fizzle out. All this pretending to be in love was excruciating on the nerves and emotions. Staci had spent the better part of the last six months tamping down the feelings she had for Drew. Now she couldn’t even look at him for fear she’d change her mind and ask to turn this fake reunion into a real one.
Finally, they arrived back at the condo and pulled into the garage. Drew opened the condo door, took a quick glance around, and led her up the stairs. He did a quick security scan at the top of the stairs and let Staci in after him.
Being alone with Drew was not a good idea. Not after pretending to be in love with him all afternoon.
Staci attempted to break any mood that might have lingered between them. “Okay, so what did you really find out about Sam?”
Drew stood next to her, so close she felt his body heat as she avoided staring into his deep blue eyes.
He shrugged. “Mostly what I told your mom on our walk with Poppy. I didn’t see any evidence of another woman. No porn.”
Staci frowned and stepped away from him. “Then what’s he up to?”
“I don’t know. I wish I did.” He shook his head.
Staci tossed her purse onto the sofa table against the entryway wall. The curtains were closed and the downstairs dark except for the overhead light in the entryway. The living room was dim and quiet. The back of the sofa loomed large and bare. It needed a plant or something behind it to break up the lines.
“At least we didn’t have to give Mom any bad news. You should have seen the look of panic on her face when I told her about the spy gear we brought. She was afraid, really afraid, we’d find something. She’s in that awkward stage of needing to know, but not wanting to. She likes her life the way it is.”
She turned to face him. Drew was emptying the contents of his pockets onto the kitchen counter.
“You weren’t ever unfaithful, were you?” She hardly even knew where that question came from. She hadn’t meant to speak it aloud. She certainly didn’t mean to sound so pathetic, pleading, and needy. What difference did his fidelity make now? And how could she tell if he was telling her the truth?
He paused and took three steps over until he stood in front of her, bare inches separating them. Either the man had no concept of personal space, or he was intent on invading hers.
She took a deep breath. Waiting. Hoping. Trying to decide if an invasion was good or bad. It was both. But mostly it was dangerous.
He put his hands on her shoulders and then tipped her chin up to force her to look him in the eye. “Never.” He spoke softly, in the tone he used when he pledged his life for his country. As if he was pledging his life to hers now.
“I’ve done a lot of things, Stace. Things I’m not proud of. Things I can never tell you.” His eyes sparkled. “I’ve told more lies than truths and pretended to be a lot of things. But one thing I never lied about was loving you. I’ve always played that straight. I never wandered.”
She realized she was holding her breath, as blown away by the sentiment as by the melodic strains of her favorite song. Moved nearly to tears. Why did she believe him? Because she wanted to? And why did his words go straight to her heart, readying it to let her emotions out of the box and love him again?
He leaned down, lips angled toward hers. She trembled. She should have stepped out of the way. Because kissing him would very likely lead to breaking her one-off vow about hot and heavy sex on the sofa again. And, eventually, to inevitable unhappiness with her lying life.
But she didn’t step back. She stepped in to him. She closed her eyes and tipped her face up to meet his kiss as he slid his hands off her shoulders to rest on her waist and pulled her close.
A cough from the living room stopped her cold.
Drew shoved her behind him, drew his gun from whatever secret cavity he had it stashed in, and trained it toward the source of the cough.
A man’s head popped up from behind the back of the sofa. He sat up, hands above his head. He’d obviously been lying down, hiding from them. “Don’t shoot! I surrender.”
“Noe! You bastard,” Drew said, but his voice had a smile in it. He dropped his gun. “Don’t you ever knock?”
“Knock? I did knock, mon ami. But no one answered. You gave me the key to your security. So I let myself in. I am welcome, no?”
Drew walked over, slapped Noe on the back, and shook his hand. “Always. I wasn’t expecting you until later. We interrupted your nap?”
Noe dropped Drew’s hand and laughed. “Caught napping on the job. Not so good, aye?” He spoke with a strong accent Staci finally pinned as French Canadian.
Staci studied him. Noe was dark with prominent, almost aristocratic features. Very handsome in an arresting way. His thick, wavy hair and five o’clock shadow added to his allure. He had a charming smile and laughing eyes.
“Ha-ha! So the rumors are true?” Noe said. “You are back with the little wifey. The Puppeteer should be glad of that.”
It wasn’t often Staci heard someone refer to Em as the Puppeteer. She could have sworn Drew gave Noe the quickest flash of a dirty look before turning to Staci with an adoring smile and a look in his eyes pleading her to continue with the charade of being happy together again.
No! No way. Not when I’m looking forward to dropping all pretenses and relaxing.
“Ha-ha?” Drew shook his head and grinned. “You mean ah-ha. Ha-ha means funny.” He shrugged. “Good news travels fast.”
“All news travels fast in our business.” Noe looked puzzled. “And that is what I said, ha-ha!” He slapped his head. “As in This is a ha-ha moment.” Noe stood up.
Drew turned to Staci. “My Canadian friend has trouble knowing where to place his h’s.”
“Not me. You Hamericans ’ave the trouble. Now introduce me to this charming woman.” He grinned at her.
Drew took her arm. “Staci, meet my good friend, and Canadian Security Intelligence Service agent, Noe Tremblay.”
“Canadian Intelligence Service? I didn’t know they had one.” The words just popped out of Staci’s mouth.
Noe laughed.
Drew grinned as Staci blushed. “Don’t worry. He gets that a lot.”
“We are a venerable institution. We serve the country and Crown. God save the queen,” Noe said.
Sometimes it was startling to Staci to remember their neighbor to the north was still part of the British Commonwealth.
“They just aren’t as well known, or as sexy, as MI6,” Drew said.
“I suppose you need your own Canadian version of Ian Fleming to give you a little glamour. Who do you spy on?” Staci asked, running with the good-natured teasing.
“Us mostly,” Drew said.
Staci laughed. “Are you afraid we’ll invade?”
“We’re afraid you Hamericans will do something stupid and endanger us. After all, nuclear bombs and EMP weapons are not as discriminating about borders as they should be.”
“Touché!” Staci said. She liked Noe, but couldn’t help wondering, “Will you be staying with us?”
“For a few nights. Didn’t Drew tell you? Being old friends is part of our cover. It makes sense for me to stay with my old buddy. Besides, tonight Drew and I have late-night business to attend to.”
Uh-oh! Stay for a few nights? She was going to have to pretend to be in love with Drew even in the privacy of his condo? For a few days! Her poor nerves and emotions would never recover.
Somehow she kept her smile plastered on her face. She couldn’t very well ask him to sleep on the sofa. That would blow their cover as a happily reunited couple. What game was Drew playing in the intelligence community? You’d think they could come clean to a fellow spy about this ruse of being happily together.
She hoped for a moment that Noe had been upstairs and seen her things in the guest room, that she was obviously living there. That the happy-couple cover had already been blown. But when she studied Noe, he seemed completely unaware. Or was pretending to be.
For just a second, she considered confessing the truth. Drew must have read her thoughts. He gave her a warning look. She realized that if he had to, he’d make up an outrageous lie about why her stuff was in the guest room. And out of politeness, or professional courtesy, or the sheer convincingness of Drew’s lies, Noe would believe him. Resistance, as they say, was futile.
“I’ll just go make up the guest room then.” She glanced at Drew.
He seemed totally unconcerned. “Good idea, Stace.”
“Don’t go to any trouble for me,” Noe said. “I can sleep anywhere.”
“No trouble,” she said, smiling.
“Wait! Before you go, let’s make our plans for tonight,” Noe said. “I’d like to try one of the fine winery restaurants Drew is always bragging to me about. How about the Dance Floor Winery? We should call for reservations?”
Drew pulled out his phone, bringing up some kind of app.
“I’m sorry, Noe,” Staci said. “Dance Floor is the place to go in Woodinville. You have to call months ahead.”
Noe ignored Staci and spoke to Drew. “Make the reservations for four.” He turned and grinned at Staci. “I hope you have a hot, single woman friend you can invite along for me. I hate to be the third wheel.”
Drew laughed. “Done. Reservations made for four. Stace, call Mandy. I’m sure she’d love to meet Noe.”
“Wait!” Staci said. “How did you get reservations?”
“CIA app,” Drew said.
“Who’d you bump? That’s an abuse of power.” She shook her head. “And I’m sure Mandy’s busy.”
“I have a feeling she’s not,” Drew said.
She opened her mouth to tell him she supposed he had an app for clearing Mandy’s schedule and convincing her to come, too. She shut it just in time and tried another approach. “I thought you two had late-night business?” Staci arched a brow.
“And what better way to stay awake until the wee hours of the morning for our appointment than enjoying fine food and the company of hot, beautiful women?” Noe winked.
“Spies and their libidos.” Staci kept on smiling, though it was killing her. Her husband was a crafty one.
Drew knew Mandy too well. She’d never pass up an evening with a man as tempting as Noe, or a chance to go to the Dance Floor Winery.
“Just who is Noe supposed to be for this big night out? Is he undercover as himself, too? Shall I entice her with the promise of a hot French Canadian date?” Staci asked with more than a touch of irony in her voice. On purpose. This was getting totally ludicrous. “I need the whole cover story. Details. Heaven forbid I should get caught in a lie.”
Drew scowled.
Noe laughed. “Very wise to ask about the cover. Your wife would make a good spy.”
Drew shook his head. “Don’t encourage her.”
“Tell your friend that I am Hamerican,” Noe said.
Staci had to bite her lip to keep from laughing. How was he going to hide that accent of his? And why should he? It was incredibly sexy. This should be an even more interesting evening than she imagined.
“An old university buddy of Drew’s. Noah, a good Hamerican version of my name where the h behaves as it should and stays quiet.” Noe grinned. “Tell your friend that you don’t know much about me. I’ll fill you both in together.”
Lies of omission again, Staci thought. Worked for her.
*   *   *
 
Drew watched Staci until she disappeared up the stairs. He grabbed a Hook House Ale out of the fridge and tossed it to Noe. “You’re here about Martel?”
Noe nodded.
“Were you close?” Drew asked, wondering whether Noe had heard about Martel’s burial by hops.
“Barely knew him, my friend.” Noe grinned and unscrewed the top of his bottle of ale. “I heard the killer concealed him in a pile of hops. None of that hops is in here, I take it?” He lifted his bottle.
Drew shrugged. “Beer takes longer than a day to brew,” he said noncommittally. “We disposed of the offending hops.”
“Very good.” Noe raised his bottle toward Drew’s. “To catching the killer.”
Drew clinked his bottle against Noe’s. “Catching a killer.” Though he wondered. Catching the killer just might lose him Staci forever. Somehow that was beginning to matter more and more to him.
“Is this Mandy hot?” Noe asked.
“Smoking. And she’s wise to spies so be careful. Her late husband was a friend of mine from The Farm.” Drew’s cell buzzed. He pulled it out of his pocket. Langley was texting. He turned to Noe. “I have to take this. Make yourself at home.”
Drew retreated to the most private room in the condo—the tiny main-floor bathroom—and shut the door. The bathroom was completely shielded and soundproofed. As a side benefit, the lighting was good, too. Drew was certain Noe, who was a top-notch spy, was already trying to intercept Drew’s text.
A message came up on Drew’s phone from headquarters.
Excellent intel you collected. The Gardener is in Victoria. The Fisherman plans to visit the gardens next weekend. This is the opportunity we’ve been waiting for to bring them both in.
The brass wanted to apprehend Sam outside the country. Better for everyone that way. Less chance of someone raising a fuss. NCS could take him to a top-secret interrogation facility and find out what he knew.
Say hello to Noe. Canada will cooperate fully.
Still tracking the Fisherman’s financials. Make sure we get the Fisherman in hand before the Canadians grab him. Canada doesn’t even have a damn death penalty.
Drew read the message again to make sure he had all the details right. In the good old days of spying, a tape would self-destruct or a spy would have to eat and swallow a handwritten message. Drew simply hit DELETE and every trace of the message vanished. No computer genius could reconstruct it no matter how many software tricks and Porn Sticks were used.
Drew sat for a moment, thinking. Being with Staci again was giving him ideas he’d probably be better off not entertaining.
Is there a way to complete the mission and get the girl?



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
The Dance Floor Winery was exactly what its name suggested—a winery with a restaurant and dance floor. Every night the spot featured wine from a different region of the world, paired with Pacific Northwest cuisine seasoned to match, plus a dance lesson and session with matching theme. Saturday night featured the most popular combo: Spanish wines—particularly Rioja and sherry, because Cuban wine was reputedly not up to the restaurant’s standards—Pacific Northwest salsa and chips, a menu seasoned with Hispanic flavor, and salsa dancing.
Staci loved dancing, always had. However, given her situation with Drew, and the fact that she was once again out in public trying to convince the world that she was passionately in love with him, she would have chosen a night with a different theme. Actually, she would have chosen another restaurant, one without dancing at all.
For all he’d acquiesced to Noe’s suggestion, Drew must not be any happier. He did not like to dance. The only dance he did passably well was the robot. All grace and athleticism in every other area of his life, on the dance floor the man moved like a piece of wood. Which was out of character—he sure knew how to move in the bedroom. It was good to know he was human and bad at something.
He certainly played the part of happily-reunited, passionately-in-love, feels-like-the-first-time husband convincingly. He kept his arm around her naked back, hot, hot hand resting on her bare waist. Much as Staci hated to admit it, that possessive hand sent tingles through her whole body.
He whispered sweet, commanding nothings in her ear, seizing the opportunity and nibbling, too. “Smile more. We’re in love. Let’s give them something to talk about.”
Talk about? With his hot breath in her ear, she could barely think. She was smiling. Idiot smiling, lusty smiling. Her face felt frozen with it and she feared she showed too much emotion. Too much of how she loved him still.
He stroked her hair in a way that made her want to lean her head into his hand like a cat purring its way into a scratch. And then he stared at her in that soul-mate, penetrating way, as if she were the only woman in the room. He was so effective, he took her breath away. And almost convinced her.
Mandy grabbed Staci’s arm and whispered in her ear as they took their seats at their reserved table. “Are you sure you aren’t really back together? Drew looks like he wants to gobble you up.” She sighed. “And you should see the way you’re looking at him.”
“I am not looking at him.”
Mandy arched a brow and shook her head. She nudged Staci. “You didn’t tell me how hot Noah is.” Her eyes were wide and round, looking like a woman feasting on the sight of him and hoping to be sated later.
Staci shrugged. “I told you he’s good looking.”
“Good looking does not begin to cover it,” Mandy whispered back. “Who is he really?”
Being a spy’s widow, Mandy was naturally suspicious, particularly of any friend of Drew’s.
“I told you, he said he was a college friend of Drew’s.” Which was exactly the truth. That is what he’d said. Lies of omission. Staci loved them.
Mandy frowned for just a second. “Oh, well. Who cares who he really is? He’s delicious.”
And he had somehow picked up a perfect American accent. A Pacific Northwest accent, no less. Which sounded like broadcast English with a touch of Canadian thrown in, or so Staci had been told by people she met in other parts of the country. It would have been easy for a Vancouver-type Canadian to master. They’d have to do practically nothing. How Noe was managing was another matter. He no longer dropped his h’s or added them in odd places and the rest of his charming French Canadian accent was gone, too.
The hostess handed them menus and walked off. The waiter appeared, poured them a round of water, and took their drink orders. Staci opened her menu, determined to get back at Drew and Noe for putting her in this horrible situation.
She scanned the offerings. “The lighting’s very dim in here. I’m having a hard time seeing this.” Drew leaned over to help her, but she shoved her menu across to Noe. “Can you make this out?” She pointed to an entrée of halibut and smiled sweetly at him.
Noe squinted at it, looked up at her, and grinned as if he had her number. “Halibut with mango salsa. Very appropriate this evening. A Latin American favorite.” He spoke in perfect English, no slipping h’s. “How about hors d’oeuvres?”
“The oysters look tasty,” Drew said as he stroked her arm. He apparently understood what she was up to, too.
Now he was just playing mean. Oysters? Aphrodisiac food? No way. She was having enough trouble trying to keep her heart from racing while Drew pawed her as if he couldn’t keep his hands off her. And Noe cheated. Hors d’oeuvres was a French word!
Beneath the table, Drew gently stepped on her foot, warning her to ixnay on trying to trap Noe. She stabbed him back with her stiletto heel and had the pleasure of watching him maintain his adoring look while trying not to wince.
Noe called the waiter over. “This is a celebration. Bring us a bottle of your best Rioja.”
They went through two bottles of Rioja at dinner. Then Noe ordered a bottle of sherry to go with dessert. Even consuming so much wine, Noe did not mess up his h sounds, no matter how hard Staci ignored Drew’s warning and tried to trip him up.
Drew sat too close to Staci, playing his own game with her. Trying to get her to mess up? Or trying to get her back in bed later? He brushed her breast “accidentally.” Held her hand, squeezing it tightly, holding on as if there were no letting go. He nibbled her neck until Staci was this short of wanting to take him right to bed. She wondered if that was his plan. If he planned to make a liar out her.
And actually, if he succeeded in making a liar out of her, she should probably thank him. No one had succeeded before.
Staci had just fed Drew the last bite of brazo gitano, a jelly roll filled with guava, when a three-piece band took the stage. The lights dimmed and two dance instructors went to the mike. “Ladies and gentlemen, grab your partners. It’s time to salsa!”
The crowd clapped and cheered.
Staci turned and smiled sweetly at Drew, taking his head in both hands and running her thumb along his jaw. “We can skip the lesson, baby. I know how much you hate dancing.”
Her sweet consideration of him was all an act, of course. She did not want to salsa with him. Salsa dancing, done properly, was like foreplay. And she was already hot enough as it was. Done the way Drew danced, it was like taking a cold shower. In public. Something to be avoided in either case.
Keeping up the act, she kissed him lightly on the lips. Which was not a good idea. That tiny meeting of the lips sent tingles all the way to her toes.
He removed her hand from his cheek and kissed it, scooting out his chair. “I brought you here to dance, Stace.”
It was the perfect, romantic thing for a man in love to say and do. If she hadn’t known otherwise, she might even have fallen for it.
Before she could protest, he pulled her chair out for her, took her hand, and pulled her to the dance floor.
*   *   *
 
Contrary to popular belief, Drew knew how to salsa. You might even call him an intermediate dancer. He’d spent three months undercover in Cuba. Where he’d learned to dance in the arms of a sultry and curvaceous professional dancer—as part of his cover. And to impress Staci. There really was nothing like a hot, Havana night.
But however much Lola had tempted him and tried to get him into bed, he’d never broken his wedding vows. He’d only ever had eyes for Staci. Not that she believed him. And if she ever got a look at Lola and her moves, she never would. Which is why he couldn’t tell her how he’d learned or who’d taught him. He’d decided to classify Lola as a mission detail, something he was forbidden to share by the Agency.
He’d love to show Staci his moves. In private. When things could get not only hot and heavy, but get completely carried away. To bed. Unfortunately, showing off his dance moves while he was undercover as himself would draw too many pesky questions. He was going to have to put on an act and do his classic robot imitation, which was not hot at all.
*   *   *
 
Drew elbowed his way to the center of the crowded dance floor, holding Staci’s hand in a tight grip, as if he couldn’t bear to let her go. Even for a second.
Really, Drew is carrying this act too far. This isn’t face acting or a close-up on the big screen. No one’s going to notice the subtleties, like his possessive hold on my hand. Then again, he’s probably right to be concerned I’ll make a dash for the table. There’s only so much my country should require of me.
Staci glanced around, desperately trying to catch some guy’s eye, any guy’s eye, and encourage him to cut in. As soon as possible.
Drew caught her and gave her a sharp look.
“We could have stayed on the outskirts,” she whispered in his ear. And she meant it. All the easier to escape to the table if Drew’s dancing became too embarrassing to stomach. “You don’t have to impress me.”
He arched a brow. “Don’t I?”
“Just don’t do the robot. If you do, I’ll have to kill you. And I mean it.” She pointed to her feet. “I have the technology—stiletto impaler-heels. The latest from Em. Under the table earlier was only a taste of their pain-inflicting power.”
“You’re an evil woman,” he whispered back with a tease in his voice. “I suppose they’re tipped with poison?”
She grinned most evilly back at him. “Don’t test me.”
Noe and Mandy angled in next to them.
“It’s hot on the floor.” Noe’s eyes twinkled. He winked at Mandy and held out his hand for hers, giving her a sultry look. “Very hot.”
It was too bad Noe couldn’t have used his native French Canadian accent. That would have slain Mandy, for sure.
On cue from the band leader, the drums started up, cutting off further conversation.
Music moved Staci, always had. There was simply no resisting a dance beat. Almost subconsciously, her hips undulated. Her shoulders rolled. She closed her eyes and the beat coursed through her.
The dance instructors began teaching the basic steps.
The male instructor, Luis, called out the steps: “One, two, three, back! Five, six, seven. One, two, three, back, five, six, seven. One … five … one…”
“Not so bad,” Drew said, holding her hands and staring into her eyes. “I’m keeping up.”
“Barely. You’re moving like a scarecrow. Loosen up some.” She smiled to herself. “Wait until Luis shows us the turn and spin. I love spinning.”
“Yeah, I know. I’ve seen your spin maneuver a time or two. Very effective at cutting me off.” Drew gave her hand a quick squeeze, which distracted her while he crushed her toes beneath his size twelves.
“Hey! You did that on purpose.” She frowned at him as her toe throbbed, resisting the urge to break the beat and rub her foot.
“Did I?” He grinned. “Sorry. Good thing I don’t have killer heels.”
“No, just big feet and bludgeoning shoes.”
He gave her a smoldering smile, which unfortunately took her by surprise—again—and made her melt for the second until he spoke. “Smile. Mandy’s looking this way.”
She smiled at him, sickeningly adoringly, like a puppy in love.
“Too lovesick schoolgirl,” he leaned in and whispered. “I was hoping for bitch in heat.”
Her better nature fought really hard not to frown. “Just following orders. Next time be specific.”
“Oh, I will.”
She moved her foot out of his way just in time, right before his sole came down on the delicate, exposed arch of her foot.
“And now, we will learn to turn and spin!” Luis yelled.
The crowd screamed approval.
“Do as I do and follow my lead,” Luis said, demonstrating the moves with his partner with perfect precision and fluidity.
But Drew did not do what Luis did or follow his lead. Drew ignored the steps, caressed Staci’s shoulders, ran his hot hands down her body, and grabbed her butt. He mimicked the moves, spinning her in an awkward eggbeater. Grabbing her thigh and pulling her leg against his. Tossing her back over his arm into a ridiculous fake salsa pose and staring into her eyes as if he would ravish her there on the floor.
Damn him!
All around them, people were looking at them, laughing, and egging Drew on as she grew light-headed from dangling over his arm like his puppet.
He always won the crowd over. Some called it charm or charisma. She called it frustrating. She gritted her teeth. “I told you to behave.”
“You told me not to do the robot,” he shot back with a challenge in his eyes. “Just following orders.”
In retrospect, she preferred the robot.
“Up!” she hissed at him, knowing she was the one in the fragile position.
“Keep smiling,” he whispered as he jerkily pulled her up and wrapped her in his arms too tightly for her to wiggle out.
She didn’t like the way her body reacted to his—as if she wanted him desperately. Salsa dancing with Drew was an odd combination of exotic, heady, and painful in way too many ways.
Next to them, Noe danced as if he’d been born in Havana, not Quebec, leading so well he made even Mandy look like a passable dancer.
Finally, mercifully, the lesson ended. The floor began to clear. Staci raced off toward the table with the others trailing after her. She was not going to repeat that performance with Drew again. She felt too … too shaky.
At the table, she grabbed the bottle of sherry. “I need a drink.” She poured herself a glass. “Noah, you’re quite the dancer. Unlike some people”—she shot Drew a heated look—“you can actually move.”
Noe elbowed Drew. “See, the ladies notice.” He smiled at Staci. “Dance lessons in college. Easiest PE credit I ever earned. Ballroom dancing. Salsa. I took it all. Great way to meet girls. I never could convince that one, though.” He nodded toward Drew.
Drew shrugged. “And yet, look who caught a girl.”
Noe laughed. “Caught one, did you? Watch me steal her.” He held his hand out to Staci.
She set down her wine and took his hand gladly. Anything to escape being too near Drew.
“You should have learned to dance,” Noe said to Drew.
Drew turned to Mandy.
She shook her head. “No, thanks. I’d rather sit this one out. I don’t like to dance like Staci does.”
*   *   *
 
Drew sipped his Rioja and watched Noe dance with his wife. He shouldn’t have been jealous. A dance was just a dance, right? Then why did he feel like punching his old friend?
Noe was a smooth mover. Graceful, seductive, and a show-off as he twirled Staci, wrapped his French Canadian arms around her, and spun her back out again before pulling her in and draping her over his arm.
As for Staci—Drew couldn’t keep his eyes off her undulating hips, and the way she threw back her head and ran her hands over her breasts, looking like a girl in a porn flick. Why hadn’t she done that for him?
He sat, silently sipping his wine, seething. Across from him, Mandy waved to get his attention. She said something. The music was blaring. He couldn’t hear her over it. He mimed as much to her.
She nodded and dug into her purse. An instant later she had her phone out and was texting someone with fingers flying. Good. He didn’t feel like chatting or trying to make small talk by yelling over the noise.
His cell phone buzzed in his pocket. When he pulled it out, Mandy grinned at him. She was texting him?
He read her message.
You look jealous. Does N know you have a license to kill?
Drew grinned.
She sent him another text. Who is N, really?
He fired back. An old friend.
Really? She arched a brow when he looked up at her. I know your motto—admit nothing. Deny everything.
He laughed. You’ll just have to trust me.
Mandy replied, Ha-ha.
She sent him another text. Staci still loves you.
Drew’s heart pounded. Still loved him? He stared back at Mandy, who gave him a knowing smile.
She told you the truth, didn’t she? He texted back. You know we’re faking the reunion?
Do you really think she could lie to me?
Drew banged his fist on the table. No, he didn’t think so. Asking Staci to lie to Mandy had partly been a test. Damn, he wished she could lie like he could. Maybe then they’d have a chance.
She pushed you away to protect you. Ask her about Iguazu Falls.
Drew’s pulse leaped. Iguazu Falls? What the hell happened in Iguazu Falls that I don’t know about? he thought.
He knew Staci felt guilty that the drug lords had found him because she hadn’t lied to them. They’d tortured her into telling them where he and Jack were. He’d told her it wasn’t her fault, that stronger men had cracked sooner, but she hadn’t listened.
He remembered all too well what Staci looked like when Emmett finally allowed him to see her in the hospital. He scowled in response to the painful memory. His beautiful wife’s face was so battered, swollen, and bruised he’d hardly recognized her. Over the rage and desire to kill Beto, he’d felt like a worried new father, counting her fingers and toes, making sure she had all her limbs, that the cartel hadn’t amputated any. He felt guilty. Responsible. He hadn’t protected her. He’d left her vulnerable.
After that, she’d been scared, sullen, and silent. He thought she blamed him for what happened. She let him believe that. In fact, she encouraged him.
Staci had duped him.
He couldn’t believe it. She’d lied to him all these months. Saying she no longer loved him. Claiming she’d changed.
And he’d bought it! Damn.
His Staci. Who always told him the truth. His one honest thing, the one honest person in his life.
He didn’t know whether to feel betrayed by her lies or touched that she thought she could save him.
Hell, maybe she had made the right move in filing for divorce. He’d thought so at the time, when he knew he was at fault for not protecting her. When he thought she blamed him and no longer loved him. When he felt inadequate as a spy, as a husband, and as a man in general.
Could they make things work?
He was away from home so often that a marriage hardly seemed feasible if he couldn’t take her with him on a mission. Yet he couldn’t have her with him, worrying what might happen to her.
He resisted shaking his head. He’d just dragged Staci headlong into a mission, hadn’t he? He vowed to himself—this was the last one.
Mandy had been typing away while he was lost in his thoughts. The buzz of the phone in his hand woke him up.
Stop scowling and get out there and dance with her, tiger. Noah’s had his turn long enough.
*   *   *
 
Noe danced like a Latin lover and led as well as a pro. Freestyle salsa with him was like eating chips with guacamole—satisfying and delicious. They were the perfect combo. He moved with athletic grace. Staci could spin three to a beat. A girl who could spin made a salsa couple look flashy. A girl who could spin as fast as she did made them smoking hot.
Staci was in character, a sexed-up Hispanic dancer on a hot Havana night, having so much fun, she barely noticed the other dancers around her as the Latin beat coursed through her. Noe used firm, confident pressure as he pushed her out into a spin. Once around. Her skirt swirled around her. Twice.
She lost hand contact and was snapped back into the real world. Noe was too expert to make a mistake like losing hand contact. Twirl. A hand caught hers as she came around on seven at the end of the bar, ready to follow his lead for the next eight-count bar of steps. She relaxed. All was well.
Until she spotted Noe walking off the dance floor and looked up into the eyes of the man holding her hand. Drew smiled back at her, eyes lit with a devilish, daring appeal. Her heart and feet stopped. She tried to pull her hand away, but he squeezed tight.
Drew had cut in? That was so … unlike him. Before she could protest, he pulled her into a closed position, arms around her, undulating pelvis pressed against her bottom, acting as if dancing came as easily to him as lying.
He whispered something in her ear. She thought he said, “Let’s give them something to talk about.” Or maybe it was, “Follow my lead.” It was too loud to hear his words, but his hot breath and the confident force of his words sent a sensual shiver down her back.
In the next instant, he was holding her hand lightly, perfectly, and leading her through a complicated, showy round of eggbeater-like arm movements, while he had the Cuban hips going as if he was born to move sinuously.
When he spun her into the open position, there was a challenge in his eyes. So he thought he could dance, now, did he?
He could cut in, but he couldn’t one-up her.
She licked her lips, ran her hands down her neck and over her breasts in the most provocative way she knew. Drew had always been a breast and butt man. While he was distracted and drooling, she hijacked the dance, taking the lead and winding through a complicated bar meant to trip him up. To her surprise, and consternation, he kept up and added flourish as he jockeyed for power and position, trying to reclaim the lead.
Hips swaying, he used his graceful brute strength to pull her into the closed position. She was trapped in his arms, pressed against him so tightly she could feel his desire. He spun her once, caught her, and tossed her over his arm, slinging her so low her head was inches from the floor. “Don’t try that again. I lead.”
Somehow she heard him. He sounded confident and sensual, take-charge. It turned her on. She liked a man who led.
He pulled her back to a stand and led her into the next bar. He was easy to follow and hard to resist. Where had those sexy pelvis moves come from? Who had taught him to dance?
He was using all kinds of hand flourishes, taunting her to keep up. Taunting her to be as showy as he was. Spin. Twirl. Stare into each other’s eyes.
He had his hand on her back one moment. He had her wrapped in his arms the next. She grew hot and flushed. She felt the sheen of perspiration on her skin. He glowed with the exercise.
He spun her out. They danced in the open position, facing each other, two solo dancers engaged in a match of talent, skill, endurance, and pride. She was dancing so hard, she didn’t notice the dance floor clearing until it was almost empty.
Suddenly—so it seemed to her—the band switched tunes and they were the only couple on the floor. Everyone else gathered around the perimeter of the dance floor and cheered them on, clapping in time to the rhythm, calling out encouragements.
Staci barely heard them.
Drew took her hands in his and they were dancing together again as one. She had a feel for his style now and could anticipate his next move. He was near to cruelty, pushing her wickedly to the limits of her spinning ability, making her rotate three and four times in a bar, until she felt dizzy with the force of the spin, the wine, and his nearness. Her breasts heaved. Her heart raced. He caught her and grinned before pushing her into another punishing, sensual bar.
This was how she’d always dreamed of dancing. And Drew had always been the man she’d imagined as her partner. A fictional Drew, because her Drew was a lovable bumbler on the dance floor.
Who was this Latin lover, dancer Drew? Who had taught him to dance and move like this? What else had she, whoever she was, taught him?
She pictured a seductive Cuban whore with flowing dark tresses, swaying hips, toned arms, a round, shapely butt, and full pouty lips that begged to be kissed. She imagined long, shapely fingers, red nails, hands placed on Drew’s hips, showing him how to make the motion.
Drew’s new level of skill would have taken months to master, and hour upon hour of practice. With this woman, this sensual woman who’d somehow inspired Drew to dance, who’d succeeded where Staci had failed.
When had Drew been gone long enough to learn this? Before or after their split? Damn him!
Staci’s hands trembled. The key to salsa dancing is not clutching your partner’s hand for dear life. You simply touch and trust. Hold on too tightly and you ruin the dance with the restriction it puts on the moves.
As Drew reached for her fingers, she pushed him away. She caught him off guard, surprised by her own raging maelstrom of jealousy and sexual heat. Hips swinging, she turned to storm off the floor. He caught her hand, spun her into him, shook his head slightly, and pleaded with her with his eyes.
What could she do? They were supposed to be happily reunited. She made pouty lips at him and ran her hands over his cheek. Finally, she smiled at him. The crowd cheered. They thought it was all part of an act. Staci funneled her passionate rage into the salsa. She could dance as well as a Cuban whore.
Her jealousy roared in her ears with the music. Staci ran her hands over her body, licked her lips, did the Cuban hips with all the sexiness she could muster. She egged Drew on, teased him with her touch as they danced, and made come-on bedroom eyes to torment him.
At last the song ended. Drew threw her back in his arms into a lunge with her hair falling toward the floor, her arms dangling, her neck exposed. He stared at her, breathing hard, desire burning in his eyes. Her chest was heaving. She felt light-headed.
The restaurant had gone silent. Without looking, she felt every eye on them. What could she do? She was mesmerized. She gazed up at Drew, traced the edge of his jaw with a touch that made him shudder, and ran her fingers through his hair.
Drew leaned in and very deliberately, slowly, seductively, passionately kissed her. She opened her mouth to him and kissed him back.
The crowd went wild. The music roared to life again. The dance floor filled.
And Drew just kept kissing her.



 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
Staci couldn’t enter any building with Drew without him first making sure it was clear. Returning to the condo was no exception. Except it would be more accurate to say that the three of them—Noe, Drew, and Staci—tumbled in the door, laughing and light-headed from dance and drink. Noe separately, under his own steam. Drew and Staci tangled together as if they hadn’t stopped salsa dancing.
“I’ll do the honors,” Noe whispered just inside the landing from the garage. Though why he was whispering after their loud entrance was anybody’s guess. He pulled out a pistol and waved it around along with some gizmo a Canadian Q must have made for him. “Creep detector,” he said.
“Heat-sensing device. Awesome.” Drew magnanimously held out his hand, indicating Be my guest.
Noe grinned and nodded.
“We’ll wait for you here,” Drew said. “I have your back, dude.” He had his arm slung over Staci’s shoulder.
She tried to brush it off. “We’re home. We don’t need to keep up the pretense.” But in truth, she was hot for her husband. Too much wine, too much dancing, and way too much necking.
Drew nodded toward where Noe had headed. “We still need to convince him.” He nibbled on Staci’s ear.
And she let him. Visions of a hot Havana night and an even hotter Cuban salsa instructor entwined around her husband danced through her head. Perversely, she thought she could show Drew a good time, too. An excellent time. If she so chose.
Noe returned. “All clear.”
They stumbled into the living room.
Noe glanced at his watch. It was just after two in the morning. “Nearly time for our early-morning rendezvous.”
Staci had forgotten about their mission. She looked at Drew and then Noe. “You’ve got to be kidding. You two are way too drunk to go on a dangerous mission.”
“Who said it was dangerous?” Noe winked at her.
Drew squeezed her shoulders. “We’ve been out on missions in worse condition.”
Staci frowned at the two men. “Way to reassure me. I’ll make you guys coffee—”
“Forget it.” Drew stroked her cheek. “I know what clears my head.” He grabbed Staci’s hand and pulled her toward the stairs that led to his bedroom. “Noe, you’re on your own.”
Noe laughed and shook his head.
Drew pulled Staci upstairs into the bedroom and closed the door. He swung her into his arms, tipped her head back, and lowered his lips onto hers.
She really shouldn’t have kissed him back. But tell that to the wine and her jealous mind. If Drew slept with girls on all the missions, he damn well better show her a good time now. She kissed him back with an intensity that should have startled him, but he seemed to expect.
He was confident in his kisses, in the way he ran his hands over her body, and in the way his mouth possessed hers. His kisses packed the power to make her knees weak. He acted as if he owned her. And at that minute, he did.
As she kissed him back, she pulled his shirt loose from his pants. Still necking, he walked them toward the bed.
She was already breathing hard. In between love bites she managed to speak as she unbuttoned his shirt. “Noe can’t see us now. We can drop the cover.”
He shook his head no. “Too late. We have to keep this up. We’re still undercover. He’s expecting us to complete the act we started at the wine bar.” He slid the straps of her halter dress over her neck, exposing her breasts.
They budded up in the cool night air. He stared at them. She smiled and did a salsa dance step that made them bounce. “We could fake it?”
“You think you could lie convincingly about the orgasms I give you?”
“I give you,” she corrected.
“You didn’t answer my question.”
“I’m generally not a good liar.” She stroked his cheek. She meant to torment him, drive him hard toward the edge.
His eyes danced with passion. He took her hand in his, spun her, and pulled her close again.
In retaliation, she pressed up against him, slid her hands beneath his shirt, and ran her nails down his bare back, hard enough to leave welts.
He shuddered and stared her in the eyes, desire burning in his. Desire and the possessive look he used to have. She used to call it love. Now she wasn’t so sure. But it was as intoxicating as any Rioja.
She pulled his pants down over his hips. He stepped out of them and stooped to suck her nipples.
“Do the Cuban hips for me,” she whispered.
He stepped out of his boxers and began undulating. He grabbed her hands, doing the eight-count salsa bar, and humming the Latin beat. He slid his finger beneath her skirt, hooked her panties, and tugged them off. She stepped out of them, leaving them lying on the floor.
She leaned up and kissed him, kissed him with a force meant to bruise his lips or meld into him.
He put his hand behind her head and held her there, making sure she couldn’t resist. He meant to punish her, too. Or maybe it was just the Rioja, maybe it was really bottled passion. She felt breathless. She managed to pull out of the kiss just enough to suck on his lips and bite them in love play.
He bit back, tenderly, savagely. She fell backward onto the bed, pulling him on top of her. He caught himself on his arms and braced above her. Why was he hesitating? He stared down at her as if he knew something she didn’t, as if he’d been privy to a big revelation.
Let him stare. She met his gaze steadily, with a challenge in her eyes. She wanted him. Now. She grabbed his penis and stroked it. He was hard, dark, and ready. She felt powerful and in control as she held him in her hand. “Do it,” she whispered and released him.
He shoved up her skirt. She arched her hips. He thrust into her with enough force to scoot her up the bed and slam the headboard against the wall. His shirt hung open over her, exposing his hard, muscular chest. Still clad in her heels, she wrapped her legs around him and pulled him in as he thrust again and again, each thrust bouncing the bed against the wall. She arched up to meet him and squeezed his nipples between her fingers so hard she had to be hurting him.
This was crazy. Dangerous. Foolish.
She squeezed him as he thrust. She released and squeezed again and again.
He murmured beneath his breath. Sweet nothings? She couldn’t tell. She had him. He was near the edge.
She squeezed him inside her and stopped moving, holding him in place with her legs. Good thing she did her Kegels and her squats. “Who taught you how to dance?” Her voice held a dangerous edge, one she’d learned from him.
He was breathing hard, but she had him where she wanted him. She dug her spiky heels into his back.
He stopped moving and stared at her.
“Well?” she whispered, breathless and on the edge herself.
“A hot Cuban agent with a shapely butt who wanted nothing more than to play grab-ass with me.”
She squeezed him harder, in both places.
He gasped. He was barely holding on and, from the look in his eyes, it was killing him.
His discomfort pleased her. She was barely hanging on, too, and her legs were beginning to quiver. “And did you?”
“Stace, she taught me how to dance because I asked her to, for you. You taught me how to love. I’ve never wanted anyone else.”
She released the python-like pressure of her legs around him, eased up on the spikes in his back. He took that as an invitation and thrust so hard into her she nearly banged her head on the headboard. But she hardly cared. The climax of her life crashed over her. She moaned.
Drew grunted and held her close. He covered her moan with a kiss so hard and tight she couldn’t breathe, which heightened the gorgeous sense of pleasure washing over her. For a second. Until she really couldn’t breathe. She struggled beneath him to break free of his kiss. He was paying her back for punishing him.
Finally, she managed to push his mouth away and break free.
His eyes danced with malicious, teasing light. “Never say I can’t kiss you senseless. That was wicked, Stace.”
She took a deep breath. “That was nothing more than what you taught me.”
He grinned and bent to suck her neck.
“Stop it!” She wedged her hands against his chest and tried to arch away from him. “You’re going to leave a hickey.”
“That’s my intention.” He kissed her on the hickey she was certain he’d just made and pulled away.
“I meant, you taught me to get intel any way I can. All’s fair in love and spying.”
He stared down at her. “So, Mata Hari, do you think you got the truth out of me?”
Damn him, she thought. She was sure her jealousy showed. “If not, I really made you sweat it with a lie.”
He grinned and rolled off her. They were both silent, catching their breath.
Finally, he got up and picked up his clothes.
She silently watched him walk to the closet and grab a pair of dark jeans. “You’re serious? You’re really going on a mission tonight?”
He looked at her as if she was crazy for asking. Then he went to the dresser, opened a drawer, pulled out a handgun, and tossed it to her.
Crazy, but she caught it. “A new Pocket Nine? I hope the safety is on.” She checked. It was.
He grinned as she stared at it. “It’s time you had a better weapon.”
Meaning what? The old one he’d given her after she’d learned he was a spy had always been ineffective? Or she was in more danger now? Which, given the events of the last few days, was probably true.
Her new gun was a petite little thing, definitely a purse pistol that would fit her hand. What did this mean? That he trusted her now? “What about my old gun?”
She had a gun at the house. Drew had taught her how to shoot right after he gave it to her, insisting she needed to know how to defend herself.
“Traded it in for this one.”
“My gun purse is still at home,” she said. She had a special purse with a built-in zippered holster. Drew had given it to her for her birthday one year. After he left, she stopped carrying it.
“We’ll get it tomorrow. I’ll take you to the range for some practice with this one. In the meantime, if you need to use it, remember to get close and aim for the right eye.”
She gave him thin, suspicious eyes.
“Sleep with it when I can’t be here. I’ll arm the system while I’m gone. Don’t go downstairs. Keep the bedroom door locked. The door’s reinforced and the lock is sturdy. This room and the connecting bathroom are where you live.”
She stared at the gun. “Do I get bullets?”
He tossed her a box of them.
“You’re showing a lot of trust. I could always shoot you.”
“Then who would you salsa with?”
The wine was wearing off and her head was clearing. She stared at him. He looked too hopeful. She had to set him straight. “You know this was a two-off, right?”
He returned her stare, his eyes going cold. “What are you talking about?”
“I said the last one was a one-off and we slipped up, too much wine and salsa, and here we are in a two-off. But this can’t keep happening. We’re almost divorced.”
He shrugged. “Almost only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades.”
“Yeah, about those hand grenades—be careful tonight.”
The smile returned to his eyes.
“Just saying,” she said.
*   *   *
 
Staci was left alone to bask in the afterglow. Unfortunately, that was not an atypical situation. James Bond may have been “love them and leave them,” then they later turned up drowned in a vat of crude oil. But Drew had always been love her, leave her, and return. Duty called at the most inopportune times, but he’d managed to keep her safe from all manner of horrific deaths and return to love another day.
And now, while she was glowing, she was also worried. Drew had been too happy and bounced back too quickly from her two-off comment. Her husband was a confident man, but he wasn’t cocky, not about their relationship.
Still, he was also a man who knew how to pry intel out of the most belligerent, tight-lipped, opposing forces. He could read people’s minds as well as a mentalist. Maybe better. Which meant Drew absorbed intel through his skin. Just what intel did he think he had?
She tried to think back to what had changed between the spy store and now.
Mandy. She’d only left Drew alone with Mandy for a dance and a half, maybe two and a half. She’d been having so much fun on the dance floor with Noe, she hadn’t been counting or paying particular attention to Drew and Mandy at the table. But when she had caught a glimpse of them, she’d relaxed. They’d each been engrossed in their own texting.
She grabbed her cell phone and called her. “What did you say to Drew while I was dancing with Noah?”
“You woke me up to get the scoop? Couldn’t it wait until tomorrow?”
Staci shook her head. “Don’t mess with me. You don’t sound a bit sleepy. And anyway, Drew’s out so now’s the only chance I may get until Monday.”
Mandy laughed. “I asked him, Who’s, Noah, really?”
“And did he tell you?”
“What do you think?”
Staci blew out a breath, relieved. “That’s it?”
“I told him to dance with you.”
“So you’re to blame for that.”
“Guilty as charged. Hey, I was just on Facebook, trying to find the dirt on Noah.” There was a tease in her voice. She sounded as if she didn’t expect to find out his true identity. “Shouldn’t you update your status to ‘reconciled, back in a relationship with the husband’?”
“What?”
“It would give more credibility to your cover. You might tweet about it, too. Think about it. And now, get some sleep.”
Mandy hung up.
Update her social media status? What a ridiculous idea. Staci shook her head. She was not changing her status. What was the point?
She’d already been through the pain of the social media circus once when she announced her divorce. She couldn’t stand to go through it all a second time. And no way was she telling a public lie.
Staci stared up at the ceiling. Even her former boss, Bill Walker Junior, had IMed her, expressing how sorry he was. He’d introduced them and felt particularly bad about the way things ended up.
Poor Bill, his heart had been in the right place. He had no way of knowing he was setting up his most honest junior buyer with a lying secret agent. To this day, Bill still believed Drew had just been a common salesman.
Staci had worked for Bill at Walker Manufacturing, a small local plant on the Duwamish that made custom plastic moldings and parts. It wasn’t an exciting job, but it was a foot into the world of business and they paid half of her graduate tuition as she worked toward her MBA. Bill was a middle-aged family man who loved to play jokes and tease.
As a buyer, he wanted her to meet the suppliers and took her with him on supplier lunches to teach her the biz.
“Get to know your vendors and suppliers as people, and they’ll respect you when you go head-to-head in negotiations,” Bill told her. “I know the names of all my suppliers’ spouses, kids, boats, and pets. All their hobbies. The books they’ve read in the last year and the movies they’ve seen. You’d do well to follow my lead.”
Though supplier lunches were typically good old middle-aged boy-fests, the food was free and meant she didn’t have to cook after work. Bill teased her about setting her up with the single vendors who came by. And then followed it by saying, of course, that was a bad idea, probably leading to something unethical like getting his supplies for a steal. He always said it with a twinkle in his eye. “It never hurts to have a pretty girl along to distract them.”
For her part, after the first time, she was prepared to be disappointed by Bill’s idea of a hot match for her. A premier online dating service he was not. He had no grasp of her many points of compatibility, and chemistry was a failed subject for him.
“This is how you see me? As some old, fat guy’s girl?” she’d said.
“He’s settled and has plenty of money,” Bill said. “What more could a girl want?” Then he’d paused. “Oh, that.” He’d grinned.
She’d rolled her eyes and given Bill her specs. She told him she didn’t want a father figure. She preferred her men young, handsome, intelligent, and honest.
At last, the day came when Bill was ready to send her out to lunch solo. “This one’s a hot prospect. For both the company and you. He matches all your requirements. He’s the perfect man for you.”
She pretty much laughed in his face. “Right, boss. There is no such thing as the perfect man. Why are you really sending me into the line of fire?”
Bill grinned. “Because I’ve taught you well. And this is a prime opportunity for you to use those skills to find out everything you can about this young man. And maybe flirt a little, in a highly professional way, of course. So when we start to negotiate, we’ll have him in the palm of our hand. For this job, you’re better suited than I am.”
“I’m playing spy now?”
“You’re playing skilled buyer.” Bill’s eyes danced. “Twenty bucks says you’ll love this guy. He’s a great kid.”
“Oh, no fair. You’re just trying to throw me off by calling him a kid, right?”
Bill winked. “Are you refusing a sure bet?”
“Okay. Deal. You’re on. I’d love to make twenty dollars the easy way. You didn’t give him my number ahead of time, did you?”
Bill’s grin deepened. “I always give them your business cell number. Just promise you’ll name your first child after me.”
When she got to lunch, Drew was waiting for her in a round corner booth.
He looked up at her as she approached the table and her heart stopped—blond, the clearest, deepest blue eyes she’d ever seen, and dimples when he grinned at her. They started off sitting a wide berth apart. By the end of lunch, they were comfortably close, well into each other’s personal space.
She learned he was single, never married, had no children, loved dogs, but a pet was out of the question because he traveled too much, and his favorite color was blue. She told him way too much about herself. So much so, he probably had the material advantage over her in any negotiation. But she’d never tell Bill that.
Lunch flew by. All too soon she glanced at her watch. “I have to run.”
“So soon?”
She nodded and frowned, making an expression that showed she was sorry.
“Boss keeps you on a tight lunch schedule?” Drew asked.
“No, but lunch that spills into dinner is probably over the top. And I owe him twenty dollars. I’m sure he’s dying to get it.”
Drew’s brow creased in confusion. “You owe him twenty bucks—why?”
“He bet me I’d love you. And I just lost.”
His eyes danced. “You love me?”
“That’s just a figure of speech. I like you,” she said.
“Boy, you really can’t lie, can you? Not even for my vanity’s sake.” He made a look of mock hurt that was so boyishly charming she nearly melted.
She laughed. “I never lie. I can’t. If I even think about lying, I blush.” Though her cheeks felt hot as she spoke and she certainly wasn’t lying right then. “Besides, this is a business lunch and I’ve only just met you! How could I love you already?” Her heart pattered out of control.
“Ever heard of love at first sight?” He looked so sincere. “I’ve been searching for an honest woman all my life. When can I see you again?”
They married a year later. Everything was bliss at first. Until little things he said started not adding up. He wasn’t where he said he was when he was “on a business trip.” There were a hundred little inconsistencies. Which was why she was sympathetic to her mother’s concerns about Sam.
Staci never suspected Drew of having an affair. No, instead she thought she’d married either a sociopath or a pathological liar. She did a lot of research and finally decided Drew had to be a compulsive liar, which was difficult for her to accept, though much better than him being a sociopath. Sociopaths have no empathy or concern for others. That wasn’t like Drew at all.
Compulsive liars, on the other hand, didn’t lie to cheat or benefit or hurt others. They lied as an addiction, as a means of comfort. Her heart broke for him. She blamed his parents. They had to have tainted him, harmed him somehow at an early, formative age to make him turn to fabrication to feel whole. But she, Staci, would help him turn away from all that. Her love could replace the comfort of lying. She’d show him that honesty was best and absolutely necessary in a relationship.
She agonized for months before she finally confronted Drew and begged him to get help. He confessed that she was right. He was a liar. Of sorts. But not what she thought. He was a spy. And she was his rock. In a world where no one told him the truth, where deceit was as valuable as currency, she was his one island of honesty, the one person he could trust.
She was touched. In a way. And though she was reassured, no matter what the circumstances, living with a liar isn’t easy. And worse still, his job forced her to try to become a liar, too. And she just couldn’t do it. Not effectively. And now look where it had all led.
You know what she really wanted? Her twenty dollars back from Bill. He’d missed one key qualification she’d asked him for—honesty.
Staci sat up and leaned back against the headboard. Why would Drew be hopeful and happy now? He couldn’t possibly still be in love with her, could he?
And if he was? What did that change? She was still a liability to him.
She couldn’t play this charade much longer. She already felt as if she were losing herself.
She sighed, too wound up to sleep. She twisted her hands and caught a glimpse of her nails. They needed a touch-up. She got up and grabbed the new nail polish she’d bought earlier. She’d left the cling fingers next to it on the counter. The cling fingernails really needed a manicure. She grabbed them and the polish, and returned to bed.
Drew had a TV in the bedroom. Might as well watch something while she worked. She grabbed a clicker from the nightstand and turned the TV on. There wasn’t much on at three AM. With any luck, it would put her to sleep.
Though she knew the truth—she’d have a hard time sleeping until Drew was safely home.



 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
Drew and Noe sat in Hook House Ale’s security control room, each with an amber ale in hand, as they watched the silent surveillance video from Thursday night. They hoped the video feed would reveal Martel’s killer.
Drew wished he’d been successful in getting into the brewery last night. But he’d had to stay with Staci until he was sure she was safe from the poison Grimley’d scratched her with. Then he’d gone to Grimley’s nursing home room and found a couple grand stashed in his sock drawer. He’d been paid cash to hit Staci. No surprise there.
Next he’d hit Martel’s apartment. By the time he’d gotten there, someone had already tossed it. Then dawn broke and he’d run out of time. The brewery was open for breakfast on Saturday. The morning crew would have already been arriving for work.
Drew had crossed his fingers, hoping no one decided to do a spot check of the security recordings. At that point, no one connected with the brewery even knew Martel was missing. Martel hadn’t been scheduled to work on Friday. It wasn’t standard protocol to check the tapes if there wasn’t an incident. The bungled amateur break-in attempt didn’t count. They had the guards account for that.
But still, Drew had been sweating it. Chance was a crazy, unpredictable bitch.
Noe reached for the bowl of peanuts between them. “How long ’ave you been back with the wife?”
“Huh?” Drew was concentrating on the monitor as intently as if it were a football play-off game. “A few days.”
Noe nodded. “A few days? What a coincidence, aye? You’re investigating her stepfather, and suddenly you’re back together, the ’appily reunited couple.”
“Yeah.” Drew didn’t feel like elaborating.
“I’m pretty good at reading people. You don’t seem like you’re faking it to me. But then you are good, mon ami, one of the best. I ’ope Staci won’t be hurt in the end. She’s a good woman.”
Drew didn’t take his eyes off the screen. Neither did Noe, but Drew felt his disapproval. “Why would she get hurt?”
“Well, RIOT is trying to kill her, no? Because they suspect she knows something, maybe?”
It came as no surprise that Noe knew about that, too. “That’s not what you meant,” Drew said.
“No, indeed not. The reconciliation is genuine then?”
“Sure.” Drew nodded.
“Then I ’ope you don’t get hurt, my friend.”
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Drew glared at the screen.
Noe chuckled.
Drew frowned and watched Martel making the rounds of the brewing room on the video before him. The timestamp indicated it was nearly nine o’clock on Thursday night. Just minutes before closing.
The door to the brewing room opened. Martel paused and looked toward the door, obviously on alert. When he saw who it was, he smiled.
A middle-aged man walked in, greeted Martel, and slapped him on the back like an old buddy. He wore a baseball cap that hid his hair completely, jeans, a soft-shell spring jacket, and a Hook House polo shirt, the kind the gift shop sold thousands of. Whoever the man was, he was savvy enough to avoid the camera as much as possible and keep his face hidden. There was no audio on the feed, but you could see the two chatting and the other man asking questions.
Drew frowned. His heart raced as he experienced a glimmer of recognition.
He concentrated, studying the movements of the newcomer. He knew that walk and those body movements. The man turned just enough so that the top of his cap was fully visible to the camera. Drew caught the faint hint of an inkblot-shaped stain on top. He felt nauseous. He knew exactly how that stain had gotten there, whose hat that was, and who was wearing it. “Sam!”
Noe flashed him a quick look before returning his attention to the screen.
Martel turned away from Sam to point at one of the vats. While his back was turned, Sam pulled a gun from his coat pocket and put two slugs into Martel’s head with a movement so quick there was no way Martel knew what hit him.
Seasoned and as used to death as Drew was, he blanched and felt sick. He set his ale down on the desk.
Noe paused the video and looked at him. “Are you okay?”
“My stepfather-in-law is a cold-blooded killer.”
“You’re sure it is ’im?”
“Positive. See that stain on the hat? That’s blood. His. I was with him when he got that spot on it, helping him work on his deck. He cut his finger. He wasn’t even aware he was bleeding when he reached for his hat and bled on it. I rinsed it out with cold water while he bandaged his finger.
“The blood left a light-brown stain, exactly that shape. Sam cursed and threw a fit. That’s why I remember it so well. That’s his favorite cap.”
Noe nodded sympathetically. “Some of us ’ave worse in-laws than others.”
“There’s an understatement. My stepfather-in-law is not only a greedy bastard of a traitor, he’s also a killer. And experienced with a gun. Look at the way he handles it.”
He replayed the video, forcing himself to watch. “No hesitation. Just bang, bang. Then he hides the body in the hops, and turns and walks away as if nothing’s happened.”
Noe studied the screen. “You didn’t expect that?”
Drew shook his head. “I didn’t think he was the kind of guy to get his hands dirty. He’s not violent. Or wasn’t. He loves to fish, but catches and releases half the time. He doesn’t hunt. Not that I know about. Claims guns aren’t his thing.
“Two years ago, he was just a bitter document control engineer who thought he deserved more of everything. A prime RIOT target—a dissatisfied man with access to top-secret documents.”
He took a breath, pushing away his most disturbing thoughts. “Someone’s taught him how to shoot to kill. This changes things.”
Noe nodded again.
“He’s in deeper with RIOT than I’d feared.”
“Anyone who deals with RIOT is in too deep,” Noe observed. “No one ever leaves that association alive. SMASH makes sure of it.”
Drew pounded the table next to him with his fist. “Here’s what’s bothering me—how did Sam know Martel was an agent? And why did he kill him?”
Noe could have taken offense at Drew’s implication that CSIS was inadequate at protecting their agent’s cover. Or that their agent screwed up and blew it himself. But he didn’t appear to.
“We’ll find out.” Noe stared at Drew and paused, looking as if there was something he didn’t want to ask. “Could Sam put two in your head?”
“Two minutes ago I would have said no.” Drew paused. “The real question is—will Sam shoot Linda, my mother-in-law, if she gets too nosy? Or Staci?”
Damn, he’d put Staci in more danger than he’d originally thought.
Noe looked at him. “You know your father-in-law better than I do.”
“Watching this, I feel like I don’t know him at all.” Drew nodded toward the video. “Let’s make a copy of this and splice the killing out for the feed we leave here. Until the deal goes down, we’re going to have to protect Sam from a murder investigation. And we’re going to have to be very careful. Until we know better, we’ll have to assume RIOT had Martel under surveillance, discovered who he was, and ordered Sam to kill him.”
Noe nodded his sympathy and switched topics. “Next up is Martel’s office. We’ll see if he ’as left us any clue.”
The men rigged the security cameras so they wouldn’t record their trip to Martel’s office, picked up their beer, dumped their nuts, and made their way through the facility.
Drew had a set of master keys. He spoke as he unlocked the door. “Want to place a bet on whether this office has been ransacked or not?”
Noe laughed and shook his head. “If RIOT is as efficient as they claim, it most certainly ’as been. As you said yourself, Martel’s apartment was tossed quite thoroughly. But RIOT does not know what we know—Martel’s hiding place.” He winked at Drew.
Drew pushed the office door open. Sure enough, the office had been ransacked, looking as if someone had been in a hurry to find something. He cursed beneath his breath. Martel’s office didn’t have a camera. They had no way of knowing who’d searched it or what the unknown person was looking for. Drew assumed Sam was the culprit. What did RIOT want?
Noe didn’t walk into the room, as Drew expected. Instead, he held the door open, pulled a tiny screwdriver from his pocket, and removed the old-fashioned brass office numbers. From behind them, he pulled out a tiny memory device. “See! Here it is, just like I said.”
Drew shook his head and grinned. “That is just too Casino Royale, too obvious.”
“Obvious is sometimes best.” Noe’s eyes twinkled. “Good thing evil RIOT agents don’t read.” He laughed.
Drew surveyed the room again and turned serious. “Damn, look at this mess. We’re going to have to clean up before we leave.” He glanced at his watch. “We better start playing janitor. We don’t have much time before the brewery staff comes in to open for breakfast.”
Noe moved to stuff the device into his pocket.
Drew caught Noe’s arm before he could finish pocketing it. “Hang on there, buddy.”
“What?” Noe comically arched one dark brow.
“Share and share alike, that was the deal.”
“You don’t trust me?”
“I don’t trust anyone.” Drew held out his hand.
“We don’t have much time.”
“We have enough.” Drew pulled a memory stick from his own pocket. “It won’t take long to make a copy.”
*   *   *
 
Three hours later Drew and Noe sat in Starbucks, sipping their coffees as they studied their open laptops. They’d each sent their respective headquarters Martel’s intel. Both of them had now received new orders and complete mission instructions.
They sat across from each other reading the latest dispatch, innocuously encoded, of course. To the casual observer, they appeared to be reading the Sunday paper online. In reality, the “Sunday paper” was carefully encoded intel. Since each of them was a master at deciphering coded messages, especially if they had the key, they read the paper as quickly as the normal person perused the Sunday edition.
While it appeared as if Drew was reading the sports page, this is what the latest baseball scores really meant:
 
From NCS Chief Emmett Nelson to Field Agent F:
Using a shadow corporation and a complicated money laundering scheme, RIOT chief Archibald Random has been investing heavily in a small telecommunications company. This particular company has secured all necessary permits to launch a new satellite from North Korea into geostationary orbit into the heart of the equatorial satellite belt at 22,223 miles above the earth, where all weather and communications satellites sit.
He’s also secured permission to launch satellites from Cuba, Iran, Venezuela, and several African countries. And I’m sure some we’ve missed. Our informants say these launches will happen within the month. Random is waiting for a few key things to line up: the last bit of sophisticated attitude software for his new satellite, clear weather for a satellite launch, followed by a string of storms that will disrupt any further satellite launches from the Western world, particularly the United States, for at least several days.
The equatorial belt is packed with new satellites. Each new one must be carefully placed to avoid a collision with a neighboring one.
Based on Martel’s intel about what the Fisherman has been stealing, we believe Random plans to use his satellite to knock out as many communications satellites as possible. This would result in a loss of communication service worldwide, cause world panic and lack of faith in current communications companies, leading to a crash of global stock markets. In the meantime, Random has positioned himself to make money in the bear markets. And he’ll be the only one with any broadcast power. He’ll have a bully pulpit to spew his plans of world domination to the unsuspecting public who, as you know, has no idea he exists.
We must stop Random before he can acquire the attitude software from the Fisherman. Our old friend, the Russian RIOT operative, the Gardener, has made reservations for a garden tour of Victoria, BC, for this weekend. The Fisherman plans to meet him on Friday afternoon and make the transaction.
Fly to Victoria Friday morning under the guise of going to talk to the Trumpet Brewpub about opening a similar hotel facility to theirs at Hook House. Take Staci along for cover. We’ll make sure she can get the day off.
In the meantime, keep a tight eye on the Fisherman. We don’t want him bolting.
And even though Friday is your anniversary, don’t get any grand ideas of a suite at the Empress. Agency cutbacks. The director wants 6 percent slashed before Congress gets the idea to cut more. You’ll be staying at the Trumpet.
PS: Sam is cheating on Linda with Lucy Wells, the Attitude receptionist. They have a once-a-year fling at the document control conference in Vegas.
Drew frowned. Sam was screwing Lucy once a year in Vegas? And yet Lucy was the one buying the Check Your Spouse kit. Maybe she was as worried as Linda about Sam’s mysterious trips, thinking the same thing—that he’d taken another lover.
Drew took a sip of coffee. He didn’t relish telling Staci about Lucy. And that bit of intel was sure going to put a crimp in Linda’s Bunco group.
He decided on the spot to make his life easy—Staci and Linda didn’t really have a need to know about Sam and Lucy. That wasn’t the new behavior that was worrying Linda.
“Looks like next Friday should be a nice day. They’re predicting clear weather,” Noe said, speaking in code and interrupting Drew’s thoughts.
Drew understood his message. Noe had been given the same time line he had.
Friday was none too soon for Drew. He couldn’t wait to take Sam into custody. Until he did, he was stuck marketing beer and Staci was in RIOT’s crosshairs.
“Weather looks great in British Columbia. Be nice to get out of the country for a few days. What do you think?” Drew looked significantly at Noe. The United States didn’t want to take action on one of its citizens on US soil if it could avoid it. Better to handle things out of the country.
Drew assumed CSIS knew as well as the CIA that the Gardener was ready to spend his cash on something bigger and more expensive than the latest hybrid begonia.
Noe grinned, indicating he understood. “If you’re thinking Victoria, I’m in.” He arched a brow. “Going to bring the wife?”
“Friday’s our anniversary. I can’t leave her behind. She’d kill me,” Drew said.
Noe nodded. “Victoria is the perfect place for an anniversary. Very romantic. Fly in. Stay at a brewhouse. Drink beer. Make mad love. And the gardens are lovely this time of year.”
Drew shook his head and winked. “I’m not touring any damn gardens.”
“Good idea. Wild sex is much more fun.”
Drew grinned. It was all settled then.
They resumed their silent study of their laptops as they drank their coffee. Only this time Drew was thinking about his anniversary and the last romantic getaway they’d had together—Iguazu Falls. Why hadn’t Mandy just told him what Iguazu Falls meant rather than being cryptic?
Drew resisted a sigh. He’d been Staci’s husband for nearly ten years and now it was all going to end after this last, “romantic” weekend.
Husband—
As so often happens, when you’re not thinking of something directly, you remember something important.
He remembered a lot of things—Jack encouraging him to take Staci away for a romantic weekend at the resort near the falls, an exotic hotel room in the midst of the tropical forest, long walks, a soaking boat ride beneath the thrumming falls, Staci’s wet blouse see-through and clinging to her breasts, giving him a hard-on, lots of hot sex, and a steward coming toward him.
“Your wife is waiting for you by the pool, señor.”
It didn’t seem important at the time. Just an honest mistake by a steward who had seen them together and made an innocent assumption. Drew hadn’t bothered to correct him.
But now with Mandy’s comment in mind, he pieced together the truth. Staci had slipped up and told the steward they were married. And the steward had run to Bevil. Bevil had her followed. And the whole mission came crashing down.
Damn. What do I do now?
He had no idea. He texted Staci. Mission accomplished. Be home soon.



 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
Staci was making waffles when Drew and Noe finally returned home at eight. Some wives would have been peeved at their husband for staying out all night. Staci was used to it. Clandestine operatives didn’t work regular hours. Downside of the job. She only looked up from setting the table and drew her Pocket 9 when the front door rattled open and the two men strolled in because she was jumpy about being killed. And given recent events, who could blame her?
She relaxed when she saw Drew and Noe, but she didn’t drop the gun. “Look what the cat dragged in.”
Her 9mm aimed at them stopped them just inside the door.
Drew looked her in the eye, and her heart stopped. “If you’re angry about the hours I keep, just say so.” He grinned.
“I’m not angry.” She was relieved he was back safely. “Just following orders. You told me to keep the gun with me at all times.”
“Now I’m telling you to put the gun down before someone gets hurt.” He had dark circles under his eyes, but they leaped with excitement. He was definitely jazzed and high on adrenaline. The mission had gone well.
She loved it when he came home from a mission so full of passion, when he looked like a hero and she knew the world was a little safer because of him. Somehow she felt like a small part of it, like a hero herself.
He spoke in a low, sexy tone full of innuendo. Damn him, it would have been easier to let Drew go if he didn’t make a physical impact on her every time he entered a room. Did he have to aggravate matters by flirting with her?
She grinned wickedly. “Funny thing, I don’t remember the word obey being in our wedding vows.” She waved the gun, drawing an imaginary circle around his feet. “Make me.”
“I can still get the drop on you.” His voice held a sexually charged challenge. With the dark blond five AM shadow, he looked dangerous and edgy. And so delicious, she’d rather douse him in maple syrup than the waffles she had in the iron.
Before she could move, Drew sprang forward, closed the distance between them in two steps, disarmed her with a single fluid movement, wrapped her in his arms, and kissed her so forcefully, he took her breath away.
Drew must have expected her to pull away. He cupped the back of her head with his right hand and held her firmly in his kiss. She remembered very well that they were still undercover, pretending to be happily reunited in front of Noe. Intending to throw Drew off balance, she looped her arms around his neck, opened her mouth to him, and returned his kiss with the passion and showy vigor of a newlywed—turned on, throaty, moaning sound effects included.
Though he kept his cool, her easy acceptance of her role as turned-on wife obviously surprised him. It took a second before he relaxed the pressure at the back of her head and dropped his hands to her waist, pulling her tightly against him.
She upped him one by running her fingers through his hair.
He matched and raised her, running his hands beneath her blouse up her bare back and toying with the clasp of her bra.
She stuck her hands in his back pockets, squeezed his butt, and kissed him with even more passion.
Finally, Noe cleared his throat and muttered something in French, which might have been “get a room.” Her high school French was a little rusty. “I think the waffles are ready. The little light on the waffle iron is green.”
She pulled away and tried to look sheepish, rather than triumphant. Drew looked as hot and turned on as she felt.
“Waffle time!” She gave Noe a pat on the arm.
Drew stared after her as she pulled a batch of steaming waffles from the iron.
“We really have to get you to the range before you hurt the wrong person.” He set her gun on the counter. “I also distinctly remember telling you to stay upstairs in the bedroom.”
She stacked the waffles onto a plate. “I got hungry. When I got your text, I figured you boys would be, too.” She walked past Drew on her way to the table and ran her hand along his stubbly cheek. “Poor babies. You haven’t slept at all, I take it?”
He grunted. “How’d you get past the alarm?”
She waved the waffles under his nose. “I’ve been married to a spy long enough to know a thing or two about security systems.”
Behind him, Noe grinned and took a seat at the table.
She set the waffles in front of the men and grabbed the coffeepot. “Coffee?”
Drew grabbed his mug and held it out for her to fill. He gave her butt a playful slap and sat down. “After breakfast we’re going to the range for a little practice.” Drew sounded calm, but Staci detected an edge of concern in his voice.
He was suddenly too eager for her to be proficient with her pistol.
“From now on you don’t go anywhere without it.” He took a bite of waffle.
She shook her head. “You want me to take it everywhere? Even bed?”
He shook his head and frowned, warning her not to push him.
Noe held up the maple syrup. “Ah, real maple syrup.” He sighed, looking happy. “So often you Hamericans serve the fake stuff.” He made a face.
She smiled. “Tell me why you spoke perfect American English last night and now you’ve lapsed back into mixing up your h sounds?”
Noe grinned and shrugged as he doused his waffle in syrup. “Last night I was in character.”
“If that’s the case, why can’t you be in character all the time?” She went to the waffle iron and poured more batter in.
“It’s too hexhausting.”
Staci shook her head. She’d never understand spies and their logic.
Drew glanced at the counter. “Nice manicure job on the cling fingers.”
She had them hanging over the counter. She beamed, pleased he’d noticed them. Though she shouldn’t have been surprised. He noticed everything. But she had worked hard on them. It wasn’t easy painting plastic fingernails to look realistic and femme-fatale hot.
Noe looked to see what Drew was talking about and grimaced. “Fake fingers?”
“Don’t make that note of disgust. Cling fingers are essential spy equipment,” Staci said.
“Yeah, but that’s a misuse of them,” Drew said. “You obviously aren’t hanging on the edge of the counter. A good spy is like a magician—he never gives away his gadgets’ uses.”
“You two are kidding, no?” Noe’s gaze bounced between them.
Staci shook her head and laughed. “Nope! We bought these at an official spy shop. Those cling fingers could save my life someday.”
“Speaking of saving lives, Noe and I just saved yours. We spent part of our night checking Sam out. We can’t find any evidence to support Linda’s suspicions that he’s cheating.” He pulled a folded piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to her.
Their mission last night, the reason they’d been up twenty-four hours straight, was for her? To check out her stepfather for her and help her mom out?
“You two spent all night working on my family’s problems?” She took the paper from him.
Drew shrugged, looking charmingly humble. “Not all night. A good part of it.”
Her gaze bounced between the two men again. They both looked so genuine, she wanted to hug them.
“No evidence?” She should have been relieved. She was relieved. Until she looked at the paper and all she saw were the latest standings in the American League. The Mariners really needed to step up their game. They were hanging out in the middle of the pack. At this rate, they’d never make the World Series. “Baseball scores?”
“Sorry. I’ll decode them for you later. I had to use a public printer.”
She nodded. She was sure he would.
“If Sam isn’t cheating, what has he been up to? Why has he been sneaking off on his own?”
“What does it matter? That’s not what Linda asked us to find out. Your spy mission is over. You can drop your plans to spy on Sam.” Drew sounded too casual.
“Oh, no, I can’t!” She’d been looking forward to this.
Drew frowned. “Why not?”
“Because Mom will want to see proof. Evidence that I actually did some spying. Something other than baseball scores and standings. Otherwise she’ll never believe me. After all, I can’t tell her the truth—that you’re an NCS agent and ran Sam through the system. It will have to look like I gave it a try.”
“Stace, I really don’t think that’s a good idea—”
She glared at him.
“You can’t spy on an innocent man. What if he catches you? Are you going to incriminate your mom and make things worse?”
“Are you saying you think I can’t spy? Let me tell you, Drew Fields, I’m as good a spy as you are.”
He started laughing. “Really? You’re going to go with that?”
He infuriated her. And although he had her on this one, she refused to back down.
“What are you going to say if he catches you?” Drew asked.
“A convenient half-truth, a lie of omission.”
“You’re going to lie?”
“A lie of omission. Those aren’t nearly as hard to carry off.”
Drew shook his head.
Noe was trying to stay out of their marital squabble and hide a grin. He was suddenly preoccupied with eating the last few bites of his waffle.
“I’m going to have to give you a few pointers,” Drew said at last. “And I’ll specify which spy toys you can and can’t use. I’m not so sure anymore they’re a good idea, not when we’ve already cleared Sam.
“And you’re going to have to promise me to be careful, Stace. More than careful. Careful about being careful. Got it?”
He seemed so concerned for her safety, it was touching. What had gotten into him? All these attacks on her life must have had him spooked. A spook spooked? That was so … romantic of him.
At times like these she wondered—did he really still love her? She didn’t like the way her hopes soared with the thought. Would it make any difference? Or only make things more difficult?
She was moved enough by his concern that she didn’t argue with all of his constraints, and merely shrugged. “Fine.”
*   *   *
 
Three hours, and no sleep later, Drew, Noe, and Staci stood in front of the targets at the outdoor range of the local gun club.
Drew had fired twenty rounds and had two holes in his target’s head, two holes that he’d hit repeatedly ten times in a row.
Noe’s target had just a few more holes, same scenario.
Staci’s target was peppered with about twenty holes, none of which was made by more than one bullet. She’d fired thirty rounds. Ten had gone afield. The most “lethal” shot looked like it had just nicked the target’s ear.
Drew stepped back and studied her efforts, cursing to himself. He’d tried teaching her the more accurate Weaver stance. Given up on that and gone back to the standard stance. Failing that, he was going to have to fall back to point shooting.
Inaccurate at distances beyond thirty feet, point shooting was only good in close-quarter self-defense situations when you hoped to get rounds off as quickly as possible and kill the attacker without taking aim, before he killed you. He hated the thought of resorting to point shooting. He wanted her to be confident taking out any threat from as far away as it took.
What had happened to her relative skill at the range? After less than a year off, getting back on should have been like riding a bicycle, even with the new gun.
But right now, if Staci came upon any RIOT agent or assassin under eighty-five, she was dead on contact. SMASH agents didn’t miss. Failure on their part resulted in death—their own.
The picture of Sam killing Martel flashed through his mind. He took a deep breath and watched Staci’s form as she fired off another few shots. Watching her form was usually a treat. But not while someone was watching them. And someone definitely was. Drew had enough spy sense to feel it, to catch the shadowy movements in his peripheral vision. It kept him from focusing his full attention on Staci.
Drew also didn’t like the husbandly possessive and protective urges that came flooding back to him. Or the way the emotional distance he’d carefully put between them before this mission began was falling away at light speed.
Another shadow. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up. On the pretense of helping Staci, he put himself between it and her and kept his weapon within easy reach.
Staci wore ear protection and couldn’t have heard him even if he’d wanted to coach her. When she lowered her Pocket 9, he gently put a hand on her shoulder, bent his knees to even their height difference, and slid in behind her, keeping an eye on the presence behind him with his rearview sunglasses. Ready to spin and shoot if necessary.
This was not the best position for him. Too many distracting sensations as Staci’s bottom snuggled into him and he put his arms around her to steady her arm, trying to prop her up. She wasn’t supposed to be bending, sticking her butt out into him. She was no doubt teasing. She’d better be careful or their two-off was going to turn into a three-off soon.
This mission really was going to kill him. He reminded himself never to go undercover as himself again.
He steadied Staci’s aim, sighted the target, and held firm as she squeezed the trigger. She hit the target between the eyes. Excellent. Except he wasn’t always going to be standing behind her, guiding her shot.
She pulled off her ear protection and spun around, squealing. Then next thing he knew, she kissed him, hard and fast, and pulled away laughing, her eyes dancing.
“See, I can do it!” She gave him a playful punch in the arm. “You thought I couldn’t. Admit it. That’s why you came over to help!”
“Yeah, and I did.”
She shook her head and leaned in to whisper to him, “I can do it by myself. I only wanted you near me. I can shoot just fine on my own.”
Why did his temperature just jump ten degrees and his heart start racing out of control? Since Mandy’s revelation to him, he’d begun to doubt his ability to read Staci. Was she pulling his chain? He imagined so. But he sure as hell wasn’t certain and that’s what disturbed him—the hope that she could lie convincingly, and the betrayal at the thought she would lie to him. Again.
He glanced over at Noe, who was holstering his weapon too casually and slowly. His spy sense had picked something up, too. Drew saw it in his taut, careful movements.
Drew never ignored his senses. He certainly wasn’t going to ignore his fellow spy’s, too.
Drew turned to Noe. “Take this tease to the café and get her something to eat. I need to talk to the owner about renewing our membership.”
Noe took the hint. “Sure thing.” He took Staci’s arm. “The café is this way, no?” He turned away from Drew without waiting for an answer.
Drew intended to secure the area. He turned and walked off, watching them in his rearview sunglasses until they were safely inside the building before heading toward the parking lot. He wanted a look at the forest beyond and the shadow it held.
He had his firearm ready, every sense on high alert as he scanned the woods to his left. Which was why he nearly jumped when he turned back to his right and Emmett Nelson stood beside him, smiling.
“Caught you!” Emmett grinned like a boy who’d just pulled a prank.
Drew frowned. How did the boss get the jump on him every time? “I hope you’re the shadow who’s been watching us all session?”
Emmett slapped Drew on the back. “Have to keep my agents on their toes.” He laughed. “Looks like you and Staci are getting along well.”
Drew scowled at him. “Don’t get your hopes up. Staci and I are getting our divorce as soon as this mission is over. I want her to be safe, and free to lead her own life.”
“I’ve asked you this before,” Emmett said. “What makes you think she’s not safe with you? You saved her life twice this week already.”
“Once. You saved her the second time,” Drew said.
Emmett shrugged. “You alerted me to the danger. She’d be dead if you hadn’t been around. These attempts have nothing to do with your job, my boy. RIOT would be after her, regardless.
“The world is a dangerous place. Hers could be a little safer with you in it, ever thought of that?”
Drew shook his head. Nice try.
Emmett didn’t back off. “She needs you. You make her happy. Any fool can see that. Why don’t you tell her the real reason you want this divorce and let her decide what she wants and what makes her happy?”
Drew had to work hard to keep his cool and not scowl. “Now you’re playing marriage counselor? Things must be slow at the office. Don’t tell me we’ve conquered evil and I missed it.”
“Smart-ass.” Emmett shook his head. “NCS marriages have a one hundred percent success rate. I’d hate to see a perfect record broken. It’s one of our key selling points. I don’t have the budget to change the recruitment brochures. You know we never lie.” Emmett’s eyes danced with amusement at his outrageous falsehood.
Emmett changed topics abruptly. “You wanted to see me and tell me to go to hell. You want me to pull Staci back and not let her spy on her stepfather. Like any protective husband, you think it’s too dangerous.” He laughed again, knowing he’d read Drew’s mind. It showed on his face.
Damn it! Emmett made him sound like a hovering mother hen. “It’s nice to be told what I think, saves me the effort.” He took a deep breath. “Shit, Emmett! It is too dangerous.”
“So you’re going to take away her spy toys?”
Drew scowled at him. How did Emmett know these things? “She can keep the cling fingers.”
Emmett laughed. “Let her keep everything. We need her on the inside.”



 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
Staci snuggled behind Drew in bed, not quite awake for the day. Dreamingly drowsy, she pressed her breasts into his back. And ran her fingers through his hair. And over the strong, taut muscles of his back. Down the triangle of his body past his narrow waist. Over, around, and in front, until something hard and erect grabbed her attention. And she grabbed it.
Mmmm, Staci thought as she took hold and stroked Drew’s very awake manhood through his cotton boxer briefs, opening one eye slowly to watch the gentle rise and fall of his chest become hot and heavy.
And then Drew flipped over without warning, pinning her and bracing over her before she could move.
“Going for a three-off?” He didn’t look the least bit sleepy.
The dreamy quality of the morning evaporated. She was wide awake now, too. And embarrassed, facing the first day on a new job, her personal spy mission, and a sleeping husband she shouldn’t have aroused. Wouldn’t have aroused if she hadn’t been half asleep and temporarily ensconced in their happier past.
Still, she was tempted. She opened her mouth to protest, but the blare of the alarm clock cut her off.
Drew glanced at the clock and cursed. “No time.” He rolled off her and slapped the alarm.
Staci shouldn’t have felt so disappointed.
Drew threw the covers off and sat up. She realized his intention—he was going to get into the shower first! She sat up, threw off the covers, and dashed for the bathroom. Unfortunately, Drew was quicker and beat her to the bathroom door.
“Oh, come on!” She stared at him, trying to argue her way into the early shower. “You know it takes me twice as long as you do to get ready!”
“You should have thought of that last night and set the alarm ahead.”
She glared at him.
“You’re welcome to shower with me.”
She was still tempted. But she’d vowed there would be no three-off, and she didn’t want to make a liar out of herself. Again. Besides, if she showered with him, they’d definitely be late.
She crossed her arms and turned back to plunk onto the bed. “You’d better be quick in there.”
Of course, he wasn’t quick in there. But his dawdling gave Staci time to lay out her outfit—gray empire-waist dress with a flowing skirt and pink platform pumps—and throw a few more items into the box of spy gear Drew had approved for office use. Specifically, she packed her black light and the iPhone recovery stick. He’d expressly forbidden her from using the recovery stick, claiming an innocent man deserved his privacy. Men! They all stuck together. Despite the American League standings, Staci still wasn’t convinced Sam wasn’t fooling around. He was up to something.
*   *   *
 
An hour and a half later, Drew pulled his car to a stop in front of Attitude’s front office. He got out, grabbed Staci’s box, and carried it into the reception area for her, looking like her handsome, sweet, all-American boy-next-door husband. The one who turned heads and melted hearts with his charm.
And today he was all charm as Lucy Wells greeted them. He shot Lucy his killer grin, remaining cool and collected while Staci’s heart raced. She’d nearly jumped when Lucy approached them, certain Lucy was going to recognize them, particularly Drew, as having been in the spy store.
“There’s our temp girl. Right on time!” Lucy pointed to an empty chair behind the reception desk. “You’ll be working reception during your time with us.” Lucy was barely paying any attention to her. Instead, she was smiling dreamily as she told Drew where to put Staci’s stuff and watched his butt while he walked around behind the reception desk.
Lucy didn’t look in the least like she remembered Drew from the spy store. Then again, she hadn’t seen his butt in Spy Gear Seattle. Drew was right—take people out of context, even handsome men, and they become practically unrecognizable.
“Isn’t reception your area?” Staci knew very well it was.
Her question snapped Lucy’s focus back to her—begrudgingly, from the look on Lucy’s face. “Huh? Oh, yes. Reception is my baby. But for the next few months, it’ll be yours while I replace Brittany in the black-box area in the back.”
“I thought I was replacing Brittany?” Staci’s mind raced furiously. Stuck out in reception, there’d be no way to spy on Sam.
“Sorry temp services gave you the wrong impression. You need a government clearance to work behind the doors.” She pointed to the formidable glass doors that led from the reception area back to the office, manufacturing area, and lab space. “It’s too time consuming and expensive to get one for a temp. Since I already have a clearance, I’ve been temporarily reassigned.” She smiled brightly.
Staci got the feeling Lucy was looking forward to invading new gossip territory. Did Attitude and the US government really think Staci was a bigger security risk than Lucy with her wagging tongue? Someone needed to set them straight.
“But there are no restrictions on reception,” Lucy said cheerfully. “You just can’t go behind the doors into the black-box area.”
She patted Staci’s arm in a patronizing manner that irked Staci. “Don’t worry. I’ll train you and show you all you need to know. Approached with the right attitude”—Lucy winked—”working reception can be highly rewarding.”
I bet, Staci thought, wondering how many attitude jokes she was going to have to endure during her stint here.
Drew set Staci’s box down where Lucy pointed. He came around and addressed Staci, “Looks like you’re in competent hands. I’ve gotta run, babe. Have a great day.”
He leaned over and kissed her, the kind of light, sweet kiss a loving husband gives his wife before heading off to face the rat race, corporate ladder climbing, and, in his case, fending off foreign agents and hiding bodies on the job.
He gave her arm a reassuring squeeze, smiled at her, and walked off as if he weren’t watching her and guarding her life. He slid on his rearview spy sunglasses so she was pretty sure he kept her in view until he reached the car. Who was going to try to take her out in Attitude, with all their high-tech security?
Staci glanced over at the security guard at the door. He appeared to be asleep on his feet. Maybe she should have been as cautious as Drew.
She and Lucy watched Drew leave the building and drive off toward Hook House Ale. The natural way he stayed undercover amazed her. He played the game just right, so convincingly even she believed the ruse that they were happily reunited. She wondered—if Drew would just stay undercover as himself, could their marriage actually work?
Lucy broke the mood. “What a wonderful husband you have! Driving you to work on your first day—how cute!”
Cute like a kindergartner going off to school? That wasn’t the way Staci saw it. More like worried she’d be offed in some unseemly manner on her way in from the parking lot. But she couldn’t say that so she simply nodded, pleased with herself for finding ways to lie without actually uttering untruthful words.
“Let’s get you settled in and trained,” Lucy said. “They want me in the back this afternoon.”
As a steady stream of Attitude employees arrived for work, Lucy taught Staci the job. “Smile and greet them,” Lucy whispered to her as the mostly male workforce filed in. “Oh, they’re going to love seeing a young, pretty face out front. Pity you’re not single. This would’ve been such an opportunity for you.”
She smiled at Staci significantly, leadingly, as if she was just waiting for the story behind Staci’s storybook reunion with Drew and the apparently reconcilable differences that led up to the separation in the first place. “There’s no chance of that now?”
Staci shook her head no, tamping down her anger at Lucy for prying and forcing her to lie, and confront the realities of being single and on the prowl again. Not a single one of the men who streamed in caught her attention or made her heart flip. Not in the way Drew had the first time he’d smiled at her during the lunch date Bill had set them up on. Not the way he still did. Love chemistry was a fickle, unreliable science. Staci wished she really lived this fantasy cover life they were presenting to Lucy, the life where Drew was exactly who Staci wanted him to be.
Lucy stared at her, waiting for Staci to say more.
Finally, Staci gave in and, much as it went against her moral code, lied. “Drew and I are happily reconciled.”
Lucy sighed. “Yes, your mom told me. Isn’t that romantic? I love to see love survive. There’s nothing more uplifting. You’ll have to give me all the details!”
No way! Staci was not giving the gossip queen any fodder.
She couldn’t believe her mom had already told Lucy anything. Linda had only found out two days ago.
“Maybe later.” Staci turned and smiled at two men who’d just arrived.
“Later then.” Lucy nodded and greeted another group as she pulled a pen from the pocket of her slacks. “We’ll go over the basics first—how to answer the phones, buzz visitors and employees who’ve forgotten their badges through the doors, and issue temporary badges.” She paused and took a breath.
“You look overwhelmed already.” She smiled. “Why don’t I jot a few notes for you as we go over things?” She reached for a pad of paper.
As she did, Staci recognized Lucy’s pen as one she’d seen at the spy store. It was the Audio Recorder 2000 rollerball with black ink. That tricky Lucy! Attitude was unknowingly letting her behind the dreaded doors with a recording device. And yet they didn’t trust Staci? She, at least, would only spy on Sam!
Funny the righteous indignation of the spying life. Staci had to make sure she wasn’t mistaken about the pen. “Nice pen!”
Actually, that was a little over the top. Her spy chatter needed work. The Audio Recorder 2000 was made to look innocuous, like a cheap, disposable pen so it wouldn’t call attention to itself. Staci watched Lucy to see if she blanched or developed a nervous tic, anything that gave her away.
Lucy laughed, more of an anxious chortle, really. “This? It’s just your office-supply store variety.”
“May I see it?” Staci couldn’t help herself. She was feeling an adrenaline rush from testing Lucy. “I have such a hard time finding pens that write well.”
Lucy opened her mouth and shut it again without speaking. Ah-ha! Staci thought. This was the downside of these expensive spy pens. It was impossible to deny a reasonable request to borrow one, especially one that looked like a ninety-nine-cent cheapie. Lucy handed it over with obvious reluctance.
Staci hefted it. Examined it. Stealthily found the button to disarm it and did. She scribbled a few lines on the pad of paper in front of Lucy and handed the pen back. “It has nice action. I’ll have to get one.”
Lucy smiled weakly and, looking both relieved and irritated, resumed their lesson.
By nine o’clock, Sam still hadn’t arrived. Staci asked Lucy about it. “Where’s Sam?”
“We work on flex time. Employees choose their own hours. He’s one of our late arrivers. Never comes in before nine and always works late. He told me once he likes the quiet of the office after the bulk of the people have gone home.”
Lucy would know. Staci was grateful she’d added the extra intel. Staci wondered if Sam worked late hours to avoid her mom?
“Sam seems to travel a lot for Attitude. Who knew document control engineers would have to be on the road so often?”
Lucy frowned. “Travel a lot? No, I’m sure you must be mistaken. Sam rarely travels for Attitude. But, like anyone who’s been with the company for thirty years, he has loads of vacation. More than he can possibly take and still get his job done. Except for the annual conference on document control held in Vegas, I’m sure any traveling he does is personal and on his own nickel.”
Was that malice Staci detected in Lucy’s tone? It was almost as if Lucy enjoyed crushing Staci’s assumption. There was also a definite tinge of bitterness in her voice.
Annual conference on document control? Come to think of it, Staci remembered her mom mentioning that one. Sam never took her along. Staci thought her mom was actually grateful. It sounded like a real snoozer.
“That one’s coming up soon, isn’t it? Next month?” Staci tried to remain friendly, as she pretended to be unaware of the tension that had sprung up.
“Yes.” Lucy cleared her throat, suddenly developing a nervous, guilty tic as she fiddled with her pen. And was that a flash of anger that crossed her face?
What the heck? Staci made a mental note to look into that particular conference.
“I’m sure you’re right about the travel. I’m probably confused,” she said to reassure Lucy. She didn’t want to lose her unwitting informant, especially now that she couldn’t go behind the closed doors to her left.
A deliveryman came in, carrying a clipboard and looking for a pickup. Neither Staci nor Lucy could find it. Lucy called to the back and went off behind the closed doors to locate it. Staci took the opportunity to unpack her box.
She’d barely armed and set her nanny cam bear on the reception desk when Sam strolled in. He carried a white glass vase filled with a large bunch of oversize, deep-purple irises. “There she is! Welcome to Attitude!” He set the flowers on her desk. “Your mother sent these in for you from her garden.”
Staci froze, momentarily puzzled, and paralyzed at the mouth. Her mother would not send her irises. Linda knew their scent gave Staci a headache on first sniff. Would her mother forget? Try to ruin her first day of work? Not likely. Which had to mean … what? Her mom was sending her a coded message?
Staci had been living with Drew too long. Her mother never sent coded messages. Was Sam lying, then? But why would he bring her flowers? Maybe he was a considerate old softie and didn’t want to admit it. Staci didn’t want to admit that, either.
She forced herself to think like a spy, act naturally, and play along. “They’re gorgeous! You’ll tell Mom thanks from me?”
“Sure will, kiddo.”
She hated it when he called her kiddo as if she were five.
He glanced at the clock behind her. “Damn! I almost forgot. I’m late for a meeting with my boss and a client.”
Staci tried not to grin. She’d like to see the hurting-her-mother Sam get in trouble with his boss. Serve him right. “Important one?”
Sam scowled. “One of those damn meetings with our impossible DoD client, a pompous general. I’d better run.” He slapped the desk. “You have a good day!”
“Yeah, you, too.”
Sam dashed to the glass doors and scanned his badge. As the doors opened for him, he called back over his shoulder. “I’ll be tied up in the meeting all morning, but if you need anything later, holler.”
Uh-huh.
The doors closed behind him. She stared at the treacherous irises. They were gorgeous and killer-headache-inducing. Two more seconds alone with them and she’d be in the break room, lying with a cold compress over her eyes. She had to get rid of them, fast.
Lucy swung back through doors, carrying her cell phone and a white cardboard overnight envelope, labeled and ready for pickup. She set them down on the reception desk while she double-checked the package label and signed a release form for the deliveryman.
When he left, she noticed the flowers. “Gorgeous irises!”
“Thanks. My mother sent them in.” Staci decided she may as well keep up the lie until she found out what was really going on. “She must have forgotten I’m allergic.” Headaches qualified as an allergic reaction, right? “If you promise to cart them away immediately, you can have them.”
Lucy’s eyes lit up. “Really? I’d love them!” She frowned and glanced at her watch. “Oh, darn. I’m on my way out. I have to run an errand off site. There’s no time to go back to my desk right now.”
She looked around the room and smiled as her gaze landed on the door to the bathrooms. “I’ll just stash them in the ladies’ room until I get back. Is that far enough away?”
“As long as I don’t have to go to the bathroom.”
“Excellent!” Lucy smiled. “Remind me to get them when I get back. Before I forget, the Plant Lady will be stopping by on her twice-weekly run today. Let her into the black-box area.”
“The plant lady?”
Lucy laughed, rolled her eyes, and described her. “Middle-aged, to put it kindly, overweight, cropped brown hair with streaks of gray, wears too much green eye shadow and too-bright red lipstick. Frumpy. And a little…” She twirled her finger by her ear to indicate whoo-hoo. “Always wears a uniform—green polo with the Plant Lady logo, tan khakis, a flower-patterned apron, and Crocs. She’ll be pushing a cart with a large water bottle and watering wand, and a bag for plant clippings attached. You can’t miss her.
“She comes twice a week to water and care for the indoor plants, including those in the executives’ offices. She has her own badge that lets her in. Just giving you a heads-up so you don’t hassle her. She has a mean streak. Just ignore her if she starts talking or singing to the plants here in the lobby. She says they like it. Though, believe me, the rest of us could do without it.”
“Wait a minute!” Staci said. “The Plant Lady has clearance?”
Lucy shrugged. “Of course.” She scooped up the vase of irises and carried it off to the bathroom. A few minutes later, Staci watched her dash across the lobby and out the doors.
As the doors closed behind her, Staci realized Lucy had left her phone on the reception desk. She grabbed it and ran after her, but she was too late. Lucy pulled out of the driveway onto the street and disappeared just as a small white van with THE PLANT LADY painted on the side pulled in.
Staci carried the phone back to her desk and sat down. Out of curiosity, she slid the phone open. What juicy contacts did Lucy have in here?
Staci really had been hanging around Drew too long. Visions of her iPhone recovery stick flashed through her mind. A little espionage seemed in order. Turnabout was only fair play, after all. The office gossip deserved it.
When the phone lit up, Staci hit the contact list and scanned it. To her surprise, the number listed for home was her mom’s landline number.
Realization hit her—this wasn’t Lucy’s phone. It was Sam’s.
What was Lucy doing carrying Sam’s phone?
She had no time to consider that right now. She’d think about it later. She’d just been handed the spying opportunity of the decade. Well, maybe not the decade, but certainly the spying opportunity of her mission.
She bit her lip and glanced toward the doors into the offices. Sam had said he’d be in a meeting all morning. There was time!
The stick was in her purse. Sam’s phone still in hand, she bent over in her chair to retrieve her purse from the desk drawer, ignoring her desk duties.
“You’re new.”
Staci jumped and put her hand to her heart as she looked up.
The Plant Lady, looking exactly as Lucy had described her, smiled down at her. “Caught you texting on the job, did I?” She laughed.
Staci wondered if the woman had sneaked up on her on purpose.
She played along. Better to let the Plant Lady think she was texting than snooping. Staci smiled up at her and shrugged. “You got me.”
The Plant Lady laughed. “I like honesty.” She nodded to Staci’s teddy bear cam. “Nice bear you have there.”
“Yeah, he keeps me good company.”
“You desk girls are lucky. You get to decorate your work space. It’s against company rules to beautify my cart. No sense of personal style allowed in this job.”
Except for the layers of light green eye shadow. Staci tried not to laugh. An idea dawned on her. Fate was just handing her way too many golden spying opportunities. “My bear gets tired of just sitting here. Same old scenery. How’d you like to borrow him? Take him for a spin on your rounds? You can drop him back by on your way out. He’d love to see the plants. Your boss will never know.”
The Plant Lady grinned. “I’d like that. What did you say your name was?”
“Staci. Today’s my first day. I’m just temping here for a few months.” She grabbed the bear and surreptitiously turned it on to record as she handed it over. “And you are?”
“The Plant Lady!” She laughed as she grabbed the bear and settled it face-forward on her cart as if it were a live pet. “I’ll have him back before lunch.”
“You do that. Have fun!”
Staci watched the Plant Lady swipe her badge and disappear through the doors into the black-box area. It seemed like Attitude let anyone in. Except for her.
Too bad on them. She’d just gotten her little spy in. She hurriedly pulled her iPad out of her purse. She turned her back to the security camera Drew had warned her about as she logged in to watch her bear go for a ride.
She set the iPad on her desk out of camera and casual observer view, and pretended to be busy working. Her screen lit up with a bear’s-eye view of the interior of Attitude, Inc. Which was pretty much disappointing territory. Bland. Your basic office cubicles in boring shades of light gray. It didn’t look like anything worth breaking into, not to her eyes, anyway.
They had some nice plants, though. And the Plant Lady gave them loving care, singing off-key Justin Bieber tunes to them as she went.
Staci needed to multitask and focus. How did Drew do this spy stuff? Keeping one eye on the iPad, and one on the lobby, she pulled the recovery stick from her purse and plugged it into the USB port on her computer before attaching the cable it came with to Sam’s phone and into a second USB port.
On her iPad, the Plant Lady watered a ficus tree just outside a conference room. The conference room door opened.
Sam walked out.
Staci froze.
What! What was he doing out of his meeting?
He walked past the Plant Lady, still in view of the camera. Another co-worker stopped him.
“I thought you were in a meeting?” the co-worker said to Sam.
“Forgot my phone,” Sam said, sounding irritated.
Uh-oh.
Staci crossed her fingers and clicked on the executable file that popped up to download the data from the phone.
Co-worker commiserated. “Hey, I still want to hear all about your latest fishing trip. Didn’t get lucky and get a four-hundred-pound shark jumping into your boat, did you? See that on the news?”
“Saw it. No, no sharks. Would rather have a big king salmon jump in.”
Staci selected the iPhone folder and watched the file transfer begin in apparent slow motion. Why did her computer have to be so slow? Damn, she heard the hard drive kick in and run. Did her computer have to run diagnostics now?
She bit her lip and crossed her fingers. Keep him talking, buddy. Keep him talking!
“Lucy said you’re going fishing again this weekend. Up in Victoria,” the co-worker said.
Staci frowned. Fishing? Lucy would know. But what about Mom? Does she know Sam plans to disappear again this weekend? And why would he be hiding his fishing trips from her?
A transfer box popped up on Staci’s screen. It had a line across it that turned green to show the progress.
It was only halfway complete as Sam slapped his co-worker on the shoulder. “Yep, heading to Victoria on Friday morning. Hey, I gotta run. We’ll talk later.”
Three-quarters of the way done.
The Plant Lady finished with the ficus and mercifully followed Sam as he went to his desk to look for the phone. Staci just hoped he didn’t think to come out to reception and ask for it in lost-and-found.
The bear cam caught Sam rummaging around his desk. As he did, he exposed a brochure of some sort. Staci got just the quickest flash of it before it fluttered to the floor. Sam bent over, picked it up, and stashed it in a drawer. The Plant Lady’s back was turned so she couldn’t see Sam’s look of fear, or apprehension, or whatever you want to call it, over that brochure. Something about it made him uncomfortable. Staci wondered if it held a key to his disappearances. Suddenly she had to see it. She had to get into the black box.
But there was no time to dwell on that. Sam left his cubicle. Staci had no idea of the floor plan of the building, but if she had to guess, she’d lay money that he was heading toward the lobby, retracing his steps, and possibly heading out to his car to look for the phone she was scanning.



 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
Drew had sex on the brain all throughout the morning as he performed his marketing director duties, sitting through boring meeting after meeting. When he wasn’t in a meeting, he was speculating with someone or other about where Martel, who’d been known as Wade at the brewery, was and why he hadn’t shown up for work. As one of three brew masters, Martel/Wade was important to brewery operations. The staff was trying to track him down.
Good luck with that.
But back to Staci. Damn her for toying with him, pretending to seduce him, then pulling back like a simpering virgin. What was her game? One minute, she acted as if she still loved him and wanted him back. The next, she was as cold as one of her stepfather’s fish on ice.
But to be honest with himself, he faced a far greater conundrum, one of his own making. He was beginning to think, to contemplate, and believe it was possible, to make things work with her. Or maybe that was only wishful thinking.
*   *   *
 
A message popped up on Staci’s screen indicating the transfer was complete. Sam would be here any minute. Heart racing, fingers shaking, she disconnected Sam’s phone and set it on her desk. She dropped the recovery stick and cord back into her purse and closed the drawer just as Sam burst into the lobby.
Just in time, she slid his phone out of view and smiled at him, feeling a burst of victorious adrenaline. So this was the high Drew lived for? Unable to lie to herself, she had to admit it could become addicting.
Putting on her acting face, she shot Sam a confused smile, as if she hadn’t expected him to be charging through the lobby. “Hey, I thought you were in a meeting?”
“I lost my damn phone.” He appeared more agitated than normal. “Did anyone turn one in?”
She frowned, trying to look puzzled. “It’s been a slow morning. No one’s turned in anything. Sorry.” Which was the truth.
“I’ll try my car.” He stalked off.
Staci resisted smiling, fearing the security cameras would catch her glee. Sam didn’t suspect her of a thing as he headed out of the building.
Just after Sam left, Lucy burst in, looking frazzled and worried.
“Back already?” Staci asked.
“I got halfway there and realized I didn’t have my phone. Did I leave it on your desk?”
“There’s a lot of that going around. Sam just came by looking for his.”
Lucy, that thieving gossip, paled. Oh, Staci really was too mean. She held up Sam’s phone. “Is this it?”
“You’re a lifesaver!” Relief didn’t begin to describe the look on her face as she snatched it away from Staci. “You said Sam was looking for his phone?”
Staci nodded. “He went to his car to look for it.”
“I’m sure it will turn up,” Lucy said.
Staci was sure it would, too. When Lucy returned it.
Lucy had just left when Sam flew back into the building, cursing to himself.
Unsuccessful, of course, she thought to herself.
“I’ll be in my meeting,” he said as he strode by. “If anyone turns my phone in, buzz conference room two.” He mumbled something about the general being unhappy he had to step out of the meeting and how he was going to have to kiss butt.
Good. That was a sight Staci would pay to see.
At that moment, the Plant Lady pushed her cart into the lobby and directly into the ladies’ room.
Maybe she’ll sing to the irises about not giving people headaches, Staci thought. A girl could hope.
An instant later, too soon to have done much singing, the Plant Lady popped back out, minus her cart and badge. “Break time!” she called to Staci. “I need a smoke. Be back in fifteen to twenty.”
Fifteen to twenty? Staci glanced at the clock and then at the lobby, holding down another diabolical grin.
Fifteen to twenty was just enough time for what she had in mind.
The desk would have to do without her for the length of a smoke break. She grabbed her black light and trusty makeup compact, and called to the security guard to watch the desk.
Inside the ladies’ room, she found the Plant Lady’s cart and badge.
Come on. Leaving a badge to a black-box facility carelessly lying around in a bathroom is a definite breach of security.
But who was she to complain? National security’s loss was her gain. She found a spare apron tucked inside a drawer in the cart, tied it on over her empire-waist dress, and stared down at the flowing, gray skirt of her dress. Not exactly a match for khakis. Nor were her pink platform pumps a match for Crocs.
Guts and confidence. Drew always told her those were a spy’s two most important assets. Act like you belong and people will believe you do.
She applied green eye shadow liberally and the reddest shade of lip gloss she had. Then she grabbed the badge and prayed as she wheeled the cart out of the ladies’ room and across the lobby. The security guy didn’t give her a second look as she swiped the badge. Finally, the black-box area!
Staci found Sam’s cubicle without trouble. The coast—or actually, the aisle and cubicle—was clear. She ducked in.
Sam’s co-workers walked by, but no one paid any attention to her. Security guards and plant waterers were totally invisible. And probably expendable.
Sam’s jacket hung from a peg on a coatrack. She couldn’t help herself. She had to check it out. If there was lipstick on it that didn’t belong to her mom, she was going to find it. She knew her mom’s shades by sight. She didn’t see any lipstick so she got out her black light, which would illuminate any other type of body fluids—ugh!
She ran the light over the coat and frowned. On the right sleeve under the black light, a long, thin series of stains that looked like blood droplets glowed. When she inspected it more closely, she saw the telltale brown traces of rinsed blood. Someone had tried to wash the stain out and not completely succeeded. Curious, she ran the light over the sleeve again.
She was no CSI, but the blood pattern didn’t make sense. How could Sam have gotten blood on his sleeve?
An Attitude engineer walked by and popped his head in. “A black light? What’s that for, Plant Lady?”
Staci froze and cleared her throat, keeping her back to the newcomer. She lowered her voice, hoping it didn’t sound too put on. “Black light therapy.”
She waved it over an African violet sitting on the bookcase next to Sam’s coatrack. “It’s a new thing. Plants left in the office without natural light don’t get the full spectrum they need to properly photosynthesize. Shining a black light on them several times a week improves their health. Less need for fertilizer and chemicals.”
“Ah,” the newcomer said. “I’ll have to try that at home.” He paused.
Staci ignored him and pretended to be hard at work. Why wasn’t he leaving? What did he want?
“You look different today, Plant Lady.”
Staci’s heart stopped. She was done for.
“Have you lost weight?”
She refused to turn around, but fluffed the back of her hair as if primping. “New hairstyle.”
“Wow.”
She felt his gaze slide down the back of her from her hair to her heels.
“It looks great on you. Have a good one.” He slapped the cubicle wall and walked off.
Staci nearly collapsed with relief. She’d done it! She’d lied on the fly. Drew was right about one thing—in the heat of the moment, the best lies came organically.
Enough messing around. Every extra second she spent here was a second she could get caught. She pocketed the black light in her apron and headed to the desk.
Carefully and quickly, she riffled through the papers in his desk drawer until she found the brochure she’d seen on the teddy cam. She pocketed it, left the cubicle, and was nearly to the lobby door when Sam’s boss rounded a corner and stepped in front of her.
“Wait a minute, Plant Lady!” Jay Brown had a deep voice that could be positively commanding. She’d met him on several social occasions. Generally, Jay was an ass, a power trip in a loud tie and short-sleeved dress shirt.
She froze.
“One of my plants has white flies. Make sure you spray it before you go.”
“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir. I’ll just get my fly spray from the van and be right back to take care of it.” Not.
He didn’t budge or move out of her way as he studied her and frowned. “Don’t I know you? You look familiar.”
Yeah, like from a dozen different functions over the years, including most recently at the reception desk.
But, of course, she didn’t say that. Good thing most people weren’t observant.
Buck up. Be a spy, Stace. Remember Drew’s advice in the spy supply store—deny knowing him, no matter what, even if he remembers my name.
“No, sir. But I get that a lot.” She smiled and stared back at him.
He shook his head as if puzzled while she held her breath. “Okay, then. I must be thinking of someone else. They say everyone has a twin.” He held the door to the lobby open for her.
It took every ounce of self-control not to run as she pushed the cart slowly across the lobby until she heard the door close behind her. Then she dashed to the ladies’ room as fast as her cart would move.
She’d just removed the brochure from the apron, stuffed the apron back in place in the drawer, and replaced the badge when the door opened and the Plant Lady returned.
Staci stood innocently by the sink as far away from the irises as possible, with the brochure tucked beneath her compact, “fixing her makeup.” Which really meant wiping off the red gloss and green eye shadow so she no longer looked like Christmas having a bad day. This was the life!
She’d done it. Gotten away with spying. She had to bite her lip to keep from shouting and screaming her triumph. If her life had been a musical, she would have broken out into song and dance with a troupe of performers for backup.
She’d lied! Really and truly lied like a pro. Like Drew. She felt exuberant, wonderful, superb. Guilt-free. Yes, where was the guilt?
Remorseless lying was evidently an upper and an aphrodisiac. She wanted Drew. To call him, brag, compare spy notes, and … celebrate!
By celebrate, she meant “celebrate,” as in a three-off. Now she knew why Bond had such a huge libido. It was all that spying and lying.
Her inability to lie had always come between her and Drew. With that obstacle gone, maybe they could make it? If she could continue to lie when it mattered most, then she wasn’t a danger to him anymore. Mandy was right—she should tell him about Iguazu Falls and let him decide what he wanted. She would, before Drew’s mission was over, when she screwed up her courage and the time was right. Because she knew what she wanted, what she’d been denying wanting all along—Drew.
*   *   *
 
The brochure Staci had taken so much trouble to steal was a big disappointment, just a stupid promo for a boring place called The Random Institute. Why would Sam want to hide this? He hadn’t even jotted any notes on it.
Staci Googled the institute. Nothing juicy there, either. It wasn’t as if it were the Mustang Ranch. Staci stuffed it in her purse to show Drew later, mostly to prove her spying prowess to him. She hoped the data she’d recovered from Sam’s phone would be more interesting.
The Plant Lady left about one, shaking her head as she dropped off Staci’s bear cam. “Can’t figure it out. The people in there are crazy. Something’s gotten into their water. The big boss kept staring at me and asking me if I’m sure I don’t know him, even after I told him he knows me because I’ve been watering his plant for five years. Half of everyone else was asking me about black light therapy for plants.”
She shook her head. “Engineers! You never know what they’re talking about. Probably read some silly study about it in one of their egghead techie journals.” She sighed and smiled slyly at Staci. “And one guy asked me why I’m hiding my gorgeous legs.” She winked. “I got his cell number. I’m going to text him a picture of them later.”
Staci tried hard not to laugh.
At two, her mom called and invited her and Drew to dinner that evening. She wanted to hear all about Staci’s first day on the job. In reality, she probably wanted to know what Staci had found out about Sam.
Oh, boy. Staci had been planning to analyze her spy data. With Drew’s help, of course. But there was no way to put off her mother. She reluctantly accepted and shot Drew a text to prepare him.
The day dragged on. At four, the office emptied out. Just as Staci was ready to leave, one of the managers created a firestorm. He needed a package overnighted right then. She had to wait for the delivery service to pick up the precious parcel before she left. She texted Drew and told him she’d be late.
He texted back. Fine with me. I have work I can do. Text me when the deliveryman shows up. Do not go outside. I’ll meet you at your desk.
She smiled at Drew’s protective concern. She could handle herself here in this secure environment. She had her Kubotan. It was Drew she worried about, and whatever mission he was on. At least he hadn’t reported more dead bodies showing up on the job.
By five, the office was dead and the deliveryman hadn’t showed. She called the service. They seemed puzzled. They hadn’t received a pickup order. Must be a mix-up. Their man would be right out. Staci was alone in the lobby when he showed up and took the package ten minutes later. She was just about to shut down her computer and text Drew when an email popped up from him.
I’m just outside the door with the car. Wait for you here.
She logged off her computer, closed up the desk, and grabbed her purse, keeping her keys in her hand. The security guard wasn’t at his post as she left. Probably making his rounds of the building.
As promised, Drew waited for her in his car just outside the door. He didn’t see her as she walked up. He had his head down as he fiddled with his phone.
She opened the car door and slid in, eager to tell him about her genius spying accomplishments.
“Have a good day, babe?” The man behind the wheel turned and grinned as he pointed a high-caliber pistol level with her heart, eyes glittering with malice.
Same general build and age, but this evil imitation wasn’t Drew.
She grabbed the door handle just as the car locks snapped shut. She tugged and struggled with the handle. Kicked the door. Banged the dashboard. Hit the button to roll down the window. Nothing budged.
“Child safety locks,” the man said in a voice as cool and evil as the drug lords of Ciudad. “Now buckle up like a good girl before I shoot you.”
“Where’s Drew? What have you done with him?” Too late she noticed subtle details. Like the scratch on the dashboard. An MP3 hookup where the radio should have been. This wasn’t Drew’s car. Same make, model, and color, yes. But not his. She’d walked into a trap.
First rule of not being killed—don’t let the abductor take you to another site. You’ll never be found. She lifted out of her seat and lunged at him with the Kubotan, going for the pressure points in his neck.
He wrenched her wrist back, disarmed her, and slapped her across the face with the pistol so hard it momentarily stunned her. Which gave him enough time to grab the knee-length skirt of her dress, pull it over her head, and tie it into a bag, effectively binding her.
As she struggled, he pushed her back into her seat. She felt the seat belt tighten around her. Even though she fought it, the buckle clicked into place as she screamed into the skirt that held her captive.
What had happened to the security guard? Where was Drew?
She cursed her own lack of awareness. She should have paid more attention to details. A good spy always does. Now she was going to pay for her stupidity. All she could think about was Drew. She’d never get the chance to tell him she still loved him and ask him to forgive her for Iguazu Falls.
*   *   *
 
At a stoplight a few blocks from Attitude, Drew checked his phone again. No message from Staci. He’d texted her five minutes ago saying he was on his way. She was waiting for his text. Why didn’t she reply? He had an uneasy feeling. Attitude was keeping her too late for comfort.
He turned in to the Attitude parking lot and his heart stopped. A car—the same, make, model, and color as his sedan—pulled away from the curb in front of the building and headed toward the back alley that ran along the river. A figure with a sexy gray dress tied over its head struggled in the front seat. He recognized that dress.
Staci.
For a second he couldn’t breathe. Then anger bubbled to the surface and took over.
Damn! How Bondian. His youthful vision of Vesper, black velvet skirt over her head as Bond raced to rescue her from Le Chiffre’s thugs flashed back to him. He’d been twelve the first time he read Casino Royale.
But unlike Bond, who cursed Vesper for her stupidity in walking into a trap, and nearly left her to her fate, Drew jumped to the rescue. He drew his gun and floored the car.
He made a note to watch out for German tack strips. If this guy was a Bond fanatic, he’d try that trick. Drew wondered—if Vesper’s kidnapping was a trap for Bond, was this a trap meant for him?



 
 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
The car surged forward and took a corner too fast. Caught off guard, Staci jolted forward and screamed. A feeble attempt, really, as it was muffled by the skirt of her dress. “I can’t breathe!”
Wrong thing to say. A knife blade slashed the fabric of her skirt, opening an inch-long breathing hole on her left side before retreating.
She took a deep breath and tried to peek out of the hole. From the way her abductor was driving and cursing, someone had to be chasing them. She prayed it was Drew. She had to escape, get out of the car somehow. Through the hole she could only see the right ear of her attacker.
If she could tear the fabric and make the hole in her skirt wider, she’d grab the gearshift and throw the car into neutral or park. That should stop the car.
She grabbed the hole and wrenched at it. Tugged. Wished for a seam ripper or a pair of scissors. Staci struggled with the fabric until she felt faint from using up too much oxygen in her dress bag.
But no matter how hard she pulled and tugged, and bargained with the universe, the fabric wouldn’t give. That’s what she got for buying quality. There was no way to get her arms free and grab the steering wheel.
She had to do something. It was either fight or die.
Occupied with driving, her attacker wasn’t paying attention to her cat-fighting-in-a-bag routine. Drew had once told her that anything can be used as a weapon if you think creatively. The pink pumps she wore had spiky heels. Spikes were good weapons. All the better for stomping insteps with. If she crushed his foot and slammed the brakes on, the car behind them would catch them. Assuming it didn’t rear-end them.
Assuming a worse fate didn’t await her with whoever was chasing them.
Drew was too good a driver to be involved in a rear-end accident.
If Drew’s behind us, I promise never to be a backseat driver again.
Her sense of Thou shall not tell a lie overcame her. She’d never be able to keep that promise. For a while, she amended. A month, at least. Even that was stretching expectations. Drew drove like a maniac. Right now, she hoped his daredevil driving would save her.
If she could swing her left foot over the gearshift, she’d have him. As she prepared to strike, she prayed she’d be able to find the brake and not hit the accelerator.
*   *   *
 
Drew followed the bastard into the one-lane paved alley. One false move on the narrow strip sandwiched between warehouses and the river, and they were dead or swimming for their lives.
As he weighed his options, he hoped to hell a car didn’t wander down the wrong way in the one-way alley. And that no other vehicles or snipers ambushed him. If the driver got away from him, Staci was dead. He knew that instinctively. He had to stop that car and hope she survived the crash. It was the only way.
There wasn’t room to come up beside the car and ram it off the road to a stop. He could try to overtake it and ram it from behind, but the cars were evenly matched. The bastard could just as easily brake, crushing Drew’s engine. Drew had no desire to be a tailpipe ornament.
He slapped the steering wheel and cursed. He hated being in the weak position. There was only one thing to do.
Holding the wheel with one hand, Drew balanced his gun on the wheel with the other, willing his breath to slow to a sniper’s pace. The shot had to be precise. He couldn’t chance hitting Staci. He waited for a good, straight, clear stretch of road. He had to take the bastard out before he got to the main road.
Drew rested his finger on the trigger and steeled his nerves as he took aim.
There. There was the shot.
He took a deep breath and held it. Just as he put pressure on the trigger, Staci leaned into the driver and struggled with him.
*   *   *
 
Staci swung her left foot over the gearshift and stomped on the arch of her kidnapper’s foot as he struggled to push her back. She was working mostly in the dark as she felt for the brake. She slid her leg under her attacker’s, thinking through the configuration of the pedals.
Aim for the second pedal to the left, Stace.
She tapped her foot on the first pedal, felt the second, and rammed it to the floor. Pedal to the metal!
Her kidnapper slammed her with his shoulder as he cursed and fought to knock her back. There was too little oxygen in her skirt bag. She felt as if she were exercising at high altitude—weak and dizzy, about to pass out.
Somehow she made her trembling, oxygen-deprived leg work and kept her foot on the pedal. The engine raced. Yes! She had the brake while her attacker was flooring the accelerator.
Trying not to breathe too hard from either exertion or fear, she swung her right leg over the center console and kicked him, trying to ram her heel into his thigh, Kubotan-style.
He roared with anger and smacked her with his shoulder. She leaned into him, fighting, trying to knock the wheel out of his hands, hoping he’d lose control of his gun. If she was going to die, she was going to die fighting, even if she passed out with the effort.
She knocked her kidnapper again with her shoulder.
Suddenly the car swerved out of control. She felt it leave the road and kept pressure on the brake, hoping to slow the car before they crashed. Bushes scraped along the side and undercarriage as their vehicle slammed into something solid.
*   *   *
 
Drew watched as the car in front of him veered off the road, sideswiped the small rise of hill behind the buildings, and crashed into a tree at slow speed. The guy next to Staci pointed his gun at her. Drew fired off a shot, grazing the attacker’s shoulder. Staci’s kidnapper fired back, climbed out through the driver’s window, and scrambled up the hill, firing as he went until he disappeared. He was gone before Drew could stop his car and get to him.
Staci was held prisoner by her dress, slumped sideways over the right side of the wheel as he approached the car. Her window was closed. He moved uphill to the open driver’s-side window.
“Staci! Staci!” He completely lost his spy cool and sounded like any idiot worried husband off the street who’d just seen his wife abducted at gunpoint, nearly shot, and driven into a tree.
Staci stirred and moaned softly. “Drew?”
He took a deep breath of relief, unnerved by the rush of emotions he felt at Staci’s narrow escape and the way she called his name as if he was the only person she wanted and needed. “I’m here, Stace. Stay calm. I’ll get you out. No one’s going to hurt you.”
The driver’s door was locked, banged in, and jammed against the hill. Clutching his jacket to prevent fingerprints, he reached through the open window, unlocked the doors, and went around to the passenger side. He stared through the passenger window at Staci’s fabulous pair of shapely, naked legs. One beautiful thigh quivered as Staci continued to floor the brake.
Quivering thighs gave him ideas about sex. But Drew didn’t know what turned him on more—her shapely legs or the closeness he felt to her at that moment. Staci’s legs were much hotter than anything his prepubescent fantasies had conjured up about Vesper. And the lace thong panties she wore left nothing to the imagination.
He covered his hand with his jacket, opened the passenger door, leaned in awkwardly across her, and shut off the engine.
“Ease up on the brake, babe.” He gently squeezed her thigh, trying to quell the rage he felt, and be reassuring and calm while wanting to commit murder. “It’s okay. Everything’s under control. You’re safe now. He’s gone.”
“Gone as is in dead or gone as in disappeared?”
At least, that’s what he thought she said. It was muffled by her dress. “Gone as in ran off like a chickenshit after you overpowered him.
“You did great, my brave spy babe. Are you okay?”
“I’m fine, just shaken.” Her voice trembled.
So was he, much more than he liked to admit. He’d barely been in time to rescue her. A minute’s delay at a stoplight on his way to pick her up and she’d be dead.
“Did you hit him?” she asked.
He looked over at the fresh bloodstain on the driver’s seat. “Just grazed his shoulder.”
“Too bad.”
He unbuckled her seat belt, trying to reassure himself, and her, that she’d really escaped. “Scoot your legs over the center console and I’ll help you out.”
He tossed his jacket over the door and watched as her long, naked legs slid over into the space in front of her, her feet still clad in the platform pumps that made her look like she belonged in a Vegas show.
He tried to untie the dress over her head, but fumbled in the ridiculously awkward position, cursing. “I can’t see what I’m doing. I’ll get this untied after I get you out.”
He slid his arms beneath her and scooped her out of the car, standing, holding her in his arms, cradling her against him.
“Um, Drew, my dress? I feel a breeze on my bum. Get me out of this thing.”
“It’s been a while since you’ve asked me to get you out of your dress. Are you sure?”
“Drew, stop teasing. I’m way too vulnerable like this and it’s hard to breathe.”
Yeah, he knew what she meant. He felt the same way. Resisting the urge to squeeze her butt and take her right there, he set her down and untied the knot in her dress above her head.
He took one last look at her bare bums and the tiny triangle of lace covering her crotch, and, lifting a brow in regret, freed her from her dress prison, pulling her skirt back where it belonged.
Free at last and off balance, she tumbled into his arms, bracing herself against his chest. “Don’t yell at me. I’m so sorry! I fell for a stupid trick.”
“Why would I yell at you, Stace?” His voice caught. “Your quick thinking and courage in the car saved your life. I’m just glad you’re alive.”
She cuddled into him, resting her head on his chest, ignoring his praise. “I was so dumb, so, so dumb. Someone sent me an email ‘from you.’ I knew that wasn’t the instructions you gave me, but I fell for it anyway.” She looked up at him as if he was her hero. “I was hoping you’d rescue me.”
Why did she have to do that? Look at him with trembling lips and lift her face to his?
He slid his jacket around her shoulders, lowered his head, closed his eyes, and kissed her as he pressed her to him, kissed her the way a spy kissed the damsel in distress. Kissed her the way a husband in love with his wife kissed her. Kissed her as if he’d almost lost her and didn’t want to face that again.
*   *   *
 
Staci opened her mouth to Drew, pressed into him, and kissed him as if she never wanted to let him go. Deeply, with all the aching longing she felt. A thought popped up, rising like a tickling champagne bubble, full of hope and possibility—if Drew forgave her, they could reconcile and have babies.
She wanted to rationalize that the thought of babies was the adrenaline talking. The near-death-experience, Let’s have sex to celebrate life response. But that would be a lie. She ran her fingers through his hair.
Drew pulled away and cleared his throat, putting up a mask. She couldn’t read the look in his eyes. She wished she could. Did he feel it, too? That pull to make a life together again?
“We have to get out of here before someone sees us, or your guy comes back with his friends.” He took her arm to lead her to his car.
She stopped him. “My purse and keys. They’re in his car.” She shuddered, thinking how horrific it would be for the kidnapper to have her identity and the keys to her home, car, and life in his possession.
Drew nodded and went to the car to retrieve them for her. As he leaned in and grabbed them from the floor where they’d fallen, a murderous look crossed his face. He glanced at her with a worried look she was certain he hadn’t meant for her to see. He looked … as if he still cared.
“We’ll be late to Mom’s.” Her voice shook softly, sounding as trembling and fragile as she felt. She didn’t want to go to her mother’s. She wanted to go home and ravage Drew or be ravaged by him. She wanted to hold him and celebrate being alive with him. “We’ll have to go straight there.” She hoped he’d pick up on her reluctance.
Drew lifted a brow and pointed to her dress. “How will you explain that? You need to change first.”
She looked down at the hole. She’d totally forgotten about it. It wouldn’t be easy to explain. “The condo’s too far.”
He gently took her arm. “Our house is on the way,” he said in a tone gilded with the greatest aphrodisiac combination ever—longing, lust, and love.
He feels it, too.
*   *   *
 
Drew checked the security feeds, unlocked the door, and stood back to let Staci into their house. It was good to be home! The house smelled fresh, like the scent from the wallflowers she had plugged in everywhere. The blinds were pulled, but let filtered evening light through, casting a romantic glow across the rooms. Everything was neat and tidy. The wooden entry floor gleamed.
Staci set her purse on a sofa table against the wall, kicked the white front door closed with the back of her foot, leaned back against it and locked it for good measure. No use being careless.
Drew stood in the entry, surveying the house. He turned around to face her. “You have five minutes.”
She stepped into him. “We have five minutes.”
She pulled her dress off and dropped it onto her shining, evening-sunlit floor, exposing her barely there lace bra and taut nipples.
Drew grinned.
“What are you waiting for?” she said to him. “You need to change, too.”
He tossed off his shirt, exposing a chest so tantalizingly hard and delicious, she barely resisted it as she pulled off her shoes and dropped them on the floor.
Drew stepped out of his dress slacks.
She walked over to him, stepped into him, tipped her face to his, rubbed up against him, and practically purred.
That was all the encouragement he needed. He pulled her into a kiss so savage it took her breath away, swung her into his arms, and carried her upstairs into their bedroom to certain ravage. And oh, she wanted to be ravaged.
In the bedroom, he set her on the bed and fell on top of her, never breaking the kiss.
Her bra and panties fell away. Somehow the two of them managed to scoot beneath the comforter onto her clean sheets and pillow-top mattress. He lost his boxers and slid inside her with a thrust that sent shivers of pleasure through her entire body.
They rocked the bed, bounced it until the headboard slammed against the wall. Pounded against each other savagely, as if there was no tomorrow, no dinner they had to get to, nothing but the two of them.
This was not a slow-build mating. This was a full-out sprint, a total loss of control. A We’ve just missed death screw that built and built as Staci coiled her legs around him, held him tight, and moaned into Drew’s kiss.
Until the pleasure was so intense, Staci arched back and let out a moan of ecstasy. Drew stiffened, grunted, collapsed on top of her.
They clung to each other, panting.
Staci fought to catch her breath. Not that she was out of shape, just that Drew had completely taken it away. The sex had never been better between them.
She reveled in the intimacy of their position, of him on top of her, of feeling his breath against her neck.
“I know,” he said, pulling back and staring into her eyes as if searching for something, but not looking the least apologetic for violating the no-three-off rule. “We have to stop making love like this whenever danger calls. No four-off.”
Staci glanced at the alarm clock radio on the nightstand. “I don’t know about that. We still have three minutes left.”
He stared at her, looking stunned, and … happy?
“I told lots of lovely lies today,” she said in answer to his look, as if explaining. “They rolled off my tongue like solid truth.”
“Really?” He grinned and ran his hand up her thigh.
She nodded. “I’ll tell you all about them. Later.”
*   *   *
 
“Good idea. We only have two minutes left now.” Drew studied Staci’s face, not certain if he could believe what he was hearing. Was Staci saying she wanted to get back together?
Drew wasn’t exactly as cold and analytical as the literary James Bond, but he didn’t like to overanalyze his feelings. He’d let Staci throw him out because he’d been convinced it was best for her, that she’d be safe without him, even though he loved her and it was killing him to lose her.
Now, after three failed attempts on her life, two that he’d foiled, he was beginning to think Emmett was right—Staci was safer with than without him. And if that was the case, why would he let her go? He’d never stopped loving her.
Suddenly a real reconciliation looked possible. Even his mission no longer seemed like an insurmountable obstacle anymore. As long as Linda remained unhappy with Sam, there was a chance Staci would forgive Drew for bringing Sam in for treason and destroying her little family.
The upcoming weekend in Victoria coincided with their anniversary and would be the perfect time and place to suggest reuniting. He would propose—that they remain married. He decided on the spot.
He’d bring Sam in, tell Staci how narrow an escape her mother had from the evil Sam, be Staci’s hero for rescuing her mother from an unhappy marriage, and propose.
She looked up at him, her hair fanned over the bed. “What are you staring at, daydreamer?” She sounded flirty and happy.
“You.”
She sighed, probably waiting for him to finish as he always did, with you’re beautiful.
The words rose to his lips and halted there as he studied her. He frowned involuntarily. He hated to ruin the moment, but, damn it, he hadn’t noticed that welt before, rising on her cheek, ugly and red.
“What? What is it?” She sounded alarmed and felt her cheek where his gaze rested. “Oh, no! How bad is it? What does it look like?”
He knew better than to fall into the trap of telling her how hideous it looked so he hedged, feeling his anger rising as he realized how she’d gotten the welt. “It looks bruised, like someone pistol-whipped you. Did he?”
“Oh, no!” She rubbed her cheek. “He slapped me with it once.” Staci sat up. “Ouch, ouch, ouch! You shouldn’t have mentioned it. I didn’t even feel it before. Now it hurts.”
She didn’t feel it before because she’d been high on adrenaline and surviving, in shock, and in heat. But he didn’t say any of that.
“I’ll kill him,” Drew said, instead. He meant it. The guy was probably a RIOT SMASH assassin scum and deserved to die anyway.
Staci ignored him and sprang to her feet, rushing to the master bathroom to peer into the mirror. “I can’t go to Mom’s looking like this!”
He came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her. No use saying it wasn’t that bad. It definitely was. “Call her and cancel.”
“I can’t call her and cancel.” She sounded scandalized at the thought. “Mom will never allow it. You know the real reason she wants us to come over tonight? She wants to know what I found out about Sam.”
“Stace, I told you to lay off Sam.” He tried not to let his concern show, but he didn’t want Staci anywhere near Sam. The closer she got to him, the more danger she was in. RIOT already thought she knew something she shouldn’t. And Sam—he was capable of anything.
Staci ignored him again. “Call Mom, will you? Tell her we’ve been delayed while I figure out what to do about this. Do you think my camera-ready makeup will cover it?”
Not unless it was heavy stage makeup used with a partial mask, the kind artists used to create avatars and monsters. But he had the good sense not to say so. “A little lie might help.”
“Good idea.” She made a face in the mirror and winced. “You’re the expert—what would cause an injury like this?”
“Short of me smacking you around?” He couldn’t believe Staci was agreeing to lie, without even hesitating. Things really were looking up. Maybe she had had a breakthrough.
“Come on,” she said, with a little grin. “You can do better than that.”
“You have great faith in my lying ability. In this case, it may be overrated.” He paused.
She looked at him in the mirror and lifted a brow. “Your lying ability overrated? Never!”
He kissed the top of her head. “The truth is always the best lie. How about we ran into an accident that delayed us?”
Staci smiled in the mirror at him as if he was some kind of genius. “A lie of omission—perfect! And I’ll say I got this welt when you had to brake suddenly to avoid the crash. That’s kind of the truth. I love it!”
He smiled back at her in the mirror. “Think you can carry that lie off? Actually lie to your mother?”
“Yes, smart-ass. I told you I had a breakthrough, and I never lie.” She laughed, squirmed out of his arms, and shoved him toward the bathroom door. “This repair job is going to take a while.”
He put a hand on her arm. “You should probably ice it first.”
She shook her head. “There’s no time for icing. Do me a favor?”
“Yeah.”
“The iPhone recovery stick is in my purse. I scanned Sam’s phone at work—”
“Stace—”
“Let’s not argue about Sam’s privacy now.”
He had much greater worries than Sam’s privacy. He and Sam weren’t part of a good-old-boy club. Though Sam might not know it, they were mortal enemies. Drew would kill him if he had to.
“Recover the data for me?” Staci made another face in the mirror. The welt was turning purple and looking more like the butt of a gun by the minute. “See if there’s anything on the stick worth telling Mom about. And take a look at the brochure I found on Sam’s desk—”
“Sam’s desk!” He fought to keep his voice even and control the worried anger welling up inside him. He wouldn’t ruin the last half hour they’d had together. Staci would take his anger wrong. He took a deep breath and modulated his tone, trying to sound almost encouraging. “How did you get to Sam’s desk? I thought you weren’t allowed in the black-box area?”
That had been the plan, anyway. The way he’d arranged things so she wouldn’t get hurt and into trouble.
Staci grinned, looking absolutely gleeful. “I dressed up like the Plant Lady, borrowed her cart, and sneaked back with her badge. But before that, I loaned her my teddy cam and let her put it on her cart as she watered the plants in the classified area. It caught Sam on camera, hiding the brochure and looking worried about it. I’ll tell you all about my exploits later. Everything I know about spying, I learned from you.”
Not good. He hadn’t taught her much.
“In the meantime, it’s weird about that brochure,” Staci continued without missing a beat. “Sam acted suspicious about it. Guilty. And yet, it’s just a boring brochure for someplace called The Random Institute. I think he’s become paranoid.”
Damn it! Drew’s heart raced. Staci didn’t know what she was stumbling into. The hair stood up on the back of his neck. This was beginning to bear an eerie resemblance to Ciudad. He wished he could tell Staci the full truth, but he’d sworn not to, for the good of the country.
But hell—what if Sam had seen her? What if she just hadn’t noticed? What would she have done if she’d been caught? Throw her Kubotan at him? Had she even had it with her?
Drew did a quick mental review of the past few hours. Staci being kept late. The message someone had sent Staci pretending to be him. The car just like his waiting for her.
The whole event had been diabolically planned. It was a first-degree kidnapping that would have led to first-degree murder if he hadn’t shown up when he did. The timing wasn’t skilled heroics. That was damn blind luck and his spy sense kicking in.
What if Sam did suspect her of watching him? What if RIOT did? Was that what had prompted the attack on her?
Staci tilted her head and looked into Drew’s eyes. “Oh, Drew, don’t look so worried. We escaped!”
He couldn’t believe she was reassuring him. It was only because she didn’t know the full story.
He grabbed Staci’s arm, urgently. “Babe, I told you not to spy on Sam.”
She shook free again. “I know, I know. You men and your privacy.” She pushed him toward the door as she spoke. “No time now. We’ll talk about it later.” She slammed the door in his face.
There was only one thing to do—comply with her wishes. He got dressed, called Linda and made excuses, and went downstairs where he found the recovery stick and brochure in Staci’s purse.
The brochure sent a chill through him. It was a Random Institute recruitment brochure. He’d seen too many of them during his career. More evidence Sam was not just a greedy bastard. He was something even more dangerous—a true believer.
Drew took the recovery stick to his study and dumped it on his computer. Most of the texts were business or drivel. The Agency had been monitoring Sam’s phone and knew about most of the calls. But a couple of texts stood out.
There was an abundance of messages to Lucy, the Attitude receptionist. Lovey-dovey stuff. Apologetic. Excuses.
Drew cursed to himself. When Drew had told Staci about Sam’s fidelity, he hadn’t been completely truthful. But this thing with Lucy had been going on for a good ten years.
Though Drew didn’t condone it, and certainly couldn’t see a man who loved his wife behaving like this, this wasn’t the new behavior that worried Linda.
Now it appeared there was trouble in yearly paradise.
Drew kept scanning the readout. He sucked in a deep breath. Sam had been texting the Gardener. From the look of things, the deal was set to go down Friday at two in the afternoon. All of the details were there.
He used his encrypted connection and fired the download off to HQ, along with a quick report of Staci’s abduction and escape.
He also scanned the brochure in and included it. He’d examine it more thoroughly later for encrypted intel.
He’d just finished when Staci walked in. “What do you think?”
He looked up at her. She’d only been halfway successful at covering the welt, meaning it was still swollen and angry, but she’d covered the red and purple hues. “You look beautiful,” he said, meaning it. “The welt hardly shows.”
“No, I meant about Sam. What’s he been up to?” She came over and rested her chin on Drew’s head while stroking his hair.
“The usual,” he said. “Not much.”
“And that brochure?” She pointed to where it rested on Drew’s desk.
Fortunately, Staci had no inkling RIOT even existed. It was his mission to keep the worldwide public from finding out and going into a panic.
Drew shook his head. “One of those inspirational seminars where they tell you how to improve yourself, get rich quick, that kind of thing.”
Staci kissed the top of his head. “Anything Mom should know about? Do you think that’s where he’s been sneaking off to?”
“Could be, though why would Sam keep it a secret?” Drew didn’t want to pose too many questions, but he had to keep up the ruse of the curious stepson-in-law.
“Mom’s always been skeptical about those kinds of things. Maybe he thinks she’d disapprove? Particularly of him spending good money on them. Not that he keeps her informed about their finances.”
Drew nodded his agreement. “We’ll have to investigate further.”
“Good idea,” she said. “Any evidence of Sam straying?”
Now that he and Staci were on firmer ground, and Drew had the intel he needed on Sam, he decided to come clean with her about Sam and Lucy. He needed Staci to drop this silly spying-on-Sam mission of hers. For her own safety. And it was better for his chances of reconciliation with Staci for Linda to know the truth and throw Sam out. “Lots of texts to Lucy, the receptionist you’re replacing.”
“They’re old friends,” Staci said, slowly.
He watched as suspicion crept over her face.
She frowned. “Do you think?”
“Stace, this is lovers’ stuff.” He paused. “Do you want to see?”
“No!” She bit her lip. “I believe you and I don’t need that stuck in my head.” She paused. “What am I going to tell Mom?”
He took her hand and gently squeezed it. “The truth, babe. The truth. As gently as possible.”
*   *   *
 
Linda fluttered around them as soon as they arrived with Poppy at her heels. Poppy flopped on her back for Drew again, begging for a belly scratch. Linda noticed Staci’s welt immediately. Staci’s camera-ready makeup failed the mom-test. But to Staci’s surprise, her mom’s fussing ended abruptly.
“Help me in the kitchen, Staci. I was waiting to make the last-minute preparations until you got here.” Her mom took her arm. “The men can entertain themselves.” She turned to her husband. “Sam, pour Drew a drink. Drew, we have just about everything.”
She dragged Staci into the kitchen, well out of earshot of the men. She handed Staci a colander and grabbed a pair of kitchen shears. “Why don’t you come outside with me while I pick some pansies for the salad?”
Oh, boy. At least she remembered about not talking about Sam in the house.
She grabbed Staci’s arm and led her outside to a bed of pansies and other flowers near the house. “What did you find out today?” Linda whispered as she bent to pick some pansies.
Staci was right about her mother’s motives, anyway. She held the colander as her mom snipped away, dreading what she’d have to say and stalling. “It’s only the first day, Mom.”
She did not want to tell her mother the truth. The truth would hurt her.
“Out with it, Staci. Hold the colander over here, where I can reach it.” She tossed in a bunch of yellow and purple pansies. “There must be something.”
“We used a recovery stick and retrieved Sam’s texts from the past week from his phone,” she whispered, reluctantly, back.
Her mom’s eyes widened. She looked up at Staci, terrified, as if Staci were the hooded harbinger of horrific news. Staci felt sick.
She really didn’t want to see her mom hurt. So she rationalized what she knew—she hadn’t actually seen the texts. There might be an explanation for them, though Lucy’s behavior, like stealing Sam’s phone, all verified what Staci feared. Still, until she had firmer proof, maybe just a warning, a little alert, was best. She softened the damning news. “He’s been sending an awful lot of texts to Lucy.”
Linda let out a breath and laughed, really laughed, resting the shears against her knee. The tension visibly left her body. “Of course he has! Lucy always makes the arrangements for the annual document control conference in Las Vegas. A crowd of those egghead document guys goes every year. Somehow Lucy always manages to tag along.”
“And you’re not worried about that?” Staci asked.
Linda pushed to a stand and waved her hand, brushing away the crazy notion. “About Lucy? Are you kidding? As far as Sam’s concerned, she’s just one of the boys.”
Staci knew differently. “You’re too trusting, Mom. Maybe you should go this year. You know, protect the territory.”
Linda laughed again. “To a document control conference? Are you kidding? I’ll die of boredom.”
“I’m just saying.”
“The conference is just an excuse to gamble, anyway.” Linda shook her head. “I hate gambling. I’m not lucky at all, not like Sam.”
Linda smiled, looking way too relieved for Staci’s tastes. “Did you find anything else?”
She hadn’t gotten the message at all, but Staci chickened out and shied away from blurting out the ugly truth. She’d tell her mom later, when it was just the two of them.
“A brochure to an inspirational better-yourself-type seminar.”
“That could be it! Do any of the seminars coincide with the dates Sam’s been gone?”
Staci shrugged. Lies of omission.
Her mom grabbed her and pulled her into a hug, kitchen shears still in hand. Staci nearly lost her grip on the colander.
“Sam’s been sneaking off to seminars, wanting to be a better man?” Her mom sounded rapturous.
Staci’s stomach turned.
Linda practically burbled with joy. “While I’ve been suspecting him of cheating!”
Her mom was suddenly the queen of denial. Give her some halfway-acceptable excuse for Sam’s absences and she was ready to believe and drop the matter. “Mom, we really didn’t have enough time to look at those texts before we came over. Maybe we should investigate them further—”
“You need to learn to be more trusting, Staci.” Her mom pulled back and studied her. “And you need some ice for that welt on your cheek. It looks horrible. Let’s get you inside and scrounge up some ice for you. That makeup you used to try to cover it doesn’t do a thing for you.”
*   *   *
 
After dinner and dessert, the four of them sat around the table discussing their day and sipping coffee. Poppy rested in Drew’s lap. Staci wished she could kill Sam for betraying her mother, or thinking about betraying her mother, or flirting with Lucy, or whatever he was actually doing with her. And mostly for putting Staci in this awkward, messenger-of-gloom position.
Drew had been shooting her curious looks all through dinner. He obviously hadn’t missed that Linda was happier when she’d come in with dinner than when she’d gone out with Staci to the garden. Yes, something was rotten in Redmond. Staci had been unable to tell the truth.
“I missed you at Hook House today,” Drew said to Sam. “Someone told me you’d been in, but I was in the back office all day.”
“Sorry I missed you.” Sam reached for the sugar bowl. “How’s the new job? Keeping you busy?”
Drew shrugged and passed Sam the sugar and a dainty set of silver sugar tongs. “One lump or two?”
“Hit me with two, right between the eyes.” Sam grinned at Drew as he took the bowl and tongs and dropped two sugar cubes into his coffee himself.
Drew watched him closely, looking to Staci as if he’d like to take Sam up on the offer and deck him. He was probably as angry with Sam as Staci was for betraying her mother.
“Busy enough,” Drew said. “We had a problem in the brew room—a bad smell.”
Was it Staci’s imagination or had Sam paled slightly? Good, he should get the message that something smelled bad around here, too—his lying, cheating ways.
“Bad smell?” Linda seemed oblivious to the tension in the room. Much to Staci’s chagrin, she only had eyes for Sam.
“Yeah, we tore the brew room apart. Couldn’t find a thing.” Drew shrugged. “We finally decided some of the hops we had stored there must be going bad. We got rid of them and wrote off the loss. Seems to have helped. Fortunately, it was nothing that affected the beer.
“Now if we could only find our assistant brew master. Wade hasn’t shown up for work since I arrived and no one can track him down.”
Sam seemed to relax. “Really? You’re talking about Wade Merrick?”
Drew nodded. “Do you know him?”
“Shot the breeze once or twice. Nice guy, but didn’t strike me as the responsible type. Had a bit of wanderlust, I’d say. I’m sure he’ll turn up sooner or later.”
Drew nodded again. He was definitely studying Sam in that unnerving, charming way he had. Most people wouldn’t notice it, but Staci had seen Drew in action before. “I hope so.”
For her part, Staci was going to make Sam squirm. “Speaking of work,” Staci said. “Talk around the watercooler says you’re planning a fishing trip to Victoria this Friday.”
Sam developed a small tic in his cheek, which Staci noted only because she watched him so closely.
Sam laughed. “Who told you that?”
“I forget. I’m not good with the names yet. Fishing sounds like fun.” She turned to her mother. “Are you going, Mom? Butchart Gardens are lovely this time of year.”
Drew sat next to Staci. He gave her a slight elbow. She looked at him and frowned. He was trying to convey some kind of message to her, probably to lay off Sam. As if she would.
Sam hedged as her mother jumped in. “That sounds like a great idea, Sam. I’d love to see the gardens.”
Sam cleared his throat. “Well, of course, come along if you like. I’d love to take you, sweetheart.”
Drew had been sipping the last of his after-dinner coffee. He set the cup down and flashed Staci a sheepish smile. “This is an ironic coincidence. Hook House is considering opening a hotel and brewpub here in the valley. They’d like to vie for more of the tourist and business traveler crowd. With Microsoft and Nintendo so close, we think we can pick up a profitable bit of business. Businessmen and beer seems like a winning combo.
“Victoria is the capital of brewpub hotels. They’re sending me there on Friday to talk to some of the establishments in town about their marketing campaigns. I have a suite booked at the Trumpet. Free beer tasting on check-in.”
He took Staci’s hand in his. “We have an anniversary coming up on Friday. I was going to surprise you. Ask you to come along. I thought we’d make a romantic weekend of it. I’ve already made dinner reservations for two at the Empress.”
He remembered our anniversary?
She shouldn’t have felt so touched and happy. Drew could look convincing and sweet when he wanted to. Staci’s heart danced, but her head warned caution. Despite earlier at the house, this could just be part of his cover. It was impossible to tell with him.
“This is perfect!” Linda said. “We can all go together. We’ll take the Clipper ferry.”
Her mother had completely ignored the implication—Drew wanted to be alone on their anniversary. A thought that, if true, sent Staci’s heart tumbling out of control. She shot Drew a surprised, happy look. Well, she had to stay in character, didn’t she?
Drew made a valiant attempt to save the situation and preserve their privacy. “I’d rather fly.” Drew held his sheepish grin. “I’ve already booked Stace and me on the seaplane.” He turned to Staci. “You’ll go?”
As Staci opened her mouth to reply, her mother cut her off.
“Oh, that’s excellent, even better! I love flying.” Linda smiled around the table. “Of course Staci will go. She and I can hang out while you boys are off doing your thing. See the gardens. Take tea at the Empress.” She looked at Staci and then Drew. “Don’t look so sullen. It’s not as if you’re newlyweds. You’ll have plenty of time to yourselves.”
Drew didn’t hide his expression of dismay. Or maybe he purposely put it on to seem convincing. In any case, he looked decidedly like the last thing he wanted was her mother tagging along on the trip.
Later in the car, Drew brought the point up again. “What did you tell your mother? Why was she so happy at dinner?”
“Um…”
“You didn’t tell her about the texts between Sam and Lucy, I get that. What did you say?”
“I did, too. I just mentioned them, gently, like you told me to.”
“How gently?”
She winced. “On a scale of one to ten? Maybe a one, a light, fluffy, pillow-soft one.”
He cursed beneath his breath. “You mean you lied. I’ve created a monster. You’re setting her up to be hurt more later.”
He was right and she felt awful. And had a bit of sympathy for why her parents didn’t tell her the whole truth about her father’s cancer all those years ago.
Drew persisted. “But why was she happy about it?”
“I told her about the brochure I found in Sam’s office and she took it wrong, like he’s trying to improve himself for her.”
“Oh, babe.” He shook his head. “But did you have to ask your mother along to Victoria?”
“I didn’t ask her to join us. I invited her to go with Sam. I heard him mention the fishing trip at work and suspected he was planning to dash off on another of his secret adventures or assignations or whatever they are. I wondered if Mom knew about it. Obviously not.
“I just wanted to put him on the spot and squelch his nefarious plans. How was I supposed to know you had a business trip planned?”
“An anniversary trip,” he said. “You thought I’d forgotten.”
She didn’t correct him. She had thought he’d forgotten. She also got the sense that something more was going on. She turned in her seat and stared at him, forcing herself to ask the clarifying question. “I take it this isn’t really about setting up a brewpub hotel, or our anniversary?”
“Not totally, no,” he said without missing a beat.
“I thought as much. Seems suspicious that a Canadian agent spent the weekend and now you’re off to Canada. Did you mean what you said about taking me along?” She shouldn’t have felt so optimistic. Why was her heart beating out of control?
“Yes.” He cleared his throat as if embarrassed by the emotion he’d let out with that one word. “After what happened just hours ago, I can’t very well leave you alone here. Now I’ll have to keep an eye on both you and your mother.” He sounded exasperated, mostly about her mother coming along. “And you know your mother.”
She paused. She hadn’t considered she’d be putting her mom in danger. “If I’d known what you were up to, I’d never have invited her. You should have told me.”
“I just cleared the trip with Hook House today. I wanted to surprise you with it this evening. And then a few things came up and got in the way.”
Staci frowned and slapped the seat. He had a point. She changed the subject and told him all about her most excellent lying. He didn’t look as impressed as she’d hoped he would. Instead, he looked almost sad. Really, there was no pleasing him.
When they got back to the condo, they found a missive from Noe on the kitchen table. He left a bouquet of flowers as thanks for the excellent hospitality, but he had been suddenly called back to Canada.
Of course he has, Staci thought. She was certain he’d turn up as a brew master at the hotel Drew was taking her to.
And she was convinced Noe’s simple note contained more intel than the obvious, especially considering the way Drew pocketed it.
He turned and stared at her, giving her his charming half grin and putting the flirt back in his voice. “I guess this frees you up to sleep in the guest room?”
She knew Drew well enough to recognize an offer when he made one. She was forgiven for inviting her mother along. “I’ll have to wash the sheets first. I’m too tired tonight. I don’t suppose you have a spare set?” She knew very well he didn’t.
Drew’s grin deepened. His eyes sparkled with lust. “There’s always the sofa.”
She shook her head. “Stay downstairs by all myself, unable to roll over without setting off your supersensitive alarm system or having the cube of safety trap me? No one can hear you scream in that thing.”
“No one can hear you scream upstairs, either.” He leaned over and kissed her neck, sending shivers of pleasure over her. “Guess you’ll just have to sleep with me, then,” he said, not looking at all sorry.
“Guess so. Just be sure to alarm the remote-control self-propelled doorknob. I don’t want my beauty sleep interrupted.”



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
On Thursday, Drew walked out of the jeweler’s with his wallet several thousand dollars lighter and a karat-and-a-half, white gold, diamond anniversary ring, size five, in his hand. Staci had beautiful, petite fingers. She’d love the diamond anniversary ring. And he’d love to see it on her finger, not thrown back in his face. But did she love him enough to call off the divorce and drop back into his life of intrigue?
Especially after he told her what his mission had been since coming back to town—bring in Sam so that he could be tried for treason. Destroy her mother’s life and her family’s reputation.
He slid into his car, opened the jeweler’s box, and stared at the ring as it sparkled in the sunlight. He owed Staci honesty this time around. No lying about who he was and what he’d done. Or why he’d done it. She’d have to understand he loved his country and freedom, and had to protect the lives of innocent people. He was taking a terrible risk. She may never want to even look at him again, let alone take him back.
And he needed her, pretty little liar that she’d become. He had faith she wouldn’t hide her true feelings for him now. And that’s what scared him even more than one of RIOT’s diabolical plans.
By the time he met her for dinner at the Empress, the mission would be over. With Sam in custody, Staci should be safe from RIOT. And possibly out of Drew’s life forever.
He was putting her in an impossible situation and he knew it. No matter what Staci decided, she’d have to keep his involvement in Sam’s capture a secret from her mom for the rest of her life.
RIOT was another worry and headache. At midnight, they’d initiated a minor disturbance in the equatorial satellite belt.
The Random Institute brochure Staci lifted from Sam had an encrypted message that seemed to confirm what NCS feared—soon the whole world will hear.
Emmett was on his way to Washington, DC, to meet with Congress and the president, hoping to convince the powers-that-be to set up an emergency defense system to protect the satellites and calm fears. But it might already have been too late. NCS had been warning Congress and Homeland Security for months about the danger. Maybe the disturbance would finally jolt them into immediate action.
A satellite launch on a Russian START launch vehicle would cost as little as eight million dollars. Chump change to Random. He could pay for dozens of launches on the same day, day after day, for months. Launching from Russia, North Korea, and Iran until he took over world communications. And it would be hell to stop him.
Damn it all! He had to catch Sam and the Gardener—before the world went crazy and RIOT succeeded in killing Staci.
*   *   *
 
Flying by seaplane had its disadvantages. Customs required a passport to cross the Canadian border by air. An enhanced driver’s license wouldn’t do. Which made Staci wonder why she’d spent an extra two hours at the DMV getting one last year. Especially when she already had a passport.
And the tiny seaplane company only allowed her to take one tiny carry-on bag aboard. Ten by sixteen by twenty-four inches, were they kidding? One nice-size handbag and you were done for. Staci barely had room to pack the cling fingers. She really wished she had more spy gadgets on her. For her entire marriage—well, since she’d found out Drew was a spy—she’d dreamed of having Max Smart’s lie pills. Lying by pill power would have saved her a lot of heartache over the years.
She glanced at Drew, wondering if these few days in Victoria would be the last she’d spend with him. If once this mission was over and the person trying to kill her was caught, he’d disappear somewhere deep undercover in the Middle East so he wouldn’t lose the Farsi that Kyle had taught him years before.
Before he went, she had to tell him everything. Everything—how she’d given away that he was her husband at the resort at Iguazu Falls. And most important, how much she loved him still and always had. She was going to tell him at the dinner he had planned for their anniversary.
She hoped he’d forgive her for her lies. Yes, lies. She was a liar, too, always had been, though she hadn’t realized it, pretending she’d stopped loving him and letting him believe she blamed him for what happened in Ciudad. She hoped, most of all, that maybe he’d give them a second chance.
The seaplane terminal was a dock on Lake Union. Staci stood on the dock, smelling the pungent, fishy lake air as she breathed deeply, trying to ward off anxiety. The lake was calm, ruffled only slightly by the same breeze that played with the hem of her flowing, pink summer top.
A yellow-and-white six-passenger Piston Beaver waited for them, bobbing on the water, looking retro and shiny in the bright May sunlight. Next to her Drew chatted with Jerry the pilot and two men, ostensibly a father and grown son off for a fishing weekend in Victoria. The father looked as if he was in his middle fifties, stout and fit. His son was probably in his late twenties or early thirties and handsome. They didn’t look like father and son at all. Staci was suspicious, wondering if they were more than they seemed. NCS maybe?
She wished Mandy was along so they could gossip and speculate. And Staci had no doubt they’d run into Noe on this little trip. Mandy was infatuated with him. He’d had the consideration to send Mandy flowers, too, when he took off. And a phony explanation about how he was called home unexpectedly for a family emergency.
Mandy, of course, didn’t believe it. She knew Noe was a spy suddenly called away on a mission. But she was happy he’d said good-bye with flowers. It gave her hope she’d see him again.
Staci paid little attention to the men’s conversation. But when the pilot mentioned that the plane had been manufactured in 1967, the very last year of production, she was certain her eyes went wide. The thing was practically an antique.
Staci studied it. Yes, air travel was generally safer than traveling by car. But that only applied to large commercial jetliners, didn’t it? Tiny planes, small seaplanes, old small seaplanes fell out of the sky all the time.
She frowned. This little plane would be easy enough to sabotage. Rig it with a bomb to take out an engine and simulate a bird-strike. Shoot it out of the air. Her imagination ran wild with ideas, fueled by stories Drew had told her of his adventures. Would the FAA even give it a second thought if this Beaver crashed at sea and everyone was lost? Would the person behind the attacks on her risk blowing up a plane?
The pilot caught her frown and shot her a reassuring smile, replying to her unspoken question as if reading her mind. “Don’t worry about our girl, here. Our remanufacturers are the best in the business. This little lady’s safer and better than she was new.”
Drew leaned over to whisper a sweet little nothing in her ear. “My two guys here have gone over the plane. It’s bomb-free. No one’s tampered with it.”
She made a point of laughing nervously and looking at Drew adoringly, like the newly reunited wife she was supposed to be. Little did the pilot know, she had every right to be jumpy.
Just then Sam and her mom arrived, strolling out of the security building and onto the dock, arm in arm. Her mom called out to them and waved.
Staci waved back, resisting the urge to frown at Sam and give him a piece of her mind for hurting her mom by fooling around with Lucy. “There’s the rest of our party.”
Though it did seem to Staci as if whatever had been between Sam and Lucy was over now. At least if the depressed and desperate way Lucy had been acting the last few days at work was any indication. Sam ignored her and Lucy pouted. That’s probably why Lucy had taken Sam’s phone and was trying to spy on him, to see if there was anyone else or any chance of getting him back.
As far as Staci had been able to determine, there wasn’t anyone else and Sam was no longer interested. So she’d decided to let things take their course and let her mom have her happiness and work out her own problems.
The pilot checked their passports and invited them aboard the single-aisle, three-passenger-row plane. Drew sat across from Staci, Linda from Sam, and father from son.
“Every seat’s a window seat. You have to love that.” Staci buckled up and sank into the plush leather, executive-quality seat. This part of being a spy’s wife was heavenly Bond-like. She’d be lying if she said she didn’t enjoy it.
The pilot popped his head in. “I just got a call from the office. There’s been a slight delay with the luggage. The baggage scanner crapped out on us again. It shouldn’t be more than a few minutes until they get it back up. In the meantime, who’d like an adult beverage?” He rattled off their list of alcohol and poured drinks all around.
“What? No Hook House Ale? Just that Canadian stuff I’m going north to check out?” Drew ribbed the pilot.
“Hey, we’re meaning to rectify that soon, as soon as someone cuts us a good deal.”
Drew laughed. “I’m holding you to it. In the meantime, my wife and I need a glass of champagne. We’re celebrating our anniversary.”
As if on cue, Jerry pulled out a bottle, two champagne glasses, and a gold foil box of chocolates. Drew took the box from him and presented it to Staci. She opened it to find her favorites—dark chocolate soft centers. She was speechless.
Jerry handed them each a glass of champagne.
Drew lifted his glass to hers. “To my beautiful wife. Happy anniversary, baby!”
If only Drew were sincere … if only he wasn’t playing another spy game. He leaned over and kissed her just as the pilot got a call and dashed to the end of the dock, where he was met with a cart full of their luggage.
Being the suspicious type, Staci wondered if Drew wasn’t behind the delay, being extra careful that no one inadvertently brought a bomb on board. How could she resist a man who was so concerned with her safety, remembered their anniversary, and gave her chocolates?
*   *   *
 
Drew sat on the water side of the airplane across from Staci. He looked past her and smiled as Jerry the pilot wheeled the luggage cart to the plane.
Drew relaxed, hoping no one had noticed he’d been tense. Never let them see you sweat was the true motto of the Agency. His phone buzzed. He had a text from his agent who’d been scanning their bags. He glanced at it.
Nothing found. Whatever the Fisherman is smuggling to the Gardener must be on his person.
Staci smiled at him. “What’s up?”
He smiled back. “Nothing. Just work wanting to rib me about going on vacation and calling it a business trip.”
“It’s nice to know you’re already making friends.” Staci winked at him. He loved the sight of her.
Sam and Linda sat in front of them. Their seats swiveled. Sam spun around to face them. “Your turn will come, Drew. Get to be my age and you’ll have vacation to burn.”
Was it just Drew’s imagination or did Sam imply Drew likely wouldn’t make it to middle age?
Linda spun around, too, and reached across the aisle to grab her husband’s hand. She smiled at Sam, glowing with the radiance of a relieved woman, one who adored her husband.
The sight turned Drew’s stomach and made him feel more anxious over whether Staci would forgive him for what he was about to do this afternoon.
“Leave him alone, you old codger,” Linda said. “Let him enjoy his youth.”
“Who you calling an old codger?”
Damn, Drew thought, watching them. Their happiness almost glittered. Linda looked happy again, in love with Sam. Back to the old Linda. And Sam?
Watching him closely, Drew thought his high spirits bordered on manic joy, the kind that comes from being about to realize your dreams. What were Sam’s dreams? Phenomenal wealth? Respect? Power?
All of them shone in Sam’s eyes now, to someone in the know, like Drew, magnified nearly to deadly obsessions. Sam had killed for his ambition. Looking at him, Drew got the feeling that murder only enhanced Sam’s euphoria. He was a big man now, playing with the really big men. And he had no idea what a dangerous game he was playing.
If Drew had merely been a stepson-in-law, he might have warned Sam off, told him that RIOT would never let him walk away to enjoy his wealth, true believer or not. That he’d just inked his signature on a contract for a suite in hell. SMASH would hunt him down until they found him, just to keep their perfect record intact. Being a spy, and hardened to the foolish choices men make, Drew only thought about how the current situation affected him.
Barely a week ago, at the start of the mission—was it really only a week ago?—Drew wouldn’t have imagined he’d be trying to save his marriage. Desperately trying to save his marriage. He’d thought then that if Staci discovered what his real mission was—to bring in her stepfather and try him for treason—it would only cement their divorce. Freeing Drew up to try to move on, cutting off any chance of giving in to any lingering temptation to win Staci back.
Now the very mission threatened his plans.
No matter what Staci thought about Sam, she’d put her mother’s happiness first. Staci was logical and pragmatic enough to understand Sam was a dangerous traitor who had to be brought in and stopped. But emotional enough that Drew worried she’d never forgive him for being the one to do it, and for planning it all along, and using her as part of the scheme.
This new sickening display of public affection between Sam and Linda made him rethink his strategy to warn Staci away from Sam. He couldn’t let anything slip, anything that might make Staci suspicious. Which meant he’d have to find some other way to protect her. Just until this afternoon. Then, if the mission went as planned, Sam wouldn’t be a danger to anyone but RIOT.
Jerry climbed aboard the plane, recited the safety instructions, pointed out the exits, and jumped into the cockpit. A few minutes later, they skimmed across Lake Union and became airborne just before water met land.
“Isn’t this wonderful?” Linda said.
Staci murmured a response.
“Yeah, it’s a great view from up here.” Drew looked out the window. He was serious. “Awesome.”
Linda laughed. “No, well, yes sure, that too. But I meant about the four of us, all going off together to celebrate reunions.
“Two weeks ago you two were about to finalize your divorce and Sam and I were going through a rough patch. Now look at us!” Linda smiled fondly at Staci. “All happily reunited.”
Linda reached across and patted Staci’s hand. “This is such a pleasant difference from the last trip Sam and I took you on, Staci. Remember Westport in March? You were a different girl then, so sad and depressed. Nothing we did could cheer you up. Not even going out on Sam’s fishing boat, the Attitude and Latitude.” Linda winked at Drew. “She missed you too much.”
Staci frowned, looking as if she’d rather avoid the topic. “Of course I was depressed. I got horribly seasick, Mom! You escaped that particular misery because you begged off from fishing to go shopping, insisting Sam and I go so it would be like old times with Daddy.”
“I don’t like boats. Water’s not my thing,” Linda said, as if that justified things. “Just ask Sam.”
“She’s right. I don’t remember the last time she set foot on Attitude and Latitude.”
“Yeah, well, I remember my last time. It was horrible—windy and the river runoff was high, which made crossing the bar a nightmare even most professional fishermen avoided.” Staci turned an accusing eye on Sam.
“I don’t know what came over you. You’re usually more cautious.” She shook her head. “I spent most of the day belowdeck, groaning, trying to sleep it off and not toss my cookies while watching drawers and cupboards fly open and stuff pop out. I was lucky nothing beaned me. Good thing Sam had enough skill to bring us back in one piece. There were times during the day that I wondered.”
Sam grinned. “Oh, it wasn’t so bad. I limited out—rockfish and lingcod.”
Greg and Jake, the “father-and-son” fishermen, spun around in their seats and gave Drew and his family friendly waves.
Greg addressed Sam. “Sorry for eavesdropping, but sounds like you’re an avid fisherman. Are you taking a charter tomorrow?”
Sam laughed and nodded. “Taking one this afternoon and one tomorrow. Fishing’s the reason for this trip.”
“What are you after?” Greg asked.
Sam’s grin spread over his face. Once again Drew sensed a dangerous sense of elation in Sam, as if he were fooling everyone. “The usual—halibut, lingcod, rockfish.” Sam paused. His eyes glittered with greed. “Of course, I’d love a nice Tyee.”
A Tyee was a chinook salmon that weighed over thirty pounds. Sam is expecting a hell of a payoff, Drew thought grimly.



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
Victoria, BC, sits on the south end of Vancouver Island, just off the Strait of Juan de Fuca on the shores of a fine harbor. Less than an hour after they left Seattle, Jerry pulled the Beaver into the Inner Harbor, bounced once on the water, and slid into a slot next to a dock on Government Street.
Finally, Canadian soil, Drew thought with satisfaction. He was already feeling the thrill of adrenaline course through his body as he thought of the mission going down this afternoon.
Sam didn’t have a fishing charter scheduled—he had a drop to make and a payoff to receive. Too bad for him it wouldn’t be going down as he’d planned.
Drew helped Jerry unload the bags and cheerily met up with his wife, mother-in-law, and Sam on the dock. Victorians liked to claim Victoria was more English than England. Maybe it was. All he knew was that he felt pumped, while acting as calm and stoic as a Brit.
“How would you like to get to the hotel, sweetheart?” Sam said to Linda. “Taxi, horse-drawn carriage, rickshaw?”
Linda slapped him playfully on the arm.
“I’m not joking. In Victoria, all means of transportation are available.” Sam kissed Linda on the cheek.
The whole phony display made Drew sick. Or would have if he weren’t so hardened to deceit. Drew suspected Sam planned to skip the country after his payoff. Drew doubted very much Sam planned to take Linda with him.
Drew pointed up the street. “The brewpub is that way, maybe half a mile. It’s a nice day. I say we walk.”
Staci nodded her agreement. “It’s beautiful weather and all our suitcases roll.”
She seemed happy, which gave Drew hope.
“No,” Sam insisted. “I think a carriage ride is in order. My treat.” He flagged a carriage.
They arrived at the Trumpet Brewpub and Hotel by horsepower. For the first time in a long time, Drew felt grateful to his stepfather-in-law. The carriage ride set the perfect romantic tone to start the weekend.
The Trumpet, however, was more masculine than romantic. He watched Staci’s face fall slightly at the dark wood interior, the overstuffed deep leather chairs in the lobby, the fishing motif and stuffed fish on the walls. Not exactly an anniversary getaway destination, especially as it reminded him, and probably Staci, too much of Sam’s taste in decor. Drew would have preferred somewhere more romantic, too. But deceptions must be adhered to. The Agency cover artist, Malene, had done a great job finding this place and setting the cover story in motion.
A jovial clerk at the front desk gave them their room keys. “Once you’re settled in, come on down for a few pulls of beer. Or would you prefer to start now?” He grinned at the ladies. “They’re on the house.”
Staci laughed. “Speaking for myself, I’d prefer to freshen up first.” She glanced at the clock on the wall behind him. “Besides, it’s only ten thirty. I never drink before noon.”
Drew loved the tinkle of her laugh. He found himself completely enamored of her. The quaint English atmosphere didn’t hurt. For Americans, particularly those in the Northwest, going to Victoria was like a mini vacation to England on the cheap.
The clerk laughed with Staci, not at her. “Clearly, you haven’t been hanging around a brewpub long enough.” He took a poke at Drew. “Haven’t you come to talk to the boss about starting a brewpub hotel yourself? First rule of marketing—school the wife and make sure she develops a taste for ale for breakfast. Served up with some bangers and mash it’ll hold you over until lunch well enough, ay?”
Drew grinned and shrugged. “Give me time. I’ve barely been on the job a week.”
“That long?” The clerk shook his head and gave them directions to their rooms.
It had been a feat to get the two couples rooms in the same hotel, close enough that Drew could keep an eye on Sam, yet far enough away to allow him some privacy with Staci. Linda had insisted they stay at the same hotel.
He carried Staci’s bag to the third floor and let her into their room. Once they were safely in, she threw herself into his arms and kissed him thoroughly.
“What did I do to deserve that?” he said.
“Oh, I don’t know? Maybe it was the chocolates. Maybe it was taking me along on this romantic mini spy-cation of yours.
“If only Mom and Sam weren’t along. Mom’s a garden maniac. She has us booked on a walking tour of Historic Victoria this afternoon and hopes to have time to tour Beacon Hill Park. She would have had us at Butchart, but she couldn’t get tour reservations until tomorrow.
“And she has an idea to tour the shops after that.”
“Sounds like a great plan to me. You love doing all those things. Just don’t wear yourself out. Save a little something for me later. It is our anniversary.” He winked at her. “I’ve made dinner reservations at the Empress Room for seven. We’ll be having royal table service. Wear something tight, low-cut, and fabulous with nothing underneath. Buy something new if you have to. We’ll pretend we’re Bond and Vesper tonight.”
Staci kissed him lightly on the lips, just a brush. A feather-light touch that aroused him. He hoped it wasn’t the last one she ever gave him.
She laughed and shook her head. “Now, there’s a tragic love story to emulate. Have you forgotten your Bond lore? Vesper’s a double agent who betrays Bond, falls in love with him and wants his baby, then kills herself to save him from SMERSH assassins. And for all her trouble, he calls her a bitch. That’s the last line in the book, isn’t it?”
He squeezed her playfully. “Yeah, but I think Bond meant it affectionately.”
She raised a brow. “The bitch is dead now? That’s what you call affectionate?”
He laughed. “I’d never call you a bitch, baby. I don’t suppose you’d tell me if you’re a double agent. But you don’t have any SMERSH assassins after you, do you?”
“Well…”
He loved her sense of humor. “Okay, they might be part of a terrorist death squad, but they’re definitely not SMERSH.”
She kissed him on the cheek and pulled away, plopping on the bed and kicking off her sandals. “Yes, but there’s Sam—”
For a minute his heart stopped. She was so close to the truth, but he knew she meant something different.
“Stace, leave Sam to me. I’ll follow him and make sure he gets on that charter boat and isn’t meeting another mistress. You just enjoy yourself with your mom. And don’t go down any dark alleys or break away from the tour. I’ve called in a few favors from some Canadian agents up here who’ve promised to look out for you. One of them may or may not be one of your tour guides.”
“Thanks for the warning. As if I’m not already jumping at shadows. I hope this agent is well versed in botany and history. I’d hate to think everything I’m going to hear about historic Victoria or the gardens is simply a well-polished lie.”
“Well-polished lies are the best kind and can be extremely useful.” He sat down next to her and squeezed her thigh through her jeans, wishing she’d been wearing a skirt so he could feel the sexy tautness of her shapely, toned legs and the smoothness of her warm skin. “Don’t worry, the agent I’m thinking of is retired and old enough he may very well have witnessed Victoria’s founding.”
“You take such good care of me.” Staci’s expression softened. She smiled at him. “Do you really have time to chase after Sam? I thought you had spying to do.”
He shrugged. “Yeah, sorry, spying waits for no man, and no anniversary, either. I have a phony brewery meeting or two thrown in. Nothing I can’t handle. I’ll be all yours at dinner. Promise.”
“What if Sam’s meeting his paramour on the fishing vessel? What if she’s a fisherwoman after his heart and his cushy document control engineer’s salary?”
“What if?” He grinned and pushed her back onto the bed.
*   *   *
 
Beacon Hill Park covered two hundred acres. Staci and Linda stood on the edge of a group of tourists at the park entrance as their botanical tour guide recited park facts. It was a good thing her mom had warned Staci to wear walking shoes. After a two-hour walking tour of the Victorian homes of James Bay, and only a brief stop for lunch, Staci wanted to collapse. Her mother, however, was all vivacity and sparkling, energetic happiness. Earlier, Linda had peppered the historic district tour guide with all manner of enthusiastic questions. She showed no sign of slowing down on this tour.
Cynically, Staci wondered how many of the answers were the truth. Oh, they had all sounded valid enough—informed, even. But given what Drew had said about retired CSIS agents giving tours, well … They were all professional liars, after all.
Frankly, though, she wondered at everything. Was this master gardener who was giving them their tour another CSIS agent? Where was Noe? She was half disappointed he hadn’t turned up yet. She’d thought he might be their garden tour guide, but no such luck.
The thin, elderly gentleman conducting their tour seemed completely harmless and looked incapable of protecting a fly, let alone her. Then again, Staci had underestimated the octogenarian assassin in the grocery store last week. She wouldn’t make that mistake again. But she would have felt better, safer, if Noe had turned up as their guide.
Noe, however, was probably off spying with Drew, doing the exciting, active-duty stuff rather than playing bodyguard for her. She took a deep breath, hoping whatever Drew was up to wasn’t too dangerous and knowing it probably was. She just hoped he made it to their romantic dinner. During their marriage he had a terrible habit of missing dinner, especially when she’d cooked something special, or it was their anniversary.
He’d been hinting at the importance of tonight’s dinner. The last time Drew had acted similarly suspicious, outside of his job, he’d proposed to her. The memory made her smile. Not wanting to get her hopes up, she quashed the wish that Drew was going to propose a permanent reunion over a flute of champagne and not just a happy resolution to a mission. Either way, she was intent on telling him the truth about Iguazu Falls and hope there was a chance they could patch things up.
She checked her phone for a message from Drew. Sam’s fishing charter was scheduled to sail at two. Drew had promised to let her know if Sam actually boarded the boat. So far, no news.
She shrugged. Sam probably wasn’t top of Drew’s priority list right now. Not while he was off saving the world, or at least southern Canada. She’d get the intel out of him tonight, one way or another.
She thought of the backless evening gown she’d bought at lunch and had sent to the hotel. She’d been fortunate to spot it in the boutique window during the five minutes her mother had allotted for shopping. Staci felt sexy and Bond girl in it.
Staci snapped from her thoughts as the group moved forward into the park. Butchart Gardens advertised as the big draw for the area and got all the glory in the tourist brochures at home in Washington State. But Beacon Hill Park looked and felt glorious, particularly on a sunny May day when even romance was in bloom.
Horse-drawn carriages clopped along, giving the feeling of stepping back in time. Blue herons waded in the shallow ponds of the park as ducks floated by. The groomed grounds extended to the trees, some of which were pruned in intricate designs. And even though the native foliage—Douglas firs and western red Cedars—were just the same as in Seattle, the site felt elegant, as if Staci’s little group was taking a turn about the extensive grounds of an English estate.
As they meandered down a pathway, leisurely navigating a curve in the path while the tour guide pointed out a bald eagle nesting site, a movement off to her right caught Staci’s attention. She turned to look and froze. No, it wasn’t an assassin staring at her. She thought she saw—no, she clearly saw—Lucy, looking pale and flustered, taking a shortcut across the lawn out of the park. What was Lucy doing in Victoria?
Staci thought about what Drew had told her and felt her anger rise. Was Lucy here for a tryst with Sam, right beneath her mother’s nose?
*   *   *
 
A mission was just a mission, even a mission to save the world from the maniacal ranting of a dangerous world-class lunatic. Drew’s pulse thrummed with the adrenaline high of the chase. He had to keep his nerves in check, remain calm and unreadable in the face of excitement and possible failure. Even death. So many little things could go wrong at the last minute. Fatal errors.
But this mission was something new, a true test of his abilities. Many times, yes, he’d taken in men and women he’d befriended, fooled, beguiled. But he’d never arrested a family member, a man whom he’d tried to think of as a father, tried to please at Christmas and the holidays, bought gifts for, discussed with his wife, and known for years.
He tried to force out the amiable picture he had of Sam at Christmas carving the prime rib. Tried to replace it with the Sam on the video who coldly fired two shots into Martel’s brain without the slightest look of remorse or distaste crossing his face. Tried to remember that the amiable Sam was only one part of the man.
People were complex, multifaceted. And several of Sam’s facets needed polishing. Or more correctly, excising. Sam would sell out his country, the world, to line his pocket, for his own comfort. Drew tried to picture thousands, millions of faceless people who would be harmed by Sam’s actions. To keep in mind—Sam was just another evil, heartless target. To forget any lighter shades of gray that made him human.
As ignoble as it was, Drew hid in the bushes, dressed in a park sanitation worker’s uniform, compliments of Noe and CSIS. He wore a bag slung over his shoulder, ostensibly for stashing trash, but in reality filled with implements of the trade. He had a brush and dustpan, a pointy metal stick for stabbing garbage and shooting poisonous darts, and a sniper’s rifle for everything else.
He trained the sniper’s rifle on a fat middle-aged man dressed in coveralls, the kind worn by master-gardening park volunteers with PARK PLANT MANAGEMENT silk-screened on the back. The man wore a large straw hat to shade him from the sun. He knelt on a foam kneepad, tending the begonias that grew in the bed next to a pond with a magnificent spewing fountain in the heart of Beacon Hill Park. The woods where Drew hid hummed with the sound of splashing water. Very nice white-noise cover. Loud enough to cover most means of execution and any idle chitchat. The Gardener was smart.
Though it was warm, and the Gardener rotund, the man wasn’t sweating, which unnerved Drew. He’d heard too many stories about the Gardener and his unflappable cool.
The Gardener was a RIOT legend. A man who would nurture a sick fuchsia back from the brink of death and withering dehydration, and then shoot a man who begged for his life without even blinking. A gardener’s backpack sat next to his feet. Probably contained the payoff Sam was expecting for his treason.
Drew, Noe, and their fellow agents had been tailing Sam all morning, intercepting his messages. If their intel was correct, Sam was headed to the park to make the drop.
Noe spoke to Drew through his nearly invisible Bluetooth phone earbud. “The target is on the path to the pond. He’ll be there in three, two, one…”
Sam came into view on the path directly across from Drew.
“I’ve got a visual,” Drew whispered.
“We’re in position,” Noe said. “We ’ave the area cordoned off and the park surrounded. Let’s take the bastard down.”
Drew murmured his agreement and positioned his rifle, hoping he didn’t have to take a shot. As Sam strolled along the path that wound around the pond, Drew switched his earbud to listening ear mode. He turned it to record and adjusted the tiny video camera he wore on the button of his uniform. They were going to nail Sam and the Gardener.
Sam began whistling. Off key. He’d never been able to carry a tune. The whistling must have been a signal. The Gardener looked up. Drew watched his body posture become tense, ready to spring. Drew couldn’t see his face beneath the straw hat, but Sam smiled at him. “Beautiful begonias.”
“It’s been a good year for them. They like light, but not direct sun,” the Gardener said. His tone was high-pitched, grating.
Drew hoped he didn’t have to listen to it long. The United States had a deal with the Canadians. They got the Gardener, the US got Sam. All intel would be shared.
“Picky plants,” Sam said, his tone light and easy.
Drew couldn’t detect the slightest edge of fear or nerves in it.
The Gardener laughed. “Do you know much about begonias?”
“Only that they grow from tubers.”
“Very good,” the Gardener said. “Few people know that. You have something for me?”
The Gardener pushed up onto his knees from his bent position. Drew thought he was taking an awful chance. Until he spotted the steel-handled hoe/cultivator the Gardener held. Its blade glistened through the dirt caked on it and looked as sharp and lethal as the finest knife blade. No doubt it was tipped with poison.
Drew held his breath.
Sam dropped a small packet at the Gardener’s feet. The Gardener picked it up, looked at it, and shrugged. “If this isn’t what I ordered, you’ll be dead before you can leave the park.” He nodded toward his backpack. “Take it. It’s all there.”
Facing the Gardener, Sam reached down, scooped up the backpack, and slung it over one shoulder.
Drew opened his mouth to issue the order to swoop in and arrest them just as Sam pulled a small handgun from his pocket. He raised it and shot the Gardener twice between the eyes. The Gardener fell back on his heels, arms limp behind him. His hat fell off, caught a breeze, and blew across the flower bed.
Drew jumped to his feet. “Move in! Move in!”



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
Before Drew hit the edge of the woods and broke into the clearing, Sam pulled a spherical bomb from his pocket. He removed a pin and tossed it onto the ground. An instant later he was enveloped in dense black smoke that even the bright sunlight couldn’t penetrate.
Drew rushed in, rifle at the ready, and began coughing. His eyes stung. “Damn, it’s laced with tear gas. Back off.” He issued orders to seal the park. Cursing that he didn’t have a gas mask on him, he lowered his weapon, backed away, and waited for the smoke to clear, certain Sam would be gone when it did.
Fortunately, there was enough of a breeze to dissipate the smoke within minutes.
Noe appeared beside him. “Our agents are everywhere. We’ll get ’im.” Noe nodded toward the body. “Does your stepfather-in-law have a death wish?”
Drew took a deep breath. “Apparently so.”
Sam was more cunning and clever than Drew or NCS had given him credit for. Never underestimate your enemy. It often proves fatal. Drew looked around for the parcel Sam had dropped at the Gardener’s feet. It was gone. Naturally. Emmett was going to have Drew’s head and Drew was going to have Sam’s. When he caught him.
Drew clenched his fist. He and Noe walked over to examine the body. Noe picked up the Gardener’s hat and clutched it to his chest.
Drew stared into the glassy eyes of the dead man. He frowned. Short gray hair. Soft face. No stubble. No Adam’s apple.
He turned to Noe.
Noe met his eyes. “What the hell? The Gardener is a woman! Butt-ugly, but a woman nonetheless.”
Drew shuddered. His stepfather had just shot a woman between the eyes at nearly point-blank range. “We aren’t getting anything out of her now.”
Drew took another deep breath and looked up to the sun. “Sam clearly carefully planned this. He must have an escape route. He’s been socking away money. He probably has a whole new identity planned somewhere. He’s going to disappear. We need to close the harbor and smoke him out.”
Noe frowned. “Even though the Government Parliament Building is just across the street, getting permission and closing the harbor won’t be easy.”
“I have a terrible feeling, Noe. Sam was supposed to go out on a fishing charter this afternoon.” Drew pulled his phone from his pocket and brought up the website for the charter company. “If you’re a desperate man fleeing SMASH and their one hundred percent success rate, what’s the safest cover?”
Noe didn’t miss a beat. “Death, of course.”
Drew nodded. “Sam will be faking his death. The sooner the better if he plans on living another day. We need to stop this charter cruise from making it to the strait before it goes down with everyone onboard. We’ll need a bomb squad.”
Noe nodded. “I’m on it.”
“We’ll also need to check the harbor rentals. See if anyone matching Sam’s description has rented a boat for today or tonight. And see if he even checked in to that charter.” He took a breath. “I have to talk to Langley.” Drew hated doing it, but he had to talk to Emmett.
Noe nodded toward the Gardener. “My men will clean this up. Good luck with the boss.”
“Good luck with yours.”
Noe mumbled something in Quebecois and took off at a run.
Drew glanced at his watch. He had five hours to find Sam before dinner. Why had Sam killed the Gardener?
*   *   *
 
Nothing. Nothing, damn it! Drew thought as he headed toward the Trumpet from the harbor to dress for dinner. No sign of Sam. Yes, Sam had boarded the charter. No, he wasn’t aboard when they searched it. He probably never was aboard. Probably somehow managed to fake signing in, or had someone else sign in for him. A bomb squad found and disabled an explosive device. Noe, the bomb squad, and Drew were heroes, though no one else would know it.
Drew shook with fury when he remembered the large brown eyes of a five-year-old boy on that charter as he hugged his father’s legs and looked up at Drew with fear and awe.
“First big-boy fishing trip with his dad,” the boy’s father had told Drew with pride.
Sam would have blown the boy and his father to bits without a second thought. All to create the cover of death for himself.
If there was any justice, wherever Sam was, he was furious and sweating it out. Desperate now that his plans to “blow himself up” had failed and frantic to try to cover his trail. Looking over his shoulder, wondering when SMASH would get him. The RIOT death squad wouldn’t give up until they found Sam. Neither would Drew. Sam could be sitting on his own damn tropical island sipping piña coladas. Drew would find him.
There were hundreds of boats rented out for the night around Greater Victoria. Finding Sam, if indeed he’d taken out a boat, was going to be like hooking a salmon at noon on a sunny day—nearly impossible.
Sam had to be trying to hightail it out of Victoria under an alias. If he hadn’t already succeeded. Right now they didn’t know. They would. Sam would have slipped up somewhere.
Noe was on it. Drew should be, too. But first he had another obligation. To his heart. He felt nearly as nervous as the first time he’d proposed. More nervous. The first time he’d been confident she’d accept.
He called Staci.
“Is that you, Bond?” she said when she picked up.
He smiled with relief at the sound of her voice. Safe and sound and full of sexiness. “Too much like M. Try to put a little more sexiness in.”
She laughed.
“I’m running late,” he said. “Meet me at the Empress Room. Don’t walk there, Stace. Take your Pocket Nine. Have the concierge call you a cab. Make sure he sees you safely in. On the other end, let the valet help you out of the car. Make sure he sees you to the door. Give him a good tip for me. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
He would not miss this dinner. He wouldn’t. He had the feeling that if he didn’t show up, he’d blow things with Staci. Forever. Hell, that might be the case anyway, once he confessed.
If he confessed. Sam and his damn escape had thrown his dinner plans into confusion. What did he do now? What did he say? That he was trying to bring Sam in?
Yeah, hell, that was probably what he’d have to do.
Fortunately, Sam’s charter wasn’t scheduled to return until after dark. The sun set around nine, giving Drew a good three hours to “reunite” with Staci before her mother got worried and came around looking for Sam.
He silently cursed Sam, and in-laws in general.
He changed into a suit and tie at in a restroom at the marina. Dinner jackets were not required, but Drew was going to wear one. He’d booked the royal table service. This was supposed to be a special evening, an anniversary to remember on par with an engagement. He’d be the suave spy, though he felt less like one than he ever had. Staci would be his femme fatale. They’d end the evening happily in bed together, with the anniversary ring on her finger.
If she didn’t throw that new ring back at him after he told her what he had to.
He splashed a dash of cologne on and raced for the Empress.
*   *   *
 
Staci followed Drew’s instructions. She carried her evening bag, ready to grab her Pocket 9 if she needed to. She felt very much like a spy on a mission. She loved the feeling and found herself humming spy themes from movies and TV shows. Unfortunately, the Get Smart theme got stuck in her mind. Did it have to be the catchiest one?
Her evening bag was larger than customary. After all, it had to hold her gun, which was scaled for a full-size purse. Since she’d had spare room, she’d thrown the cling fingers in for fun. No reason really, except she got a kick out of them, her secret spy gadget. What could go wrong with cling fingers? They didn’t jam or backfire. There were positively nonlethal.
She reached the restaurant and smiled as the maître d’ escorted her to a table with a prime view of the harbor and city. She felt the eyes of several people following her. It could have been the backless dress with the slit up the leg that went nearly to her waist that caught their attention. Or it could have been her imagination, the feeling that nowhere was safe and a killer lurked behind every curtain.
She would have preferred to arrive with Drew. She just had to trust his discretion. The restaurant would be safe.
The table was laid with a white tablecloth, set with white bone china edged with silver trim. A silver candelabra, surrounded by blossoms of spring flowers, filled the center of the table. A single red rose lay over her plate.
She hoped Drew still felt the same way about her when she told him about Iguazu Falls.
A waiter filled her water goblet and asked if she’d like the wine brought out.
“I’d prefer to wait until my husband arrives. He’s running late. He’ll be here any minute.”
The waiter nodded and left.
My husband. For how much longer?
She looked out at the sparkling harbor, glowing with the evening sun on it and thought, hoped, Drew was indeed planning something special. And that he was in a forgiving mood. Jack Pierce had been one of his best friends.
As she waited for Drew, she reviewed her day. Her mom had retired to her room to rest, finally worn out. Staci hadn’t mentioned seeing Lucy in the park to her, didn’t want to needlessly upset her. With the crazy way Lucy had been acting lately over Sam, she could have followed him up here to beg him to come back. Or be spying on him to see what he was up to. That seemed like a common theme. For all Staci knew, Sam might be innocent of anything to do with Lucy.
Something else was bothering Staci just now about Sam, too, niggling at her.
A memory played and teased at the edges of her mind, not quite formed. Seeing the harbor brought it up. Drawers opening and closing on Sam’s boat months ago. A set of papers sliding out of one. She’d scooped it up and put it back in the drawer.
Given Sam’s strange behavior lately, the papers seemed important. What were they? Bank statements? Bills of sale? There was a name on them. It wasn’t Sam’s. For the life of her she couldn’t remember it, but it was a man’s name. She had one of those cases of the harder you think on something, the farther you chase it away.
A horrible thought occurred to her—what if Sam was a bigamist? What if he had another family somewhere, another life? What if those papers contained his other identity?
Drew came up behind her, slid a warm hand on her shoulder, kissed her neck, and whispered in her ear, “You look gorgeous tonight. Happy anniversary.”
She smiled up at him, thoughts of Sam’s possible double life forgotten. Drew held a glorious bouquet of red roses.
“A dozen roses plus one—you’re going to spoil me.”
“We are ‘happily reunited.’ People will expect me to spoil you.”
But no one is watching us now.
He handed her the roses. “You need to be on your game, babe. Alert to intruders. Having your back, however sculpted, hot, and eye catching, to the room is never good.”
A subtle compliment, but she’d take it. He liked the dress. “The view’s too beautiful to pass up. Besides, I knew it was you. I can sense your presence, spousal ESP. And the room behind me is perfectly reflected in the silver service.”
“You’re improving your spycraft.” He slid into the chair across from her and signaled for the waiter, asking him to bring the wine.
Drew looked hot, absolutely lust inducing in his immaculately tailored suit. Her fingers itched to run over the seams on his broad shoulders. She wondered where he’d gotten it. If Malene, the Agency cover life artist, had provided it for him on one of his missions. If it had been part of a past cover life. What would that life have been like? The suit was too expensive to fit into their household budget.
She watched Drew closely as he smiled at her. “How was your day? Is the world safe again?” She was only half teasing.
He shook his head, looking troubled. “No, not yet.” For the barest second, defeat and anger shone in his eyes. Then it passed. “We hit a snag. Emmett’s pissed. He’ll get over it.”
“You’ll get the bad guys, Drew. You always do.” She set her bouquet beside her on the table, catching the scent of roses as she reached over to squeeze his hand. “What’s at stake this time?”
“Oh, the usual—another egomaniac wants to take over the world. That kind of thing.” Drew grinned.
“Surely you exaggerate.” She hoped he was.
The waiter arrived and poured them each a glass of wine.
“How was your day?” Drew asked as if he’d said nothing unusual.
“Not nearly as exciting as chasing KAOS villains.” She winked at him and shrugged. “Fun. Tiring. We walked miles. My mother is relentless in her pursuit of botanical wisdom and historical factoids.” She paused. “And strange.” Staci frowned. “I saw Lucy Wells in the park. Do you think she followed Sam up here?”
“Lucy?” Drew sat up straighter. “You’re sure?”
She nodded. “Yes.”
“You talked to her?” Drew studied her, his gaze running appreciatively over her cleavage.
The dress was so low and backless, she’d had to tape herself in. Later, he’d have to unwrap her like a package and break through the tape.
That is, if he was still interested after her confession.
She tingled at the thought of Drew’s touch. She’d also honored his request, almost. She wore the scantiest pair of thong panties beneath her dress and nothing else. But the panties hardly counted. They merely satisfied her sense of modesty.
“No. She wasn’t close enough. She brushed past us. I don’t think Mom saw her. Lucy looked … furtive. Could she be jealously spying on Sam? From the way Lucy acted at work, I thought they’d broken up. Maybe I was being optimistic.
“Do you think she’s here to fool around with him behind Mom’s back? Is that what Sam’s ‘fishing trip’ really is?”
Drew frowned. “Seems risky.”
“Could be part of the excitement,” she said, wishing away the image of Sam and Lucy together that insinuated itself in her mind.
Drew’s phone buzzed in his suit coat pocket. He ignored it.
“Are you going to get that?”
“No.” He spoke the one word in a low, sexy tone.
“It could be important.”
“So are you.”
“You’re taking this cover reunion very seriously. No one’s watching now.” She spoke flirtatiously, trying to give him the idea it could be more than a cover. She hoped she wasn’t being too subtle.
His eyes sparkled. “Good. We don’t need an audience for what I have in mind.”
Tingles all the way to her toes.
The waiter arrived with their first course—roasted beet carpaccio and a green salad with goat cheese foam and walnut vinaigrette. He poured the wine selection for the first course, a fine Riesling.
When he left, Drew raised his glass. “To glamorous cover lives, and us.”
She smiled and clinked glasses with him.
His phone buzzed again. She lifted a brow. He shrugged and ignored it.
“You’re not even going to check for a text?”
He shook his head. “No, in fact I should turn it off. Though that’s a fireable offense.” He grinned.
He really was putting her first tonight. As he slid his hand into his pocket to silence the phone, she touched his arm, stopping him. “I don’t want you fired.” She smiled at him as seductively as she knew how.
He arched a brow again. “Really?”
“Yes, really.”
“You’ve changed your mind about the spying life?” He sounded hopeful.
“I’ve changed my mind about a lot of things.” She took a deep breath and swallowed. “Drew, I have to make a confession to you.”
He looked at her quizzically, hopefully.
“I owe you an apology.” She bit her lip. Even though she’d rehearsed the words in her mind all afternoon while walking through the park, the perfect words escaped her. “You were so good to me after Ciudad and I treated you … treated you horribly. I pushed you away. On purpose.”
Now that she’d started, the words tumbled out. “I felt so guilty. Responsible for what happened to you. For what they did to you.” She swallowed hard, trying to keep her courage up and say what she had to say. “I accidentally gave away that you were my husband. To a steward at the resort in Iguazu Falls. I had no idea he worked for the drug lords.”
She shook her head. “That’s why they tracked me to my apartment. And then … I told them where you were. I sent Jack to his death. I nearly killed you. All because I couldn’t lie, even to save your life…” She trailed off, hoping she’d spoken loud enough for him to hear.
He scooted his chair around the table so that he sat right next to her, turning in the chair until he faced her. He took her hands in his and squeezed them.
She stared into her lap, continuing before he could speak. “I’m so sorry, for everything. I decided there was only one way you’d be safe—without me.” She choked up. “So I said I didn’t love you anymore.”
“Stace, babe, I know.” His voice was soft and tender.
She looked at him through the tears in her eyes. “You know?”
“I have my sources.”
“Mandy! Mandy told you something at the winery, didn’t she?”
He shrugged.
She shook her head and tried to smile. “You’re a terrible liar, Drew Fields.”
“I must be losing my edge.” He put a hand on her chin and tipped her face up so that she had to meet his eyes. His jaw ticked slightly in the way it did when he was angry. “You didn’t give me away, Stace. They tortured the truth out of you. There’s a big difference. Don’t you see?” His passion almost swayed her.
She nodded, but she still wasn’t fully convinced. “I slipped up with the steward. That wasn’t torture. But I’m a better liar now. Promise. I’ve learned. For you. Lies of omission seem to be my strong suit. I won’t be careless again.”
“It was my fault,” he said, ignoring her last statement. “For putting you in danger in the first place.”
“No, Drew. I wanted to go. I wanted to be with you. Without you…” There. She said it. Or at least implied it. Laid her heart out there for him to stomp on if he chose.
“I have something I need to say to you, too.” He reached into his suit pocket. The other one, the one without the phone. He was pulling his hand out from his pocket, clutching something, just as the waiter rushed up.
“So sorry to interrupt your evening, sir. But you have a call at the front desk. The caller said it’s urgent. He hasn’t been able to reach you on your cell.”
Drew stared at Staci and slid his hand back into his pocket without revealing the contents.
“Go,” she said. “It sounds important.”
Drew nodded to the waiter and pushed back his chair. “I’ll be right back. Don’t leave the table, Stace. Promise me.”
“I wouldn’t dream of leaving.”
Just as Drew rose, she overhead a snippet of conversation at the table next to her. A woman saying something to a man named Brad.
“Jasper Bradford!” The name rose to her lips out of nowhere. She couldn’t believe she’d spoken it aloud.
Drew paused and shot her a puzzled look.
She supposed it did seem like a non sequitur. “Sorry! I was trying to remember that name while I was waiting for you. It’s the name I saw on paperwork in Sam’s boat on that awful fishing trip.” She smiled at him. “Now go. Hurry. I’ll be waiting for you.”



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
Jasper Bradford. Drew pulled out his phone and put out an APB on Mr. Bradford, who was certainly Sam Deeds, as he raced to the reception desk and picked up his call, feeling like a spy out of the 1950s for ignoring his shoe phone and being forced to use antiquated technology like a landline.
“Why the ’ell ’aven’t you been hanswering your phone?” Noe said, still managing to sound halfway jovial.
“Good evening to you, too. Let me call you back on my secure cell phone.” He hung up and called Noe on his cell as he walked to a secluded hallway where he wouldn’t be overheard. “I have an alias for Sam for your boys to check. I’ve got our staff on it, too. They’ll be checking the harbor rentals. Jasper Bradford.”
Noe mumbled something in French too softly for Drew to understand. “You are sure?”
“I have a good hunch.” He explained briefly.
Noe laughed. “I ’ave to ’and it to you, you win the prize if you’re right.”
“Now—you have something urgent to tell me. Good news I hope.”
“Not as good as yours. We ’ave an emergency here at the Trumpet. The janitor found the body of a middle-aged woman in the broom closet just down the hall from your stepfather-in-law’s room. The body is very fresh. Dead less than an hour.”
Drew’s heart stopped as he saw his future life with Staci slip away. “Not my mother-in-law!”
“No. Sorry to worry you. Not your mother-in-law. I ’ave already checked. She is alive and well in her room.”
“Lucy Wells,” Drew said, letting relief wash over him and put his pulse back to right.
“You ID her without even seeing the body?” Noe said. “Very skillful. Or are you playing twenty questions with me?”
Drew smiled. “Staci saw Lucy at the park this afternoon.” Drew described her. “She shouldn’t be in Victoria.”
“Yes, minus two bullet holes between her eyes, that sounds like her. I’ll instruct our men to get a positive ID. Who is Lucy Wells? An amateur spy, or a PI? We found a button cam on her blouse.”
Damn, Drew thought, remembering Lucy buying all that gear at the spy store in Seattle. Her curiosity had killed her. He was certain she’d found something out, something Sam didn’t want her to know. She’d followed him up here to blackmail him with it and get him back. Of course, he’d killed her to silence her.
“Sam’s mistress. Look, Noe, let me take Staci back to the hotel. Let’s rendezvous in fifteen.” The hairs on the back of Drew’s neck stood up. He had to get Staci to safety.
*   *   *
 
Staci sat sipping her wine, frustrated, but enjoying her thoughts and the view all the same. Why did her life have to be like an old soap opera? A phone call interrupting just as she and Drew were poised on the brink of really reconciling was so cliché it was almost funny. Almost.
But he’d be back. He had something in his pocket for her. She grinned. Yes, something more than the usual. And yet he’d seemed nervous, which wasn’t like Drew. She was hoping he’d been about to make a declaration and propose a reunion. He’d forgiven her so easily. She had hope, real hope that he would ask her to stay with him.
And she’d accept him. She knew that with certainty. Being with him this past week, being a real part of his world, learning to lie, the realization had come upon her gradually—she needed Drew Fields. Sneaky, lying, danger-loving spy that he was, she wanted to be his wife, forever.
“Staci! There you are.” Her stepfather’s voice interrupted her pleasant thoughts.
His tone was so urgent, she nearly jumped. She turned to face him as he knelt beside her. “Sam? I thought you were out fishing until dark.”
“We limited out early.” He grabbed her arm. “I came back to the hotel room to find your mother in agony.”
“Agony? She was fine when I saw her just over an hour ago.”
“Food poisoning, I think,” Sam said. “You know how quickly that comes on. She’s sick, Staci. Really sick. I begged her to let me take her to the emergency room, but she refused. Doesn’t trust the Canadian health system. I hated to leave her alone, but I had to go out and get something to help her. She’s dehydrating.” Sam looked genuinely upset.
“Why didn’t you call me?”
He shrugged. “Didn’t think of it until I was walking by the Empress on my way to the drugstore. Then, forgive me, but I remembered you were dining here for your anniversary. The thought occurred to me that you’re the only person she’ll listen to. You’d be able to talk some sense into your mom and get her to go to the doctor.”
“Of course.” She grabbed her evening bag. “Drew will be back in just a minute—”
Sam glanced around the room. “There’s no time, Staci. I’m really panicked.”
She could see he was.
Staci grabbed her evening bag and pulled her phone out. “I’ll just text Drew and let him know where I am.”
Sam grabbed the phone from her hand. “Text him on the way.”
Poor Sam. He looked so frightened. She let him pull her to her feet and lead her out of the restaurant.
*   *   *
 
When Drew returned to the table, Staci was gone. But her roses weren’t. They lay untouched where she’d set them earlier. He took a deep breath, hoping she’d just run to the ladies’ room, although his spy-sense told him otherwise.
He grabbed the waiter. “My wife, the lady at this table, did you see where she went?”
“Yes, sir. She left with an older gentleman. He looked upset and seemed in quite a hurry as he escorted her out of the room.”
Drew whipped out his phone and showed the waiter a picture of Sam. “Is this him?”
The waiter nodded. “Yes, sir, that’s the gentleman.”
Gentleman, indeed. Everything fell into place—Staci on Sam’s boat seeing the name Jasper Bradford, the attempts on her life. Sam was behind them. He had to be. He wasn’t leaving behind anyone who could give him away to SMASH.
Drew patted the waiter on the shoulder as he tucked a large tip into his pocket, then took off at a run for the hotel entrance. Sam had Staci! Drew hoped she was still alive.
*   *   *
 
A line of taxis waited at the hotel entrance. As they stepped out of the hotel, Sam grabbed Staci’s arm and stuck a gun into her ribs. “Don’t make a scene. Get into the cab. We’re going for a ride.”
“What in the world, Sam?” What has gotten into him?
“Just get in the car. Now.” He jabbed her with the gun.
Stupefied, Staci froze. He didn’t need to threaten her to get her to see her mother. In a flash, certain things began to coalesce in her mind, events linked together, like three recent attempts on her life. On her life. Sam wanted her dead.
Feeling detached, almost out of her body, she wondered about Sam’s motive, whether he’d taken out a large insurance policy on her or had just gone crazy. He was a greedy bastard, always had been.
Fortunately, she had a bit of experience surviving murder attempts. When Drew got back to the table and found her missing, he’d look for her. Drew could track anyone. She just had to leave him a clue while she thought up an escape plan.
As Sam opened the car door, she subtly pulled one of her dangly earrings loose and dropped it on the sidewalk, hoping Drew would find it. It was just a cheap earring, costume jewelry, but Drew would recognize it.
Sam shoved her into the car.
“I take it this means Mom’s not really sick,” Staci said. It seemed like the droll kind of thing Drew would say.
*   *   *
 
Drew raced through the hotel lobby and out the front doors, looking for Staci. Nothing. She’d disappeared.
He stared at the line of cabs waiting for customers just outside the hotel doors. And then he saw her earring on the sidewalk. Staci had left him a clue. Sam had taken her in a cab.
He couldn’t have gone far. The most logical place was the marina.
Drew’s cell buzzed. He glanced at the caller ID. Noe.
He’d never been so disappointed. Damn it, Staci! Where are you? Fight, baby, fight!
He picked up the phone. “Sam has Staci.”
A string of Quebecois followed. “We’ll get ’im, mon ami. Meet me at the marina. Jasper Bradford has rented a boat. If we hurry, we can cut ’im off.”
*   *   *
 
Sam shoved Staci into a rented twin-engine fishing boat, a good twenty-six-foot beauty with a sixty-degree bow deadrise meant for cutting through waves and ocean waters. Nice, sturdy enclosed cabin. Probably had a sleeping compartment belowdeck. Staci knew a boat made for open waters when she saw one. Her heart sank. Sam bound her hands behind her back and tied her to the rigging station that was meant to hold fishing poles. Fortunately, she’d managed to drop her second earring on the dock.
“Scream and I shoot you between the eyes. Right here. No questions asked.”
His words fell like ice. She believed he’d do it. In the silence in the cab on the way to the marina, she’d made another terrible connection—Sam was Drew’s mission. He had to be. Sam worked for a satellite manufacturing firm. He had access to design specs and documentation. His unexplained absences? Not an affair, though he may have had one with Lucy, too. Espionage. Selling out his country.
Everything she pieced together fit, including the extra money Sam seemed to have, his close, guarded handling of his and her mother’s finances. How long had he been a traitor? How long had Drew and Emmett been tracking him? How could Drew do this to her, come back and pretend to love her again as part of his mission? Break her heart.
She felt sick, physically sick. Heartsick. Drew’s love had all been a sham. Depressed and heartbroken, she wanted to give up, just lie down and cry. But she couldn’t let Sam get away. She had a mission. She thought about Drew’s jest over dinner about his mission—a crazy maniac who wanted to take over the world.
Drew wasn’t joking. He was telling the truth. Sam’s part of the plan.
Millions of innocent people’s lives depended on her. She had to do something.
She scanned the deck and what she could see through the tinted glass of the cabin, looking for her mother. Hoping, praying … 
“Is Mom aboard?”
“No, I’ve left Linda behind. She isn’t cut out for the new life I plan to lead.” He sounded casual, cold, and selfish.
“Alive? You left her behind alive, right?” Staci fought to keep the tremble of fear from her voice.
“Very much so. Why would I hurt her? I love your mother.”
Really? You have a funny way of showing it. She wanted to believe Sam was telling the truth, that her mom was fine.
Sam untied the boat from its moorings and pulled up the bumpers. Behind him the sunset showed off, lighting the sky in golden tones of orange, red, and pink.
“Calm water. Red sky at night, sailor’s delight,” Sam said, making casual conversation as if they were headed out for a friendly evening cruise. “The strait should be pleasant this evening.”
Stall him, Staci, stall him. Sam didn’t know Drew was a world-class spy with the full resources of the US and Canadian governments behind him. Didn’t know Drew had been watching him. Buy time.
“Why, Sam? Why kill me? What have I done?” She was still confused about that.
“You think I’m going to kill you?” He knelt beside her and stroked her cheek. “I love you. You’ve always been my little girl.”
At his touch, she shrank away and fought back the bile rising her throat. “Don’t game me, Sam. This obviously isn’t a pleasure cruise.”
Sam looked genuinely sad and upset, agitated. “I didn’t want it to come to this. I didn’t want to kill you myself. But you have nine lives, my dear. No one I hired to do it could get the job done. Don’t worry. I’ll be gentle and quick. I don’t want you to suffer.”
She shuddered. “You still haven’t answered my question—why?”
“That’s complicated.” He smiled sadly and shook his head. “I’ve always wanted to be a wealthy man.” His expression changed, became outraged. “But no one’s ever recognized my talents. Attitude passed me over for promotion time and again. And then I realized I was sitting on my fortune, I just had to seize it.
“I began selling Attitude’s secrets, government secrets, to a very nasty group of terrorists. When I realized how nasty, I wanted out. But you don’t walk away from RIOT alive. SMASH will kill you.”
RIOT. SMASH. She tried to keep track of the names.
“So I made a plan to dupe them and disappear. I didn’t want the blood of thousands of deaths on my hands. I’ve just ‘delivered’ the final installment of information they wanted and received my payoff.
“Actually, it’s misinformation. And more correctly, I stole it back. Attitude doesn’t have the technology to do what they want. But try telling RIOT and Random that.”
Random, the name on the brochure.
“I’ve just inked my own death warrant. They’ll eliminate me. If they can find me.” He shrugged. “So I have to disappear.
“Unfortunately, I can’t take your mother with me.” He sighed. “You, Staci, were in the wrong place at the wrong time. On my boat in those choppy waters at Westport. I forgot to lock one of the drawers with vital paperwork in it. I’m sure it popped open in rough water. My guess is the papers flew out and you put them back—out of order.
“I’ve been carefully creating a new identity. Whether you realize it or not, you saw it.”
Jasper Bradford. Thank goodness I blurted that name out to Drew less than an hour ago.
“I was afraid the people I’d been dealing with would find you and torture it out of you. This is really easier and kinder for you, believe me.”
He was crazy. Certifiable as he stood before her acting like some kind of humanitarian.
“But Mom, won’t they try to torture info out of her?” She swallowed hard.
Sam shrugged. “She doesn’t know anything. And I’ve eliminated the only other two people who knew—Lucy, and Wade, the nosy brew master at Hook House.”
“Lucy? But I just saw her…” She felt as if she was about to lose her wine and appetizers.
Sam patted her hand. “Don’t think about it. I try not to. Just sit back and enjoy the cruise. This is a fine boat, the best. High tech. Twin engine. Great GPS system. Should give us a nice, smooth ride.”
He rose and walked into the cab, closing and locking the cabin door behind him. An instant later the boat roared to life and jolted forward.
Sam did the equivalent of flooring it. The spray rose up around her, misting her as she assessed her situation. She sat on a large built-in fish storage locker and shivered from cold and shock. Her barely there dress hadn’t been designed for warmth. Several small bait wells sat on either side of her. The fish locker might be just large enough to hide in.
Those black high-powered twin engines Sam mentioned gleamed behind her.
She peered over the edge of the boat into the water as she fought to free herself from the railing. If she could get free, she could jump overboard. And be dead within minutes from hypothermia.
Especially dressed as she was, without a wet suit or dry suit. The waters of the Strait of Juan de Fuca in British Columbia were a few degrees cooler than the waters of Puget Sound, barely more than fifty degrees in the heart of summer. This time of year, probably not out of the forties. Two to the head was probably a better way to die.
Cocky as he was, Sam had left her evening bag slung over her shoulder. She had her gun in there. If she could get free of the railing and release her hands, she might have a chance.
Whether Drew really loved her or not, he’d be looking for her and Sam. It was his job and he was good at it. She scanned the waters, watching dozens of boats cruise the harbor, enjoying the last of a beautiful day’s light. Assuming Drew thought to look on the water, how would he find her? Sam had taken her phone.
She had to stop Sam from reaching the strait.
She managed to slip her bag off her shoulder and slide it behind her to a spot where she could reach the clasp and open it.
She felt inside. Her cling fingers sat on top. She’d thrown them in nearly last, just before her phone, kind of as a gag. Feeling the fingers encouraged her. Cling fingers had saved Maxwell Smart’s butt, they could save hers. She had to stop this boat. Sam may very well kill her, but she wouldn’t let him escape.
Fortunately, Sam and her dad took her fishing and taught her about boats when she was young. If she could disable the gas lines to the engines, they’d be dead in the water. She was willing to bet she could get access to them through the fish box she sat on.
She carefully maneuvered the cling fingers toward the edge of the boat and stuck them to the side. There. It looked as if she’d fallen over the edge and gotten a grip at the last second. Not much subterfuge, but better than nothing. She remained in front of them, blocking them from Sam’s view as she tried to free her hands.
Ironically, Sam had also taught her about knots on some of their family fishing trips—how to tie them and how to untie them. She recognized this knot as one of his favorites.
The knot Sam had used to secure her with a rope to the fishing rigging fell away easily enough. But her hands were bound wrist-to-wrist with sturdy duct tape. Unless she could find a way to cut the tape, she wasn’t going to get free. The good thing about duct tape, though—once you got it started, it ripped easily enough. All she needed was a good sharp edge to get things started.
She couldn’t think of anything in her purse that would do the trick. She didn’t even have a mirror on her she could break for bad luck. Too bad. She could use any kind of luck at all. The fish box looked like her best bet. Or one of the hatches next to it. A filleting knife, a hook, or simply a rough edge. She’d take anything.
She kicked off her heels, looking, praying for a helicopter or seaplane to appear and rescue her. No such luck.
Fishing boats didn’t have rearview mirrors. Intent on escaping, and evidently totally unconcerned that Staci possessed any ability to free herself, Sam hadn’t even glanced back in her direction since starting the boat.
If she got her hands free, she could use her gun and hold Sam hostage. She picked up it and her purse, and slid off the fish locker onto her butt on the floor.
Fortunately, the fish locker was unlocked. With her back to it, she managed to open it. With a bit more maneuvering around, she wiggled past the doors and backed into it. She bumped up against what felt like a tackle box or tool kit. Hands bound wrist-to-wrist flapping behind her like butterflies wasn’t the easiest way to work. She couldn’t get the box open. She felt around. Scraped her arm and felt the sting.
Excellent. A sharp edge.
*   *   *
 
Drew drove the cigarette boat into the sunset toward open water, chasing the Limit Out, the boat Sam had rented under his alias. No sign of Staci on deck, though the guy at the rental office assured him a pretty young woman wearing a cocktail dress had boarded the boat with Sam. And she’d been very much alive.
Noe sat next to Drew, intent and smiling behind dark sunglasses as he directed Canadian operations. Both US and Canadian Coast Guards were on alert to apprehend the Limit Out. But right now, they were still in Canadian waters.
Drew pushed the boat to just under one hundred knots.
“A fast boat makes up for a lot of crap, does it not?” Noe yelled over the roar of the engine as they skimmed across the waves.
Drew’s thoughts exactly. “Yeah. But I’ll be a whole lot happier once we rescue Staci.”
Noe nodded and barked something in French into his Bluetooth. Suddenly he pointed to a pinprick on the horizon, skimming across the water like an insect toward Sam’s boat, closing in on it faster than they were. “What is the ’ell is that?”
Steering with one hand, Drew held his high-powered binoculars to his eyes. “A Jet Ski moving at the speed of a hydroplane. Not one of ours.”
Next to him, Noe looked through his own pair. “Not one of ours, either.”
Drew swallowed hard.
Noe voiced what Drew couldn’t. “SMASH?”
Drew slapped the steering wheel and cranked up the throttle. He was almost to redline. Damn it! He had to reach Staci before RIOT’s death squad assassin did.



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
Staci broke free of the duct tape. Her wrists stung as she ripped it off, and blood trickled down her arm from the scratches she’d received. She didn’t have much time. Already it was dark in the fish box.
She put her Pocket 9 next to her and climbed into the box where she pulled a back panel loose, giving her access to the gas lines that fed the engines. She didn’t want to cut them and risk spilling gasoline everywhere. She just wanted to block them.
She reached into her purse and pulled out a pair of sturdy hair elastics. Never travel without them. Thank goodness for oversize evening bags! Working mostly by feel, she crimped one line and looped a hair elastic around it, hoping it held. The engine sputtered to a stop. Moving quickly, she banded the second line.
The engine died. Staci grabbed her gun and scooted in with her back to the engines, facing the cabin, bumping up against the toolbox again. Cowering like a child, she trained her gun on the cabin door. Sam would have to come out to check the engines. She didn’t want to shoot him, didn’t know if she could.
She’d been so focused on her task, it took her a second to realize that it should have been silent, no engine noises except for the distant roar of other boats. Why, then, did she hear an engine humming beside them?
Drew!
She nearly called out for him as she poked her head out of the box. But it wasn’t Drew who climbed over the edge into the boat.
A muscular man, dressed in black and carrying a scary-looking assault rifle, climbed aboard from a black Jet Ski he’d tethered to them.
Staci ducked back into the fish box and pulled her knees against her chest, willing herself to become invisible.
SMASH has arrived.
Just at that moment Sam stormed out of the cabin door, cursing the engines. The intruder ducked behind the door.
Sam looked around the rear deck and froze. “Staci! Staci, where are you?”
He spotted the cling fingers and walked toward the railing. Staci took a deep breath and aimed her gun at him. If she was quick, she could shoot him and the intruder.
Her hands trembled. The gun wobbled in her hands.
Now all she could see were Sam’s knees and shins as he leaned over the railing to look for her.
She aimed at his kneecaps. She could shoot him in the kneecap like an old-time gangster, disable him until help arrived.
Footsteps echoed on the deck. The intruder’s legs came up behind Sam. She steadied the gun, aimed, ready to take a two-for-one shot.
She recognized the instant Sam realized there was someone else onboard. She swore she could smell Sam sweat.
“You can’t cheat us,” the intruder said in heavily accented English. He sounded Russian. “And live.”
Two pops sounded in rapid succession. Sam’s legs crumpled in front of her. Above her, she heard a thud and bit her lip to keep from crying out. She pictured Sam slumped against the back rail, dead, eyes glassy and unseeing. Horrible images from Ciudad passed through her mind. Not exactly the part of her life she wanted to see flash before her in what could be her last moments. Though her mouth was dry, she swallowed hard.
I’m next.
The Russian laughed, a genuine, deep, full-throttled sound of true amusement, and said something in Russian. She heard him moving around. Watched his legs retreat from the railing. He paused.
“Don’t worry, little American spy girl. I am not going to kill you. I was not given orders to do so. I only kill who I am told to.” He chuckled again. “Tonight I am your hero. He was going to kill you, no?”
She was glad he found her fear and near murder so amusing. She didn’t reply.
“Saved by rubber fingers.” He laughed again. “Very ingenious, Ninety-nine. Thanks so much for the help distracting him.”
The Russian tossed something in her direction. She jumped. One hand’s worth of cling fingers came to a rest in front of her, their manicure job shot.
She heard the roar of another boat approaching.
The Russian uttered what had to be, by the sound of them, some exceptionally foul Russian curses. She watched him walk to the cabin and reappear a minute later with a bag slung over his shoulder. He took two steps to the side rail and his legs disappeared.
A Jet Ski roared to life. He was gone.
Staci’s teeth chattered. She felt herself losing her grip on reality and her gun. It slid out of her hand next to her. She leaned her head back, trying to catch her breath and think what to do next. Which was when she heard the electronic ticking coming from behind her.
She turned and examined the toolbox.
Tick. Tick. Tick.
An LED display counted down from sixty. And she realized—Sam had been planning to ditch the boat and leave her to blow up! Damn him.
She must have tripped the timer when she was trying to free herself from the duct tape.
She had less than a minute to get off the boat. There must be a lifeboat. Sam must have had an escape route planned.
Just as she made a move to get out of the fish box, something bumped and jarred the boat. Staci covered her ears, preparing to be blown up. As if covering her ears would help.
“Staci! Staci!” Drew called her name.
Still on her butt, she scooted out of the fish box as Drew swung over the rail onto the deck. Noe boarded behind him.
“Staci!”
He sounded worried, scared, like she’d only ever heard him one other time in her life—Ciudad. The look of relief that crossed his face when he saw her was priceless and genuine.
She choked back a sob. The next instant Drew crouched in front of her, still wearing his suit and looking as if he’d just stepped out of a Bond movie.
Seriously, who went boating in a suit? Or an evening cocktail dress, for that matter.
At the same time, Noe went to the rail and looked at Sam. “He’s dead.” He pulled something off the rail.
Staci pushed Drew away and scrambled to her feet. “Sam planted a bomb! We have to get off the boat. Now! We have less than a minute before we explode.”
Without hesitating, Drew scooped her in his arms, and carried her to the waiting cigarette boat. He stepped in and pulled her into his lap in the passenger seat as Noe jumped in and unleashed their boat. A second later, Noe slid into the driver’s seat and put the boat into gear.
As they took off, Noe tossed something to them. “Apparently, these work after all.”
Drew caught what Noe had tossed and held it for Staci to see—the second hand of her cling fingers, its nail polish in not much better shape than she felt.
“Saved by cling fingers, Max,” she said, shakily, roughly repeating the Russian’s words. “And SMERSH.”
“SMASH,” Drew said. “RIOT’s death squad.” He slid out of his suit jacket. “Your arms are bleeding.”
She looked at her arms and shrugged. “I’m fine. They’re just scratches.”
Drew tucked his jacket around her shoulders, and pulled her into him, his arms tight around her. He kissed the top of her head.
“You don’t have to keep pretending,” she said, her heart breaking. “The mission’s over.” She looked at him through tears in her eyes. “Yes, I figured it out. Sam was your mission.”
He didn’t deny it.
“You didn’t have to use me, Drew. You could have told me the truth. I would have helped you. You didn’t have to pretend to fall in love with me again.” She groped around in his suit coat, looking for a tissue. She felt a bulge in one pocket, reached in and found a box, a velvet box. She pulled it out and stared at it.
Drew took the box from her hands, tipped her face up to his, met her eyes, and opened the box in front of her. A band of diamonds sparkled in the last rays of light as the sun slipped over the water’s edge into night.
“Staci Fields, knowing everything you do about my mission, will you stay married to me?”
“Are you serious?” She couldn’t believe it—Drew was proposing? Proposing a real reunion?
He may have grinned, but beneath it, he looked nervous, as if he wasn’t certain what her answer would be. “You said the same thing the first time I asked you to marry me. When will you believe me?”
“Never. It’s too good to be true,” she said.
“Well? Are you going to leave me hanging on our anniversary?”
“Yes.” She smiled through tears of joy. “I mean yes, I’ll stay married to you. I don’t have much choice, do I? I know too much now.” She couldn’t help smiling and yet she felt like crying.
He took the ring out of the box, took her hand in his warm, safe, strong one, and slid the ring on. It was a perfect fit.
She held her hand out and admired it. “It’s lovely.” She grinned at him. “But nothing compares to knowing you love me. I love you, Drew.” She slid into his lap, wrapped her arms around him, and then … he kissed her.
She closed her eyes and melted into him, opening her mouth to him, opening her life to him.
Through closed eyes, she saw a brilliant flash of light. Yes, when she kissed Drew, she felt fireworks, but never quite so literally.
An explosion cracked through the peace of the night air. Waves bounced their boat as they continued to speed away from the Limit Out. Her eyes flew open.
Sparks and bits of burning debris rained down around them from the sky like a celebration of pyrotechnics.
Staci pulled back from Drew. They stared at where Sam’s boat used to be and where a fire now danced on the water, casting tongues of yellow and orange into the night sky.
“Nice night for a bonfire,” Noe said, drily. “Too bad I forgot the marshmallows.”
Staci had almost forgotten he was there. She clutched Drew’s arm. “What will we tell my mother?”
“Not the truth, that’s for sure.” He hugged Staci tight. “How about a lie of omission? Think you can handle that?”
“Sam died on a fishing boat, in a tragic accident, doing the thing he loved best.” She slid her arm around Drew and leaned her head on his chest, hearing the reassuring, steady beat of his heart. “We just won’t say that what he loved best was counting his money, the selfish, greedy man. See how well I’ve learned to lie?”
Noe grinned. Drew squeezed her.
“It would kill Mom to know everything Sam did, especially that he was going to kill me, had already tried three times, and that he was dumping Mom without a word to live out the rest of his life somewhere as a rich man. Yeah, I think I can handle telling a lie or two for the common good. Mom never has to know.” She looked at Drew and then Noe.
Drew’s jaw developed a tic. “Damn Sam. I figured it out after you mentioned the name Jasper Bradford. You accidentally saw the new identity he’d created for himself. Right?”
“Yes,” Staci explained how Sam had hired assassins who bungled through three attempts on her life because of what she knew and how she didn’t even know what she knew until she’d blurted out the name Jasper Bradford to Drew at the Empress.
“Which led us to you and solved the crime. You’re safe now.” Drew squeezed her. “And we’re good with the secret.” His voice shook, and he sounded as if he’d kill Sam himself if he were still alive. He looked as if being shot and incinerated was probably too good a fate for Sam.
Noe nodded and grinned. “Obviously, I can keep a secret.”
“Good, because I have another one for you,” Staci said. “On the boat, Sam told me he’d double-crossed something called RIOT. That Attitude never had the technology RIOT needed. That he wouldn’t be responsible for the deaths of thousands of people.
“The SMASH assassin retrieved a bag from the cabin of Sam’s boat before he left, but I’m sure all he got was the cash Sam had tricked his employers out of.
“Sam wasn’t all bad. He knew SMASH would hunt him down. But he was cocky enough to think he could escape.”
“Good to know. We’ll put it in our report,” Drew said. “Staci?”
She turned to him and gave him a questioning look.
“I may be a world-class liar, but there’s one thing I’ll never lie about again—I love you. I never stopped. I only let you go because I thought then you’d be safer without me.”
“I can’t live without you, either. We were both crazy, each trying to save the other, and only hurting each other,” Staci said. “My life may be shorter because I’m married to a spy. Or maybe not. But it will definitely be fuller. I love you, Drew.”
Just as Drew bent to kiss her again, a helicopter came out over the water and circled overhead. A beam of light surrounded them from above.
Emmett Nelson’s voice boomed down like God’s. “Good job, men and Staci. Good job. Mission accomplished. Drew, if you’d like your own life raft, for a little privacy Bond-style, that can be arranged.”
Noe snorted and tried to hide his grin.
Drew waved Emmett off. “Emmett has a terrible sense of timing,” he whispered to Staci.
“And an even worse sense of humor. Poor Em,” Staci said and kissed her husband, her real husband.



 
 
STINGER
 
Emmett Nelson smiled and leaned back against the plush leather seat of the helicopter as it headed back to Victoria. He watched the Limit Out burn as they flew over it and felt a sense of satisfaction.
“Missions accomplished,” he whispered to himself.
RIOT hadn’t gotten anything. The Gardener was dead. Sam had sold them a bill of goods and—of all the audacity—stolen it back. Which was why he was so hot on disappearing. Attitude confirmed that it didn’t yet have the technology Sam had conned RIOT into believing he could sell them. Crazy man. He wouldn’t have outrun SMASH for long.
And on the other mission, well, there was a reason the Agency advertised they had an extremely low divorce rate. Emmett never allowed divorce to happen. Never.
Now there was one more thing he needed to do for Staci—bring Jack Pierce back from the dead. That, however, would take a few more months to accomplish.
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Willow walked back into the shop slowly, only peripherally aware of Shiloh watching her with an expression of curiosity and mild concern. Willow felt stunned, and stupid for running after a shadow. What had gotten into her?
“Wow, boss, way to chase after a guy,” Shiloh teased. Then she must have seen Willow’s face because she suddenly became serious. “Are you all right? You look pale. Like you just saw a ghost.”
Willow couldn’t stop staring at the door. Jack was dead. Or was he? She wouldn’t put anything past NCS. Either Jack was alive, or she’d just missed her new soul mate. Either way, it was a rotten deal that she’d missed him. “He just disappeared.”
“I didn’t hear a car pull up. He probably came by bicycle.”
“In those clothes?”
Shiloh shrugged. “He sounded European. They ride their bikes everywhere.”
Willow couldn’t let it go. “Did you catch his name?”
“No, sorry.” Shiloh was giving her a knowing smile now. “And before you ask, he paid with cash. No paper trail.”
Willow took a deep breath, already knowing the answer to the question she was about to ask. “Just out of curiosity, what did he buy?”
“Half a dozen Lucky Jacks.”
Lucky Jacks, suspicion confirmed. Dark chocolate salted-caramels had been Jack’s favorite. She’d named them for him. It was awfully coincidental—Jack’s laugh, walk, build, hair, and taste for Lucky Jacks. Though, to be honest, Lucky Jacks were her biggest seller. She couldn’t convict him of being Jack on the basis of his purchase. She shouldn’t even be building a case in the first place.
“Maybe you’ll get lucky, boss, and our Lucky Jacks will draw him back for more. I’d call dibs to wait on him if that happens, but I have a feeling you’d dock my pay.”
Willow shook her head and managed a small smile at Shiloh’s cheek. “We’d better get to work.”
She didn’t want Shiloh thinking she was any crazier than she’d appeared these past few minutes. She couldn’t possibly explain to her how hope foolishly sprang eternal when you loved someone, especially someone in Jack’s profession where knowledge was power and deceit as common as a Washington rainstorm. A profession where someone could pretend to be anything, even deceased.
She shivered and felt the urge to lock the back door. Now. Not that locking the door would keep a spook out. But a girl could try.
*   *   *
 
That went well, Jack thought from his hiding place in the bushes.
This mission was going to kill him. He now knew his exact reaction to seeing Willow’s shapely backside in the flesh—tight, clutching lust. Longing that made him ache to touch her. Dangerously tender feelings he thought he’d buried so deeply they’d never resurface.
Damn.
Willow was the only woman who’d ever rattled him. She said it was because they were soul mates. He wasn’t the romantic type. He’d never believed in things like star-crossed lovers. But he couldn’t deny that his connection with Willow still posed a clear and present danger to his mission and her life.
How was he going to face her at the party without giving himself away?
Jack was shaken and stirred—a bad, and potentially lethal, combination for an assassin spy. He had a targeted-killing to carry out. He needed to keep his head in the game.
Given what he did for a living, people would accuse him of having no conscience. Hell, he didn’t issue the killing-commands. He merely carried out orders.
But the way he saw it, he had plenty of conscience. If he failed this mission, the Rooster would assassinate more of his fellow agents over the course of his career. He and RIOT would attack the G8 emergency summit, killing diplomats and innocent civilians. Women. Children. Old people. Young people in their prime. People with nothing more than living their everyday lives on their minds. People who had no chance of fighting back or defending themselves.
Jack was their self-defense. They were on his conscience.
He dashed from the bushes, slid into his car, and took a bite of caramel. He’d rather be licking it off Willow’s body, like he used to. Now that was heaven. He shouldn’t have ordered his favorite. That was careless. And yet, he was touched. She’d named the candy after him—the Lucky Jack. He wished he could have been sarcastic about it, but he was damn lucky. He’d survived that blast and lived to see Willow one more time.
He took another bite and stuck his keys in the ignition. The engine turned over. He put the car in drive.
She’d come charging out of the store looking for him. Looking disappointed and frustrated. She suspected something. The Sense reacting to him? Or was he still, new looks and all, just a little too familiar, even from the back?
Yeah, he’d seen her gawking at his ass and assessing his walk as he strode away. That’s what rearview sunglasses were for.
He grinned at a memory of Willow. She always claimed you could judge a man by the way he moved. She loved a cocky walk. His had a limp in it now.
None of it mattered. They couldn’t be together again.
First he had to meet his “cousin.” Then he planned to head over to Kennett Orchards and u-pick a box of apples as he scoped the place out and looked for his opportunity to strike. Jack was trained in a hundred different ways to kill. He just needed to know how to pick his poison. Literally.
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