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Chapter 1
“There’s a mime convention in town,” Mitch said to me. “That’ll be fun to watch. I bet if you tell them you were a beauty queen, they’ll put on fake crowns and wave.”
My ex-husband was turned in the seat in front of me on the Metro while we rode from Northern Virginia to work in Washington, D.C., on a Monday morning in May. Mitch was gay, announcing it the minute after we said ‘I do,’ seven months earlier. The marriage was annulled the day after my ‘new best girlfriend’ and I shopped till we dropped in Vegas, so it wasn’t a total loss. However, he did get better deals on women’s bikini underwear than I did, and I’ll never forgive him for it.
He looked up from the newspaper he was reading, staring behind me. “Hey, someone’s watching you.”
“Who?” I started to turn, but Mitch touched my arm, still staring behind me.
“Don’t look,” he whispered. “You’re such a typical blonde. It’s an older military guy, with dark hair and dark eyes. He’s wearing business casual, an upper end dark red polo and stone colored pants.” He studied the man for a while. “He’s wearing a wedding ring, or I’d be over there chatting him up.” Mitch licked his lips and winked, making me scoot down in my seat.
“Any response?” I asked.
“Yeah. I’m feeling the heat, and it’s in a good place.”
“In him,” I whispered. Mitch was so ready for a homosexual relationship; it was scary. He’d date anything.
“Oh, right.” He studied the man for a moment. “He knows I’m watching.” Mitch looked out the window. “I’m close to my stop. What will you do if the guy follows you?”
The subway slowed. “Ask him out, just to make you jealous.”
“He’s married.”
“So? I’d be the kept mistress.” I smiled. “Then I'd date Shawn on the side, keeping me very happy.”
“Did you ever notice how much Shawn and I are alike? We both have dark brown hair, very blue eyes and are both adorable and very sexy.”
“He’s straight. That’s a major difference.”
He stood up. “Yeah, or I’d ask him out.” He chuckled as he walked off the subway.
I was afraid to turn around, concerned because the seat beside me was empty. However, if the man wanted to talk to me, he certainly could’ve moved next to me at any time.
My stop to change trains came, and I figured I’d lose the guy as soon as I got off the first train. But, as I waited on the platform, I felt his eyes watching me while I tried to ignore him. After a few minutes, my next train came, and I got on, heading east. I wanted to lose him, so I found a seat next to a very pleasant woman. Because she was reading, I acted like I was studying my calendar. If I didn’t make eye contact with the man, he didn’t exist, in my mind. Beauty queen training didn’t prepare me for anything like this. Darned beauty queen training. World peace my foot. This was one guy I didn’t want to meet or make world peace with.
The trained slowed, the driver yelling out the stop for Union Station, near my work. I stood up, walked out the doors and happened to glance around me. The stalker stood two people back, watching as I stepped closer to the door. The color red lit up in my head from the terror I was experiencing. I suddenly wished my beauty queen talent had been self-defense so many years before, instead of singing Jingle Bells while throwing fake snow into the air and wearing a parka in the middle of August.
Just as I got into the station and headed up the stairs, my cell phone rang. Checking the identification, I realized it was Mitch, so I answered it with a smile. “Did you miss me already, or are you having a pseudo-male ego crisis?”
“Very funny,” he said. “Is he still following you?”
I glanced behind me. “Yes. Even after changing from the yellow to the red lines on the Metro.”
“Don’t take any back alleys to work to meet with your drug contacts.”
I laughed at his attempt at humor. He knew beauty queens didn’t do drugs. It would ruin their complexion. “Like I’d do that. Do you think I should worry?”
“Yep. I didn’t like how he was watching you. Be careful and call the cops if he tries anything.”
“Got it.” We said goodbye and ended the call.
I suddenly felt very alone with someone following me to work. I didn’t have to just feel it, because it was true, terrifying me.
I snapped back to reality. It was possible the guy worked in the same area where I worked and I just hadn’t seen him before. I was probably over-reacting and it was all Mitch’s fault, because beauty queens could be naïve, according to Mitch.
Flipping my hair back from my shoulders, I walked upstairs from the subway through Union Station, passing shops and out to the street, a little over a block from my office. My phone vibrated and rang in my pocket, so I grabbed it and opened the thing. Glancing at the caller id, I saw the name of my true love, Shawn, and pushed the talk button.
“Good morning, sweetheart,” I said. “How’s work going?”
“I’ve been here since three this morning and nothing’s working. Tell me you’re beautiful and wearing a sexy red dress with your diamond tiara from your beauty queen days? You are meeting me for lunch, right?”
I glanced around behind me, walking toward my office building. “Yeah, but no red dress. I left the tiara at home. Try black slacks and a light blue blouse.”
“Close enough.” He listened for a moment. “You’re out of breath. What’s going on?”
“I seem to have an issue.”
“Issue?” I heard him take a bite of something, probably a breakfast bar. He loved breakfast bars, but, to me, they tasted like cardboard and bark. He really needed someone to cook for him, and I really wanted to be that one.
I lowered my voice. “Someone’s following me.”
“Where are you?” His voice sounded serious.
“I have about a block to go. I just left Union Station.”
“Keep walking. I’ll take care of it.” He ended the call and I stared at my phone. What could he possibly do? He worked as a computer analyst in a governmental contracting firm closer to Dupont Circle. Lately, his hours were horrible, working seventy or more hours a week with one day to completely crash, usually at my place so I could take care of him. I knew how to cook well, so he’d relax and I’d wait on him. It was kind of fun, because he was really a nice guy.
I headed toward the building where my job as a mathematical statistician for the Bureau of Labor Statistics was located. I may have been blonde and an airhead, but I wasn’t stupid.
As I walked, I saw my building within running distance. However, I also saw the mime group heading toward me—white faced, gloved, and all wearing black and white striped outfits with black hats. Of all times for the tourists to interfere. There were at least fifty of the beasts heading my way, making believe they were pulling on ropes, stuck in a room, or walking across a tightrope. My life could be on the line and these people were acting stupid. I could run out into the street, but I’d learned that the fastest way from one point to another was in a straight line. Besides, there were so many mimes; they were also walking in the street, winding between stopped cars at the red light. I had to get past the mimes. Not a fun thing to do.
Quickening my pace and dodging mimes, I was certain the scary man was following me, because every time I glanced back, he was getting closer and closer. As I made my way through imaginary ropes and balancing sticks, I realized these people were just weird. I hated mimes, now more than ever. They weren’t on my ‘world peace’ list, either. But I kept my mind on the prize—getting away from the man stalking me.
Glancing behind me, I saw the stalker getting closer. I kept walking as fast as I could, stopped suddenly by a stupid mime with some sort of weird fetish. His face met mine as I ran into him, turning my head. He acted extremely surprised, overacting, as usual. He embraced me, and as I tried to get out of his grasp, he planted one right on my lips.
“Watch it, buddy!” I pulled away and glanced backward. The man on my tail was mere inches from me, his arm outstretched to touch me, being held back by a tickling mime. I took off running, glad I was wearing my required governmental sneakers every female employee wore, to save their good shoes from wear and tear on the sidewalks.
When I was about ten feet from my office door, I felt a hand on my shoulder. “Lauren McDonald.” He spun me around and reached for my earlobe. Just as I tried to back away from his scary dark eyes, a black unmarked car screeched to the curb and two men in black suits jumped out. They grabbed the stalker, threw him into the back seat and sped away.
Every single one of the mimes put their hands to their mouths, overacting their surprise, while the rest of the crowd, mainly governmental workers, began clapping for the mimes. The crowd cheered them on, not realizing my stalker had just been kidnapped.
I stared, not sure what to think. The man knew my name, he touched my shoulder and he looked driven—scary driven.
My cell phone rang the familiar tone of Shawn’s call, the talent song of ‘Jingle Bells’ from my beauty queen days. I reached down and opened my phone, still looking around to make sure I was safe. “Hello?”
“How are you doing, sweetheart?”
“I don’t know. There were these stupid mimes—” One of them passed me, lifted his nose and crossed his arms as if offended, but I continued talking. “This man just touched my shoulder, and now—”
“Don’t worry about it,” Shawn said. “I’ve got your back and saved you.”
“What do you mean?”
“Oh, nothing for you to worry about. I want you to do me a favor.”
I looked up into the sky and at the streetlights, trying to figure out how he had my back. “How did you know to save me? No, how did you save me at all? Did you know those guys who stopped and grabbed the stalker?”
He ignored me. “Go to the brewery and restaurant on the next corner. I’ll be right there to make sure you’re okay.”
I was suddenly surrounded by mimes making fun of me. I guess if you tick off one mime, they have this psychic link to let you know you’re in trouble.
I kept talking to Shawn on the phone. “I’m fine, I think, other than these stupid mimes mimicking me.” One wagged his finger at me, while another mimicked paddling me. If I didn’t have this sense of style, thanks to the beauty contest, I’d be kicking their butts.
“I’ll meet you in about thirty seconds.” Shawn ended the call and I checked my watch. I had ten minutes to get to my desk. It was weird, to say the least, but I had to meet him or some other unmarked black car might hunt me down. For some reason, I had to think he was linked to the black car, but had no real way of knowing.
Moving out of the circle of mimes, I walked to the brewery restaurant, where Shawn was leaning against the outside wall with his arms folded and one foot crossed over the other. I even noticed a toothpick hanging out of his mouth as if he were relaxing on a porch after a huge meal with not a care in the world. He was dressed in his usual computer-geek outfit of jeans and an old white t-shirt, looking out of place with all the mimes and professionals making their way to work that morning.
I approached him as he walked toward me with a grin. “My sweetheart. You made it.” He leaned over and wiped my lips. “Mime paint.”
“One stupid one attacked me.” Grabbing a tissue from my purse, I wiped my lips again, trying to get the thought out of my head. I’d have to fix my lipstick now. “The guy kissed me, the idiot…I mean he doesn’t understand the ways of world peace. It means no kissing.” Even though I was no longer a beauty queen, I had to keep the thoughts in my head. It was my duty to be the ambassador for the world, even though I came in third place.
I studied Shawn’s brown hair and very blue eyes, seeing the man of my dreams, suddenly so mysterious; I didn’t know what to say. I cleared my head and studied him, confused. “How did you get here so fast?”
He pointed toward the brewery restaurant, moving away from the wall. “I was hungry.”
“But it’s not opened yet. What’s going on? Who was that man behind me and who was in that black car? Do you know what I’m even asking you?”
Removing his toothpick, he took my arm and gave me one of those toe-curling, heat-induced kisses that transcended all other kisses from any man I’d ever dated—or married. I backed off, lightheaded, and composed myself.
“Now, what were your questions?” he asked with a grin.
“That’s not fair. You messed with my synapses. Let me think for a moment.”
He dusted off my shoulder, then began massaging my back. “Done yet?”
“No.” I studied his face. “Oh, I remember. Who was that man and who were those men in the black car?”
“What man? What black car?” His face turned concerned. “What are you talking about?”
“You said you had my back and…something else.” I hated when he made me forget what I’d been thinking.
He kept rubbing my shoulders, then kissed me again. “I do have your back. Feel that?”
My eyes were closed. “I feel something and I think it’s hot.”
“You’re so easy,” he whispered into my ear. “Go to work and meet me for lunch. I’m hungry today, and not just for food.”
I backed away, staring at his face. “But I told you I wanted to wait. I have to keep up my innocent reputation. Remember, world peace and innocence? Beauty queen stuff?”
“I know. Just seeing if I can talk you into something.” He checked his watch, then pulled me to his chest, his eyes mere inches from mine. “Have I told you today how much I love you?”
I grinned. “No. Do you love me?”
His kiss was sweet. “More than anything. And you’re absolutely beautiful, even without the red dress and tiara. Now go to work and I’ll see you at lunch at your desk.”
“But you have to have a badge to come upstairs.”
“Let me worry about that.” He turned me around so I’d face my building. “I know I have an effect on your senses after just one kiss.” He lifted his finger right near my face and pointed. “That’s your building and watch out when crossing the road.”
“Thanks.” I shot him a grin. “I love you, too, Shawn.” I walked away, and when I got to the other side of the street, I turned and shot him my queenly wave. He waved back as he laughed, then turned, going down the sidewalk in the other direction.
As soon as I got inside, I punched a speed dial number into my cell phone, put my badge up to the turnstile reader before walking through it, and headed toward the elevator with my phone at my ear. As soon as he answered, I interrupted him. “Mitch, I need to talk to you.”
“I’m in the middle of going over a presentation. The agriculture numbers are due, and you know I have to help present it on Capitol Hill. Can’t it wait?”
I stood at the elevator, watching the numbers above the doors. “Sorry. That guy was following me. Shawn called me and I mentioned it. Right when the guy said my name and touched my shoulder, a black car pulled to the curb and the guy was whisked away. Shawn called me back and met me, but acted like nothing happened.”
“Time to get a new boyfriend. This guy sounds freaky.”
“Or is he my knight in shining armor? What do I do?”
“Do you know anyone in the FBI?” he asked.
I covered my mouth, hoping no one else was listening. “No. But you know people who work there, right? If you play your cards right, you may even get lucky with one of them.”
“You want me to have someone look up your boyfriend? Why not just ask him?”
I stared at my phone. What kind of man had I married and had an annulment with? Considering I was still a virgin, there was only one answer. I was stupid to think he could help me, but that wasn’t a queenly thought at all. I put it out of my head. “I can’t ask him or I tip my hand. Mitch, time to call in a favor. Find out.” The elevator door opened. “I’m going to work now.”
I ended the call and stepped inside the elevator. Glancing around at the people surrounding me, I felt like I was being watched. It was going to be one of those paranoid days where you feel like everyone is out to get you. In my case, it was true.
The trip to my floor was long, with people getting in and out at every stop. I worked in the CPI, or Consumer Price Index, statistical area in the Bureau of Labor Statistics, helping to get the numbers ready for presentation later in the month. The economy was doing well, so it was fun to crunch the numbers to give to my bosses who presented them to Congress. I was a lackey who did the work behind the scenes, not making me that happy, but at least I wasn’t taking the heat if the numbers weren’t good.
When the elevator stopped at my floor, I walked past our secretary and into my office.
As soon as I sat down to fix my makeup and get rid of the mime paint on my lips, Gina the gossip ran into my office. “Did you hear? Someone was kidnapped right outside this building not more than five minutes ago. Stacey, down the hall, saw it. Everyone thought it was a show for the mimes, but as it turns out, it was a real-live kidnapping.”
I didn’t look up from the mirror in my hand, still working on my lipstick. “She did?”
“She said these two guys jumped him, beat him up, then slammed him against the car before they threw him into the back seat. She called the cops, but they haven’t gotten here yet.”
I lifted my eyes from my mirror and smacked my lips. “Is that right?” I wasn’t about to tip my hand. “Are they coming up here?”
“Yes.” She looked out into the hallway. “They just walked in.” She ran of my office, and as she did, I shut the door behind me and put my lipstick and mirror into my purse. Lifting my phone, I called Shawn, who was probably en route to his job.
“My adorable sweetheart,” he said. “You must want to hear my voice or something.”
“Something’s right. I want an explanation and I want it now.”
“What happened to world peace and the rose-colored glasses?”
“Forget that. The girl down the hall saw what happened and is embellishing it for the police right now.” I opened my door a bit and saw a reporter and a cameraman beside the police. “Oh, and someone called the press. They’re up here right now.” I shut my door again, wondering how they all got through security to this floor.
“Oh, don’t worry about that.” I heard him clicking at a computer. “It’ll be taken care of.”
“Wait. Are you at work already? I just left you, and it’s at least a twenty minute drive to Dupont Circle from here in the morning traffic.”
“I caught the Metro. It’s faster.”
I knew better. He was lying. “I want the truth. Shawn, what’s going on?”
“I’ll see you at lunch.” He made a kissing noise into the phone, then ended the call.
I opened my door again and saw the cops, the cameraman, and the reporter being forcibly taken out of the hallway by four men dressed in black. One of the men was from the car—the one who grabbed the guy who knew my name.
“But we have to investigate,” one of the cops said.
“Freedom of the press!” the reporter yelled.
“Not here.” The man dressed in black pushed the three out the door while all my coworkers stared. Whatever was going on, Shawn knew about it. It almost seemed like he called the black suit squad of men, because they showed up right after I told him about the visitors.
The office got back to normal and I began working. I was right in the middle of studying the data on my screen when someone knocked on my door.
“Come in,” I said, never turning around from my computer. My desk faced away from the door for a reason, so no one would bug me. If they saw my face, they’d think I wanted to talk to them, especially since I was a beauty queen. I made it a point not to make close friends with the people on my floor, because they’d tell me everything about their lives, and I honestly didn’t care or want to invest the time or energy into their problems. I didn’t need to lie awake at night thinking about them, when I had my own life to deal with.
“Lauren, this is Special Agent Kirk. He’d like to talk to you.”
Turning, I saw my boss, Robby Galvin, standing next to a man dressed in black. I stood up and shook the man’s hand, then pointed to a chair at a table near my desk. “Have a seat.”
Agent Kirk glanced at my boss, who left, closing the door behind him. He sat down, looking at my screen. “Are those the CPI numbers for Congress?”
I turned and clicked on the monitor screen, turning it off, as I sat back down. “Yes, and they’re confidential until released. I don’t need to lose my job because of someone reading my monitor.”
The man tried to grin, but it was tough for him, I could see. He didn’t look used to smiling.
Going solemn, he faced me. “I’m investigating a kidnapping of one of our own right in front of your building this morning. Do you know anything about it?”
“Not really.” For some reason, I didn’t trust him.
“Well, he was following you to give you a message.”
“What sort of message?”
The man leaned closer. “Stay away from the agency. We know you’re working with a terrorist and we want you out of the picture. If we don’t get what we want, we’ll make sure you’re gone.”
“I believe that’s a threat, sir,” I said, getting to my feet. “What agency are you with, anyway?”
He stood up and reached into his pocket. If he had a gun, I was as good as dead. I stormed him, knocking him to the floor, hoping I didn’t mess up my makeup or break a nail.
“Help!” I yelled. “Man with gun!”
My door opened and the secretary stood at the doorway, packing heat herself. “Don’t move,” she said, aiming at the man’s head. “Or I’ll shoot.”
“I was just going to give her my card,” the man said to her. “How can you have a gun up here? You couldn’t have gotten it through security.”
“How did you get your gun through security?” she asked.
I loved her sense of right and wrong. Jatara was an African-American woman with street sense beyond that of the normal Washingtonian. She was raised in New York City and decided to go to D.C. because it was more crime-friendly.
“I don’t have a gun,” the man said. “I was giving Lauren a card so she could contact me.”
I got off the man’s chest and let go of my stranglehold on his wrists. “Sorry. I was sure you had a gun.”
“No. They won’t let you bring guns into this building.” Standing up, he turned toward Jatara, who had already pocketed her gun. “How did you get yours in here?”
Her hands flew to her hips. “My what?”
“Your gun?”
She glanced around her. “I don’t see no gun. Now if you don’t leave, I’ll call security and they do have guns. I’ll tell them shoot first, then ask questions later. I rule up here, mister, and I want you to leave.”
“For giving Lauren a card?”
She pointed toward the door. “Leave.”
He reached into his pocket and produced his card, handing it to me. “I want to discuss this further. Call me.”
I looked down at the white card, tempted to rip it in half and throw it at his face, but thought twice. It only had ‘Agent Kirk’ and the number listed, not mentioning his agency. If Mitch could get me a contact at the FBI, I could find out more.
“What agency are you with?” I asked him.
His face stayed solemn as he put his hand on my shoulder. “It’s a secret. Just remember, get out.” He turned and walked away, then out the door to the suite of offices. Jatara and I watched him go.
“What was that all about?” she asked.
“I’m not sure. But if any more men dressed in black suits come up here, stop them with your gun that you don’t seem to have any more.”
She smiled. “It’s fake. It’s not even real. My grandson gave it to me after 9/11 in case someone tried to get in here.”
It wasn’t funny, but I started to laugh anyway. “Stop them with the toy, then. I don’t want to be bugged, because my work is due to the bosses before the end of the week, and it’s going to take that long to get it done.”
“You got it.” She closed the door behind her and I sat back in my chair. I wasn’t sure how I’d taken the man down, because beauty queens didn’t fight. That was against the well-known world peace rule.
Not more than five minutes into making sure the data was in the proper format, my phone rang.
Whoever it was, they were going to get the royal Lauren blow-off. “Hello?”
“It’s me,” the male caller whispered. “Mitch.”
“Why are you whispering?” I caught myself whispering back and cleared my throat. “Why are you whispering?”
“I’m standing in the back of the Senate right now, and I don’t think they want to hear my conversation.”
“Walk out.”
“I can’t. It’s my job.”
“Don’t you have to go to the bathroom or something?”
He paused for a moment. “They’re taking a recess.” I heard the door open and the background noise intensified. He probably had gone into the hallway. “Okay, I have a contact name for you. He wants to see you at lunch.”
“I can’t. I have a date with Shawn.”
“Blow him off. You have a date with a hunky FBI guy.”
I rolled my eyes. “Can’t I just see the guy right now? That building’s not that far from here on the Metro.”
I could almost hear his head rattle as he shook it. “No. He doesn’t want you in his building for some reason. Lauren, this is serious stuff. When I mentioned your name, he got really professional and knew exactly where you worked. I tried to describe what you looked like and the guy slipped. Lauren. He knows you’re wearing black pants and a light blue top today. He also knows you’ve pulled your beautiful blonde hair up with barrettes—golden barrettes, and he knows you have blue eyes.”
The hair on the back of my neck stood up and I could feel a chill down my spine. “I’m being watched?”
“It sounds like it.”
I couldn’t let this happen, and in true beauty queen fashion, I was going to take this on by myself. “Give me the guy’s name and number. I’m calling him right now. I don’t like this one bit.”
“His name is Lowell Miller. He’s a friend of a male secretary I know over there who owes me at least one date. It’s a shame he’s straight.”
“I don’t even want to know. Do you have Agent Miller’s direct number?”
I heard papers rattling, then someone whispering to him. “I have to go.” I grabbed a pen, poised to write on the paper in front of me. He read off the number and ended the call.
I looked at the dead phone in my hand. “Thanks, Mitch.” Reaching out, I dialed the number. I had to get this problem off my back or I’d never get the report ready for my bosses.
“Agent Miller,” he said, as soon as he answered. He sounded military, which made me sit up straight and concentrate so he wouldn’t shoot me through the phone.
“Hello. My name’s Lauren McDonald. I was told to contact you by my friend, Mitch—”
“You’re not safe. This isn’t a safe line. Meet me at the front of your building in a few minutes.” The phone went dead and I stared at it, once again. I hated thinking what I’d gotten myself into, but knew there was no getting out quickly. Beauty queens didn’t back off in the face of trouble.
Before leaving the office, I checked in with Jatara to tell her I was taking a break, then walked out. No sooner had I stepped onto the sidewalk, a man approached me and flashed his badge. “I’m Agent Miller. Come with me, Lauren.”
“How do I know for sure that badge is real?”
He opened it again and I studied it.
“Do you have an I.D.?” I asked.
“They can be faked.”
“Show it to me anyway, and I want to see your driver’s license and any family photos you have in your wallet.”
“Are you serious?”
I studied his thick wedding band. “Yep. It looks like your wife has you whipped, so show me the pictures she’s forced into your wallet.” Enough world peace. I wasn’t happy.
Pulling his wallet out of his back pocket with a sigh, he showed me his Virginia license, pictures of his wife, children and two baby grandchildren. “Satisfied now?”
“I guess so. Where did you want to talk to me?”
“My car.” He grabbed my arm, but I stayed still.
“No way. Some place public.” My cell phone rang a familiar tone, the Jingle Bells beauty queen talent song. “Hold on a minute. It’s my boyfriend and if I don’t answer it, he’ll be upset.”
The man nodded and put his hands in his pocket. I grabbed my cell and opened it. “Hi, Shawn.”
“Where are you?”
I glanced over at Agent Miller. “I’m outside. Why?”
“Who’s that man you’re with?”
I looked all around me, but didn’t see Shawn anywhere. “FBI. Why?”
“Why are you meeting with the FBI?” His voice seemed nonchalant, making me suspicious.
“Mitch fixed me up. Have a problem with that?”
“Yeah, I do. The guy’s married, and he’s definitely not your type.”
“Where are you?” I asked, looking all around. “How can you see me?”
“He can see you?” Agent Miller asked, moving his hand to his gun on the side of his chest.
Shawn sighed over the phone. “I’ll be right there. Don’t move, and tell Mr. FBI I’m coming. I don’t need to be shot.” He ended the call and I stared at the phone. From as many times as I stared at my phone that day, I had the thing memorized, with the pink glitter all over it.
“What did he say?” Agent Miller asked.
“I think he’s jealous of you. He’s on his way here right now.”
“Your boyfriend is jealous of me?”
“You don’t know Shawn.”
Agent Miller pulled out his phone. “What’s his last name?”
“Delaney.”
“How old is he?”
“He just turned 33. He lives in Annandale and works near Dupont Circle for a governmental contractor. Anything else you want to know?”
“Not yet.” He dialed a number and repeated everything to someone on the phone. “I see.” He glanced over at me. “He doesn’t exist. I should’ve guessed. Am I dealing with a ghost?”
“A ghost? I know he’s real. I just hugged him this morning.”
He nodded and returned to the phone. “Yep. I may need backup.”
“For Shawn? I don’t think so.”
The man turned his back on me, but I could hear him. “It may be a more volatile situation. Call out the SWAT team and they have just a few minutes to assemble. Pronto.”
I was in deeper than I thought.
~~~~~
Chapter 2
As soon as I saw the building surrounded with SWAT members, undercover FBI men, police officers, and six meter maids—I wasn’t sure what purpose they served—a taxi pulled up to the curb. At least the mimes were gone.
Shawn got out, paid the bill and strolled toward me with a grin, glancing around at all the people watching me. “So you called out the big guns, huh? Even meter maids?”
“It wasn’t me. But it seems you don’t exist.”
He lifted his hands into the air, looking at all the agents covering the street and on top of the roofs. “I’m getting my badge. No one shoot.”
Agent Miller nodded and Shawn got his badge and wallet from his back pocket, handing them over. “My wallet is there, too, containing my license, just so you know I’m playing by the book.”
Shawn leaned closer to me. “What’s going on?”
“You tell me.” I crossed my arms. “I was just minding my own business in my office and this guy named Agent Kirk walked in and told me to stop getting involved, threatening me.”
Both Agent Miller and Shawn stared at me with the same strange look.
“Did he tell you which agency he was with?” Agent Miller asked.
“No.” I reached in my pocket and heard some guns lift and cock all around me. I stared at all of them, raising my voice. “I’m getting his card. Relax. I’m not armed and I hate guns. It messes with world peace and not the beauty queen way.”
Shawn chuckled, but I didn’t know why. He should know better than to laugh at me.
“Go ahead,” Agent Miller said, still studying Shawn’s identification. He handed Shawn’s things back to him and shook his hand. “I’m honored to meet you.” He lifted his phone, took a step back and talked quietly to the person on the other end of the line.
As Agent Miller took the card from my hand while still on the phone, I saw the SWAT team leave, the undercover cops and police officers make a beeline for the coffee shop down the street, and the meter maids turn the corner, getting out of sight in an instant.
“I wish I had backup like that,” I muttered to Shawn. “I’d at least like the meter maids. They’re nasty and would take out those mimes.”
As soon as Agent Miller was done with his call, both Shawn and Agent Miller studied the card I’d handed to them, Agent Miller only holding it by the corners.
“Nothing,” Miller said.
“Prints,” Shawn answered.
I sighed out of frustration. “Will someone tell me what’s going on here?”
Agent Miller put the card into a plastic bag from his pocket and sealed it. “I wouldn’t worry,” he said to me. “We’ll take care of things.”
I couldn’t just do that and turn a blind eye. “No. Mitch and I are both worried that I’m going to be gunned down or something.”
“Who’s Mitch, anyway?” Agent Miller asked.
I rolled my eyes. Our tax dollars at work. “He’s the one who called your office.”
Shawn leaned closer to him, crossing his arms. “Her gay ex-husband who works for the Department of Agriculture. They’re basically two virgin girlfriends who have apartments next to each other. But in her case, that’ll change. In his case, I’m not so sure.”
“What? Are you saying I won’t be a virgin for long?”
He grinned. “I was talking about the apartment location. Want to move in with me?”
“You might have to,” Agent Miller said. “As well as the gay guy.” He turned toward Shawn. “If this is what I think it is, your work has spilled over into your private life.”
“I know. I dealt with some of it this morning already. That’s why we’re watching.”
“Huh?” I turned toward Shawn. “You owe me such an explanation, it’s not funny.”
He wrapped his arm around my shoulder. “I know. I think it’s time to quit your job and be my housekeeper or something.”
I threw his arm off my shoulder. “I don’t do menial labor.” I pointed toward my building. “This is my job, and I have a deadline for Friday or Congress doesn’t get their CPI numbers. Got that?”
Agent Miller lifted his phone, dialing a number. “I’d like to talk to Robby Galvin.”
“My boss?” I asked. “How did you get a number for my boss?”
He moved away from the receiver. “I know just about everything about you.” He listened on the phone. “This is Agent Lowell Miller with the FBI. You have an employee named Lauren McDonald working for you.” He nodded then continued. “Effective immediately, she’s resigning.”
“No!” I said. “How can you do that?”
“Yes,” Agent Miller said. “Have someone take over her work and an agent will be up to collect her things.”
I was more than frustrated. “I was working this morning on some things. It’s still on my computer.”
“You heard that?” Agent Miller said, looking up. “Want to talk to her?”
I held out my hand and he gave me the phone. “Robby, this isn’t my idea,” I said, putting the phone to my ear.
“I figured. Where’s your work?”
“Look on my computer. I was cleaning data. Any analyst can do it, but for the presentation work, you’ll have to find someone trustworthy.”
“I’ll do it myself. I’m sorry, because you’re the best employee we’ve ever had.”
“Thanks. I’m more than sorry.” I glanced over at Shawn. “It seems that no one told me I was in trouble and it has to do with the man I used to date.”
“Used to?” Shawn asked. “What about world peace?”
I nodded. “History.” I was talking about Shawn and world peace. Forget them both.
“I understand,” Robby said. “Take care, and if you ever want to come back, give me a call.”
“Thanks.” I handed the phone back to Agent Miller and crossed my arms, facing Shawn. “Fix this.”
He grinned, then wrapped his arm around my waist. “Not a problem.” He rubbed my shoulders, then lifted his hand and showed Agent Miller something on his finger. Miller nodded, took the small dot off Shawn’s finger and put it into another plastic bag. Shawn rubbed my shoulders, my back and my front for more black dots, or just to feel me out on the street in front of my business. Nothing was said until he was done.
Agent Miller nodded and walked away.
I started for the Metro station. “I’m going home to find another job. Good luck with your life.”
Shawn grabbed my arm and walked with me in the other direction, toward the corner with the brewery restaurant.
“Not so fast.” He waved and a black stretch limousine pulled up to the curb. “I need you to come with me.”
I pulled away from his arm and took a step backward. “What for? Isn’t this kidnapping?”
His hands flew to his waist. “No, because I asked nicely. I think it’s time to tell you a few things, but not out in the open and not until you’re searched. Someone had you bugged, and I intend to find out who it was.”
“Some foreplay.” I got into the car, where two other men, dressed in jeans and t-shirts, sat waiting for us. Shawn joined me and as soon as he closed the door, the three men, dressed like cheap groupies for a band, ran metal wands over me very slowly. Shawn lifted my arms and wanded my sides, while I waited. There was nothing I could do.
After they were done, which took at least ten minutes, I swear, they put their toys away and Shawn faced me. “Sweetheart, what I’m about to tell you is extremely confidential. Do you swear to never tell anything you’re about to hear?”
“Of course I do. I’ve been sworn to secrecy before and you know I can keep a secret. I had to do it since my beauty queen days.”
All three men began to laugh, making me angry. I set my chin, narrowed my eyes and crossed my arms.
“Relax,” he said, pulling my arms off my chest. “This is really important. It’s linked to national security.”
“For your contracting job?”
The other men snickered while Shawn just shook his head. “I need to explain everything to you. When I met you, I already knew who you were, where you worked and even what you weighed. I’d been watching you and had to have approval to date you. I just want you to know I chose you out of two hundred women I was allowed to date.”
“Allowed to date? What are you talking about?”
He glanced up at the other two men. “I guess I need to go back further. My employers are very picky about who we date and know. When we’re ready to get married, we have to put it in triplicate and beg for at least two years to request an inquiry to consider it.”
“What kind of business is this?”
“I’m getting to that. Regardless, you’re something special and I want you to know that. That’s why I treat you as well as I can, because this is my one shot at happiness in my personal life, and you’re worth it.”
“What if I dump you?” I crossed my arms. “Considering you’ve never told me this before, it’s a real option right now.”
“Then I have to wait two more years for an inquiry to request a different date. It’s just how things work, but don’t rule me out just yet. I chose you for a reason.” He ran his fingers through my hair. “You’re bright, beautiful, blonde, and have blue eyes, to start with. You had a perfect GPA in both high school and college with a solid personality and a real passion for helping people in need, proved by your rule for world peace.”
“Because of my pageantry background?”
He smiled at the other two men, who hid their laughter behind their hands. Shawn faced me, reining in his chuckle. “No, because you help out that loser Mitch all the time. I even knew you were marrying him, and since I’d already chosen you, it broke my heart. I put in for a new inquiry, but when the marriage was ended right after the wedding, I stopped the inquiry. That chance meeting in the coffee shop wasn’t chance. I knew you’d be there, because we have surveillance all over the nation’s capital. My coworkers even cheered me on, because they knew this was my one chance.”
“My first day back after my honeymoon, too. You didn’t wait a moment, did you?”
“No. I waited too long before, and you ran off and got married. I should’ve seen the signs, but knew Mitch was gay, so didn’t consider him a threat. I was trying to figure out a great way to meet you, because I was told by my staff that a first impression is the most important. When you annulled the marriage, I told them all off and waited for you to go out of your building that first day after you got back. I was ready to meet you anywhere, even the ladies’ room in Union Station, if need be.”
“So what does this have to do with today? Why did Agent Kirk come to my office to see me?” I leaned closer to his adorable face. “Is this because I’m beautiful?”
He grinned. “You are beautiful. What exactly happened when he came to see you?” He touched the back of my neck.
I thought back, my eyes going toward the floor. I couldn’t stop the playback in my head, repeating everything I thought. “My boss brought the man to my office, identifying him as Special Agent Kirk. He was dressed in a black suit with a gray tie, pretty innocuous and boring. He had a gray military cut with brown eyes and a scar on his chin, measuring about four centimeters in length. I shook his hand and asked him to take a seat. He looked at my computer monitor and asked me if those were the CPI numbers for Congress. It was just raw data, so I knew he couldn’t make money off the stock market, but I turned off the monitor anyway. I told him yes, they were confidential until released and I didn’t need to lose my job because of someone reading my monitor.
“He couldn’t smile. He told me he was investigating a kidnapping of one of his own right in front of my building that morning and asked if I knew anything about it. I told him ‘not really,’ because I didn’t trust him. He said the man was following me to give me a message, to stay away from the agency. He said he knew I was working with a terrorist and they wanted me out of the picture. If they don’t get what they want, they’ll make sure I’m gone. I told him that was a threat and asked what agency he was with. He reached into his pocket and I thought it was a gun, so I jumped him and sat on him on the floor, calling for help.
“Our secretary ran in, holding a gun and told the guy not to move or she’d shoot. He said he was going to give me his card, then asked how Jatara could have a gun in our building. She couldn’t have gotten through security. She asked how he had a gun and he said he didn’t, that he was just giving me a card. Jatara put her gun in her pocket and he asked how she had a gun. She said ‘what gun’ and told him to leave or she’d call security and they do have guns. She’d tell them to shoot first, then ask questions later. She rules up there, and she wanted him to leave. He handed me the card, put his hand on my shoulder, then told me to call him because he wants to discuss it further. I asked him what agency he was with and he said it was a secret, and to get out. He walked out the door and Jatara and I watched him go. She asked me what that was about, and I told her if any more men dressed in black suits come to our office, stop them with the gun you don’t have. She said it was a toy from her grandson—”
“That’s good,” Shawn said, moving his hand back to my neck.
I looked up. “What just happened?”
“He hypnotized you to have a photographic memory,” the man on the right said. He reached out and I shook his hand. “My name’s Bill and this is Will.”
“Bill and Will?” They looked very similar, with dark curly hair, dark eyes and no chin. Bill had a bigger nose, but not by much. “You’ll be hard to tell apart.”
“We get that a lot,” Bill said. “Just say ‘Ill’ and we’ll both answer.”
“Yeah, it would make me sick, too.”
Both men looked confused.
“Ill? Sick?” They shook their heads, still puzzled. “Oh, never mind.” I turned back to Shawn. “So did I tell you everything?”
He grabbed the notes one of the ‘ill’ men had been taking and looked it over. “Yes. And as soon as the FBI tells us what prints were on that card, we’ll know the identity of Agent Kirk.”
“Why would he say something like that to me?” I asked.
Shawn looked up at Bill and Will, shaking his head. “I have to tell her.”
“Not until you’re married,” Will said. “Those are the rules.”
“He’s our lawyer,” Shawn whispered, pointing to Will. “Everything by the book with that guy.”
I nodded. “Marriage? So I don’t find out anything until I go back to Vegas and go shopping again?”
The ‘ill’ brothers, cousins, or whatever they were, both laughed. “Shopping on your honeymoon for fun,” Will said. “That was hilarious to watch.”
I turned toward Shawn. “You watched me on my honeymoon?”
“You were chosen. What did you expect?”
I turned away from him, looking out the window. “This is just too weird for me.”
He touched my chin with his fingers, turning my face toward him. “Do you love me?”
“Of course I love you. I’m upset, but not ready to walk away. No man’s ever treated me as well as you treat me and loves me for who I am.”
His lips met mine for a moment, then he backed away, his eyes mere inches from mine. “Do you trust me?”
I studied his face, then crossed my arms. “Trust is a two-way street. If you don’t trust me enough to tell me what’s going on, how can I trust you?”
“I can’t, by order of the President. You know how you have things you can’t tell at your job?”
“Sure. The CPI numbers. If I tell, I lose my job and might be thrown in jail, because of possible speculation on the stock market.”
“Well, if I tell anyone not cleared, I not only lose my job, I lose my life.”
“You’re being a bit melodramatic, aren’t you?” I asked.
All three men shook their heads.
“The death penalty,” he whispered. “It’s not as much fun as it looks on TV.”
“All right, assuming everything else you’ve told me is true, that you love me and you’ll always be there for me, then yes. I trust you.”
“And all of that is true. I love you and will always be there for you.” He kissed me again, then reached into his pocket and produced a small black velvet box, opening it to a diamond. “Marry me?”
I stared at it for a moment, the diamond glistening in the sunshine coming through the window, then looked up at him. “Marry you? What would I do all day long? I have no job and can’t even pay any bills.”
All three men started to laugh.
As soon as Shawn stopped laughing, he faced me. “I forgot to tell you something. One thing we have to have when we look for a spouse is someone who can fit the company profile. You’ll be working with me, if you want to.”
“You? I’d be married to you and would work with you? Are you nuts? We’d kill each other. World peace would go out the window.”
He grinned slightly, looking up at the ‘ill’ twins. “The one weakness.”
“Yep,” Will said. “We thought it might be a problem.”
“What weakness?” I asked. These men were just annoying.
“Worry.” Shawn shook his head. “Take it one day at a time, and we’ll worry about it later.” He looked down at the yellow golden ring, still in the box in his hand. “Can you find it in your heart to marry me?”
When his eyes met mine, I knew the answer. His very blue eyes cried out to me, begging me to marry him. Yeah, I loved the guy, but I also thought I’d loved Mitch once. I should’ve seen Mitch’s fascination with entertainment news and channels and knowing labels on clothing—but I was blind. Was I also blind to Shawn’s faults? I didn’t want to make the same mistake twice.
“What if it doesn’t work out?” I asked.
“We divorce and you’re put under lock and key in a relocation house.”
“When am I allowed out?” I asked.
Shawn glanced at the ‘ill’ brothers then looked at me. “Never.”
“But nothing happens to you?”
“I’m not allowed to marry again, and I get pushed to the bottom of the totem pole, with a desk job for twenty years.”
“Oh.” I had to figure this out. “What other faults do you have that I don’t know about? Do you like women’s clothing and can you find better deals on bikini underwear than I can?”
He laughed aloud, sitting back on the seat. “The only time I’d get women’s clothing is if it were for work or for you. I don’t make a habit of cross-dressing. According to my file, my faults include being overly cautious, slightly thrifty, and lacking all fashion sense.” He looked down at his clothing. “This was picked out by our secretary for me to wear. Does that help?”
I turned toward the ‘ill’ brothers. “Do you know of anything he’s missing?”
“No,” Will said. “And he was psychoanalyzed by our psychiatrists, half of them female, to see if he’d be a suitable mate. They all deemed him worthy, and one psychiatrist wanted him to take her out, even though she’s already married.”
Shawn nodded. “Marcie. She was something else. She even knew I had my eye on you and that would never change.”
I had to think this through. “Let’s say we get married. Can I keep my friends and stay in touch with my family?”
“Yes, for the ones who check out,” Bill said. “In your case, you don’t have anyone in your history who’s considered a threat. Whenever you want to make new friends, it has to be cleared with our company first.”
“Including Mitch? Does he check out?”
Will leaned closer. “He’s very solid, believe it or not.”
“I’m not sure I believe that one.” I turned toward Shawn again. “When?”
“Now.”
“Now? But I have an apartment full of stuff to go through and bills to pay. I can’t afford a wedding right now.”
He checked his watch. “It’s done.”
“What’s done?”
He smiled at the ‘ill’ brothers. “Everything. Your apartment is bare right now, and all your things have been either stored or put into my place.”
“Your place? But my apartment’s bigger.”
He grinned. “Relax. Your bills have been paid, even the credit card that you’re only making minimum payments on. Everything’s done, and your bags are packed. It all comes down to this one question.” He moved closer to my face. “Lauren McDonald, will you marry me? Your job will be fun and you’ll get to spend the rest of your life in luxury with a sexy husband who loves you more than life itself.”
I swallowed hard. “Well, since you put it like that, I’d say yes. I will marry you. But before we go to work, can we have a honeymoon? I like the sexy idea.” I grinned and winked. “I’m ready to leave the innocent beauty queen behind and become a wife.”
He slid the ring onto my finger. “We have a day for our honeymoon, because we have to figure out who’s after you.” He pressed a button on the side of the limo. “To the company jet. We’re headed out to get married.”
The driver chuckled. “Yes, sir.”
The ‘ill’ brothers shook our hands and Shawn pulled me in for a kiss, then backed away, resting his forehead on mine. “Good choice. I promise you’ll be happier than you’ve ever been. You’ll also be safe.”
“Thank you.” I turned toward Bill. “So Mitch is solid?”
“Very solid. We’ve been listening to him a lot, but that’s a secret.”
“Everything’s a secret from now on, right?” I asked.
They all nodded. “Even your past, except to your family and friends.” Bill reached out and shook my hand. “Welcome to the agency.”
“I’m assuming you guys aren’t with a contracting agency for the government, are you?”
Shawn shook his head. “No, but you’ll be briefed after we get to Connecticut.”
“Connecticut?”
“We’re getting married there, so no one can find us in Vegas or in D.C. Our secretary searched all over to get a quick and discrete wedding, and found a spot in Connecticut. We’ll be incognito, under different names.”
I nodded in slow motion. I was entering the dark world of being an undercover agent, starting with having sex with a man I hardly knew. I thought I knew him, but there was more to Shawn than I’d ever imagined. Yep. This was exciting.
~~~~~
Chapter 3
The driver took us to Ronald Reagan National Airport while Shawn and the ‘ill’ brothers talked to me about what would be expected of me for my job as Shawn’s wife. It wasn’t difficult…do as told and enjoy life.
As soon as the car stopped, we stepped out on the tarmac and walked up the stairs into a private jet. When my foot hit the top step, Shawn whisked me off my feet and carried me to a private room in the back of the gorgeous plane, shoving the door shut with his foot. I giggled like a schoolgirl the whole time, making him chuckle. He laid me on the bed, pulled out his cell phone and handed it to me. “Call your parents.”
“Do I really have to?”
He leaned over me, just inches from my face. “Yes. I insist. They’re nice people and treated me well when we went to visit.”
They lived in Delaware, retired in a nice cottage on the beach.
“Fine.” I turned on his phone to see tons of pre-programmed numbers.
“They’re number six, in case you’re wondering,” he said.
“I could’ve just dialed it.”
“No, you’re part of my life now. The rest of those numbers, except for number one, five, and six, are contacts for the agency. You’re number one.”
I smiled at him, wishing I could say the same about my phone. Even though it had been seven months since the wedding-slash-annulment, I kept Mitch as number one, because he was my friend. Shawn was number two, but that was about to change.
I pressed the speed dial and my dad picked up the phone. “Hello?”
“It’s Lauren. I have some news to tell you and Mom.”
“You’re getting married today, and it’s to Shawn this time.”
I looked up at Shawn, who was chuckling. “You told them already?”
“Yeah. I love joking with you.” He lay beside me and kissed my cheek.
I turned back to the phone. “Sorry, Dad. I didn’t know you’d already been told. I’ll be back after the honeymoon.”
“In two days. I heard.”
He didn’t even say he wanted to come to the wedding. That was weird.
“I’m getting married away from D.C.,” I said.
Shawn shook his head.
“I figured,” Dad said. “Vegas again?”
I glanced at Shawn. “I’m not sure. Tell Mom hello from me.”
“I’ll tell your good-for-nothing brother and sister, too.” He seemed awfully grouchy.
“Thanks.”
“Bye. Take care.” He hung up, and once again, I stared at the phone. This time, it was Shawn’s phone, so at least it was something different to look at with nothing pink.
I handed the phone to him. “He’s in a bad mood.”
“The IRS is auditing them because of our investigation of you,” he whispered. “It’ll turn out okay, but they’ll be warned to keep their mouths shut as…incentive.”
“That’s nasty! They’re old retired people.”
“With an income from sales of art work under the table.”
“You’re kidding,” I whispered.
“We know everything.” He gave me the phone back. “Call your girlfriend.”
“He’s a man and not my girlfriend.” I opened the phone and sat up. It was easier to concentrate when Shawn wasn’t breathing into my ear.
“His work’s on speed dial number five,” Shawn said, sitting up. “I have to know what he’s up to every once in a while.”
I pressed number five and waited for him to answer. “Does he know?”
“No.” Shawn shook his head. “Tell him nothing. Not even when we’ll be back or where we’re going.”
“I get it. Tell me next time.”
“Hello?” Mitch answered. “Is this Shawn?”
“No, it’s Lauren. You’re back from Congress?”
“Yeah, and they’re not happy. The numbers were down.”
I glanced up at Shawn’s face, and he blew me a kiss. “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said.
“Did you meet with the adorable FBI guy?”
I stifled my laughter. “Yeah. Guess what? I’m getting married. Right now.”
“No wonder you’re using Shawn’s phone.” Silence. Dead silence. “Lauren, there’s something I didn’t tell you. I was going to ask you out. I think I’m not gay.”
That was a shock. “Are you sure?”
“I’m not sure, but I miss you. I want to reconcile. Can you do that for me?”
I stared at Shawn and thought about it. “I’m getting married right now. I can’t marry you again. It would bring back memories. I can still be your friend, though.”
Shawn shook his head, lowering it to his hand with a sigh.
“Shawn’s a lucky man,” Mitch said. “Tell him congratulations.”
I felt badly, but it was Mitch’s own fault, when I thought about it. I heard his tears over the phone, sealing the deal for the marriage to Shawn. There was no way Mitch was solid, psychologically. “Don’t cry. It’s going to be okay.”
Shawn chuckled, leaned over and kissed my cheek.
“I’ll win you back and I promise,” Mitch said, sniffing up his tears.
“Don’t. It’s fine. I’m happy and we can still be buddies. The only difference is no sex.”
Shawn laughed aloud, stood up and took a few steps away.
“Oh. I can handle that.” Mitch blew out a breath. “No pressure, either.” He seemed to cheer up immediately. “Tell Shawn we’ll hang out some time.”
I grinned. “I’ll tell him that. Oh, and I quit my job.”
“So you’re going to be a kept woman. Now I get it. Congratulations for getting the brass ring.”
“Thanks. Bye, Mitch.” We ended the call and I handed Shawn his phone again. “He said congratulations.”
“Thanks for dumping him permanently.” He pulled me back to the bed between kisses, finally smiling at my face. “I love you so much.”
“And I love you. Tell me I’m not going to regret this?”
“No way. You’re going to be happier than ever. As soon as we’re married, I can tell you what all this is about. What else did Mitch say?”
“He’s jealous.” My lips touched Shawn’s. “But when I told him we could be friends with no sex, he loved that idea. He wants to hang out with you sometime.”
“In his dreams.” Shawn chuckled, his hand going through my hair. “No sex, huh? Is that his idea of fun?”
“His, but not mine.” I grinned, and Shawn tickled my side. I squirmed, but he held me in place, making me giggle like a school girl. Now I knew why Shawn was a better choice than Mitch. He was a man with a plan, and his plan involved getting naked, without shopping as a diversion. As long as I was married, it was fair game for an innocent beauty queen.
With his arm around my waist, Shawn lifted me to my feet and took me out to the main room. We sat at a table, filled with a pile of papers. “Before we can do this, you have to sign a bunch of confidentiality forms and things like that. They’re all okay, and nothing more than I’ve already told you.”
I lifted the first page. “Do I have to read all of these?”
“Nope,” he whispered.
Bill and Will walked out of another conference room and sat at the table.
“I didn’t know you guys were onboard,” I said.
“Our job is to make sure this wedding actually happens and all paperwork is completed.” Will pointed toward the pile of papers. “Want me to describe every page to you?” He grinned, leaning down on his hands with his elbows on the table after he sat down across from me. “I’d love to do that for you, and anything else you happen to need.”
“Take it easy, studly,” I said. “I’m with Shawn, remember?”
Shawn rested his arm on my shoulders, but Will didn’t move his eyes from me. “Yes, but you’re adorable. If you do decide to leave Shawn, I’ll make sure you’re not in a witness relocation program. You’d be a kept woman.”
I glanced at Shawn, who didn’t look very happy.
“Just sign the papers,” Shawn said. “We have a date in the back room, so we can make out.” He glanced toward Will. “Alone.”
I chuckled, ran through the papers, signing everywhere marked. If it meant I’d be with Shawn, count me in.
As soon as I was done, Shawn pulled me to my feet, gave me a kiss and took me into the back room. After shutting the door, he walked me to the bed and sat me down.
“Will’s an idiot. He should know better.”
“Don’t worry about it.” I pulled him to the bed and stroked his hair. “I love you and don’t ever forget it.”
His lips met mine, and we lay back on the bed, but before we could do anything fun, the plane landed. We walked down the stairway, hand-in-hand, glancing toward each other while heading toward the row of cabs. Shawn hailed one, and the man took us to the courthouse.
After he parked in the no parking area, we both got out of the car and walked inside, hand in hand. I’d never been more in love in my life.
A man dressed in a dark blue suit approached us, staring toward our faces. “Shawn and Lauren?”
“Yes,” Shawn said. “You must be Henry Collier.”
“Yes.” He shook both of our hands. “Right this way. It’ll take three minutes and you can be on your way.”
“Discrete,” Shawn said. “That’s all I ask.”
“Right.”
“Do I have a gown to wear?” I asked, with my arms opened wide. “I have to look like a bride. I’ve been waiting my whole life for this…well, the second time I’ve been waiting for this, and I’m not getting married in slacks.” I looked down at my black slacks and a light blue blouse. “This isn’t bride material. I have a reputation to uphold.”
“Yes, it is,” Shawn said, putting his hand on my neck. “It’s the latest rage from wedding magazines. Why do you think I asked what you were wearing this morning?”
I looked down, considering his comment. “You know, you’re right. I saw this on the cover of Spouse magazine just last month. But I think a man was wearing it.” I straightened up and shrugged. “It’s novel. I like it.”
He took us to the front desk, where we both signed the marriage license, then to a back room where a Justice of the Peace and two female clerks stood. The Justice of the Peace seemed to be in a rush, even though the one clerk cried the entire time, interrupting him. The other one just looked angry, like I’d taken her man. But I was ready for her. Beauty queen contestants knew how to compete, and Shawn was mine. I shot her a few mean eye-daggers, and she knew I’d won. However, losers rarely made their hands into fists, but winners knew how to wear makeup. She wore none, so I won.
“I now pronounce you man and wife,” the man said, making me look forward.
Shawn pulled me in for a kiss, then broke the kiss and stared at me. “Now I can tell you everything.”
“Good.” I stared down at my two rings. “I don’t want to think I did this for nothing.”
He chuckled. “No way.” After filling out any other paperwork, we walked out of the courthouse and to a waiting cab. He helped me into the back seat and shut the door behind him, then leaned up to the cabbie. “We’re headed for the Colby Estate Inn.”
“I know exactly where you’re going.” The cab took off, and Shawn moved up close to me, his head resting against mine. “I can’t wait for this part.”
“Have you thought of children’s names?” I whispered.
He turned toward me. “No. Should I?”
“Yep.” I winked. “The timing’s just about right.”
“Great.” He leaned up to the cabbie. “I need to go to a drug store. Can we stop there first?”
“Let me guess. You just got married and now you’re worried about having a kid.”
“Yes,” Shawn said. “I think we’ll need a huge box, too, so find a drug store that can handle that.”
I laughed at him, almost doubling over. He thought he was such a stud.
He smiled, pulled me to his side and kissed my ear. I was putty in his hands. I leaned back and moaned, making the cab driver stare into his rearview mirror.
“I’m hurrying,” the guy said. “Slow down a bit.”
“It’s not me,” Shawn said. “I have a live one here.” He kissed me down my neck, knowing my weaknesses.
“I’m yours,” I whispered.
“I know.” He continued down my chest, and as soon he inched below my blouse, the car stopped.
“Take your time in there,” the cabbie said. “I need a break.” He got out of the car and lit up a cigarette, leaning against the car looking someone who’d just had sex. Shawn gave me a kiss, hopped out of the car and was back with a bag in his hand in less than five minutes.
“Let’s go,” he said.
The cabbie got into the car and we took off down the road. Shawn opened the bag, showed me the ribbed condoms and lubricant in the bag, making me chuckle. It was going to be a very interesting evening.
As the cab pulled up to the gorgeous and gigantic Colby Estate Inn, Shawn leaned closer to the front. “Keep going.”
“Why?” I asked.
He pointed to two men outside the inn. “Someone was told we were coming.” He pushed my head down to my knees. “No one needs to know about this. We don’t want to be bothered all night long.”
“Where to?” the cab driver asked.
“Any hotel. Take your pick. We don’t have time for a real honeymoon right now anyway.”
“But we had two days,” I said, still staring at my knees.
“Yeah, but I don’t like this.” He pulled out his cell phone, and speaking in a different language, had a whole conversation. I looked up at him, confused, and realized there was a whole side to Shawn that I didn’t know.
I lifted my head as soon as we got out of sight of the inn, while the cabbie drove us to a motel outside town. The place looked rundown, and I could smell the cigarette odor in the bedroom before we even got out of the car, although it may have been from the cabbie. It didn’t matter. It wasn’t our honeymoon, but just our wedding night. Compared to my wedding to Mitch, this was a step up.
“No, that’s not good enough,” Shawn said. “I don’t need anyone keeping us up all night because they want to party.” He shot me a knowing glance. “I want a decent place for my bride on our wedding night with no bugs crawling around the room.”
The cabbie looked in the rearview mirror. “There’s another place on the other side of town that’s just as nice. However, it’s haunted, and I think there’s a ghost hunting convention there. If you don’t mind people being up hunting for ghosts, you’d be safe there. No one in their right mind would stay there this week, and those people that you saw at the front of the other inn would be scared to death.”
My eyes got huge, staring at Shawn. “As would I. I don’t like that idea at all.”
“Oh, an adventure,” Shawn said with a grin. “I love that idea. Sure. Take us there.” He got back on the phone and made a call, using the same language as before. It sounded like Chinese to me, but I didn’t know that language.
As soon as Shawn was done, the cabbie chuckled. “I remember keeping my sister and her husband up all night because we’d knock on the wall, spray shaving cream under their door, and squirt water on their windows from the outside.”
“Why did you do that?” I asked.
“It’s what friends and family do. Be thankful you didn’t stay at the first inn, if your friends and family are there. Even though my sister was on the eighth floor, we still got her by using a fire truck and lift to see through their windows. That was so much fun.”
Not my idea of fun, and I was sure the ‘friends’ at the inn weren’t even close to being our friends. Not from the way Shawn reacted.
After being in the car for over an hour, it seemed, we finally arrived at the Lincoln Inn and Brewery. The place was huge, and with ivy climbing most of the walls, it looked scary to me. I imagined a dark cloud hanging over the place, it was that creepy-looking.
“We’ll be fine,” Shawn said, as if reading my mind.
“Can’t we just go to the plane?” I whispered.
“No, this is something we’ll both remember.”
“Being scared out of our wits, no doubt. You’re right about that.”
He chuckled, then took my hand, helping me out of the cab. He paid the bill and tipped the cabdriver, grabbed the bag of goodies, and we walked inside the building. I could smell death as soon as the door opened, watching as various paranormal enthusiasts took psycho readings with strange instruments from every nook and cranny possible. One woman looked like someone who read tarot cards, dressed in psycho clothing with a scarf tied around her head.
“Want a readinggggg?” she asked, carrying out the ‘g’ in reading with an Eastern European accent as in a song. Lifting her weathered tarot cards to my face, she was spooky, and even closed one eye while raising one very bushy eyebrow.
I turned to run out, but Shawn grabbed my arm, pulling me up to the counter.
“We have a room reserved under the name Nelson,” Shawn said to the clerk.
Nelson? I stared at Shawn with a confused look, then glanced back at crazy bushy eyebrow lady. It wasn’t normal to sign in under an alias to me, but it did save me from eyebrow lady. However, it made me wonder how many times Shawn had gone to a hotel with other women. I had to put it out of my mind because eyebrow lady was staring at me with one eye opened, sort of like a pirate stare. She was extremely scary, making me swallow hard.
The clerk looked up at Shawn, studying his face. “We had just one room left and you’re lucky you just called it in.” He walked to the back and grabbed a key. “Room thirteen, just down the hall.”
Chills covered my spine as I looked over at Shawn for help. “Thirteen?” He ignored me.
“Don’t worry,” the man said, returning to the counter in front of us. “All the haunted rooms have been taken for weeks. No one wants thirteen because nothing paranormal happens there.”
I nodded, terrified at the thought that he might be wrong.
Shawn wrapped his arm around my waist and after signing all papers, took the key. “Thanks.”
We walked down the hallway, and as soon as Shawn opened the door, I saw the most adorable room in front of us, containing a gorgeous king-sized bed with a light wooden headboard, a dark green comforter and white walls with tan carpeting. Off to the side was a full-sized bathroom, with a Jacuzzi and a shower.
“I’ve died and gone to heaven.”
“I bet the ghosts say just that,” Shawn said.
Before I could take a step inside, he grabbed me, lifted me up and kissed me as he carried me over the threshold. After shutting the door behind us with his foot, he laid me on the bed and covered my face with kisses.
“No holding back, huh?”
“Nope.” He stood over me, making me so happy I’d agreed to marry him. “I have all the essentials right here.” He jiggled the bag with a grin then put it on the bed. He lay beside me, kissed my ear and ran his hand through my hair. “I can tell you everything now, or you can wait until we consummate this marriage.”
“Either way. I get my curiosity satisfied whatever you decide.”
He grinned. “Sex. I like that idea. I’ve been waiting for almost two years for this.”
I kissed him then rolled onto his chest before I sat up. Straddling him, I leaned down, my hair tickling his face, then pulled up his t-shirt with my teeth while he chuckled.
“Kinky,” he whispered.
I lifted his arms over his head and yanked off his shirt, using my other hand. His chest was gorgeous and muscular. His stomach sported a six-pack within a six-pack.
Running my hands over his chest, I marveled at the shape he was in. Even though I worked out a lot to keep my beauty queen figure, I couldn’t compare to this man. His arms were so muscular; I didn’t have to worry about anyone hurting us.
I leaned down and teased his neck with my tongue. He chuckled, so I moved to tiny kisses down his torso. Right when I got to his belt, someone knocked on the door.
I looked up and stared at him. “Our luggage, I’m sure.” I moved off him. “I’ll get it.”
He pulled me away from the door, yanking his t-shirt over his head. I saw the gun in his pocket as he pulled it to a ready position, turning off the safety.
“And here I thought you were just happy to see me,” I whispered.
He pointed toward the bathroom, his demeanor all business. “Go hide. I don’t want you out here, in case it’s not what I think.”
“Shawn, it’s Hank,” the man said on the other side of the door.
Shawn pointed toward the bathroom. “Wait for me,” he whispered.
I nodded and went into the bathroom.
The door opened and I heard someone groan. “I don’t know anyone named Hank,” Shawn said. “Who are you?”
“I work with the agency.”
“I don’t think so. I didn’t tell them what room I was in for a reason. Who are you?” He changed to speaking a different language, sounding like Russian. I kept hidden, moving under the sink with my arms around my knees. I wished there was a cabinet there, but unfortunately, I was stuck.
The Russian got louder, and within minutes, I heard other voices. I wasn’t sure what was being said, frightening me. It made me realize that if he hadn’t been watching out for me, I could’ve been in extreme danger back in D.C.
That’s when it hit me. I was in extreme danger here. Hiding out wasn’t going to work, because I’d be a sitting duck. If anything happened to Shawn, I was as good as dead, because they’d hunt for me.
I got to my feet and moved closer to the door, peeking out into the bedroom. I saw a gun at Shawn’s head, with two men standing beside him and the door shut. Their backs were to me, and I had to save him. Granted, I had no training in this sort of thing, but I was like this driven woman. No one was going to hurt my new husband on my wedding day.
I ran full-force toward the man with the gun, standing on Shawn’s right, and screamed obscenities along the way. He was distracted, turning the gun toward me. I hit him in the gut while Shawn slugged the other guy in the mouth, then I put the man I’d hit on the ground and wrestled the gun from him, slamming the barrel against his head.
“I’m not in the mood for this and I won’t tolerate it,” I said, through gritted teeth. “This isn’t the time for you to interfere. Got it?”
Shawn chuckled, took the gun from my hand and helped me to my feet. “Your training finally paid off.”
“Huh?” What training was he talking about?
He pointed the gun at the two men, having the one I’d attacked lay face down on the ground with his arms and legs straight out to the side. The other one was out cold. Shawn made a quick phone call, and within two minutes, the door to room thirteen opened and Bill and Will walked in.
“Fancy seeing you here,” they said.
“The ‘ill’ brothers,” I muttered. “Are you following us?”
“Yep.” Bill pointed toward the man spread eagle on the floor. “Russian agents?”
“Yes,” Shawn said, handing the gun to him. “Now, I want a guard posted so we can be alone. Without interruption.”
“Right. I understand. We also have your luggage.” He motioned to a third man who wheeled in two suitcases. “And we’ve called out for room service. It’s lunchtime.”
“Thanks.” Shawn took my hand and backed away as they removed the two men from our room. “If it weren’t for her, I’d be dead.”
“Really?” Bill stared at me. “Already?”
“It’s seeping out.”
“What?” I looked down at my pants. “It’s the wrong time for that.”
Shawn and the men laughed, while he pulled me to his chest. “Good night, gentlemen. Tell them to hold the room service for an hour. We want to be alone.” He closed and locked the door behind them, walked me backward to the bed and took off my shoes after sitting me down. Massaging my feet, he removed my socks, then unbuttoned and unzipped my slacks, pulling them off in one fell swoop. Kissing up my stomach, he removed my blouse then met my lips. He was so hot, I flipped him onto his back and straddled him once again.
“I love you,” I said. “You’re so hot, I want you so badly.” I yanked his shirt off again, then unzipped his pants and undid the buckle. “I want to sit on you.”
“I think you are, already.”
“Yeah. I guess I am, and you want it, too.”
“What else would you expect?”
I looked down to his boxer-briefs and grinned. “Nothing less from you.”
He chuckled, took me in his arms and made mad, passionate love to me for what seemed like hours, at least. It was incredible, and by the time we were done, I was sweaty and euphoric. I was no longer a virgin, but happier than ever to be married. I just wished he’d remembered to use the condom, but put it out of my head. I wouldn’t get pregnant on the first try—at least I told myself that.
“How do you feel, Mrs. Hudson?” Shawn asked.
“That’s your real last name?”
As he rolled off me, I turned to face him.
“Yes,” he said. “I have to use Delaney for business purposes. If you didn’t already guess, I’m an agent for the U.S. Government.”
“Which department?”
“That’s kind of tricky to explain.” He kept his voice low, almost at a whisper. “We’re a special unit, subsidiaries of the FBI and the DHS, and work closely with the CIA and the National Security Agency.”
“DHS?”
“Department of Homeland Security. We’re the terrorist defense agency, or TDA, specifically trained to make sure the nation is safe. When questioned by anyone outside the FBI, we say we’re with the FBI, for our cover. My unit, TDA-DC, works in Washington, D.C., and we have underground tunnels and special shuttles to get us across the city in minutes. That’s how I got to the restaurant to meet you so fast.”
“But you took a cab to my work to meet with the FBI?”
“Yeah. I didn’t want to freak anyone out, or have to worry about parking, so I took a cab. It was faster than the Metro. Anyway, we’ve rigged up cameras everywhere, which is how I knew where you were and who you were meeting with, including the guy who touched your shoulder.”
“Who was he?”
“Not one of ours, but he’s refusing to talk. He doesn’t even speak English.”
“Yes, he does. He said my name and didn’t even have an accent.”
He stared at me for an extra second. “Well, he’s refusing, speaking in some language none of us know. We’re hunting for an expert.”
“So you’re not based in Dupont Circle?”
He grinned. “No. Our main office is underground, a few blocks northeast of Union Station, but very few people know we even exist. We wear regular tourist clothing on purpose, and we’re trained to fit in, yet not be anyone’s friend.”
“Except when you’re looking for a spouse.”
“Exactly.” He leaned up on his hand, his elbow on the bed. “You’ll be working with me. I’m being targeted for some reason, and we think it’s from someone you know who saw me with you. We want you out in the open to be approached, so we can flush them out of the woodwork.”
“Is that safe?”
He reached out and stroked my cheek. “For the past six months, every night of the week, I’ve hypnotized you. You’ve been trained extensively and had no idea it was even in your head. It’s seeping out and time you know what you’ve been taught.”
“You hypnotized me? Did we even date?”
He stared off into the room, thinking. “Hmmm…that’s a tricky one. Sort of. We’d go out after work, then I’d tell you what we did to ‘date.’” He faced me with those adorable eyes. “I had to do this, so don’t blame me. You had to be able to protect yourself in case someone was out to get me.”
“Like now?”
“Yes. It’s easier to hypnotize you and tell you what’s in your head than to spend another six months training you.”
“How long did I train every night?”
“Some nights until three in the morning.” He stroked my hair. “I was even there last night, and you didn’t know it.”
“I see. I’ve been trained to be an agent without knowing it.” I glanced down at my perfect figure. “Is that how I’ve gotten in shape?”
Lifting my chin, he nodded, then gave me a kiss.
When he backed away, I studied his face for deception, but saw none. “I thought I just did the treadmill and bike?”
“Yes, but we did a lot more than that.”
I stared at him. “So I wasn’t a virgin before we—”
He grinned, then kissed me again. “I’d never take advantage of you like that, and you know it. I did nothing you wouldn’t let me do.”
“I see.” This was just weird, so I looked downward, trying to figure it out. It was the strangest feeling, knowing you have training in your brain you know nothing about.
“We also trained you in languages.”
I looked up, gazing into his blue eyes. “Let me guess. Russian and Chinese?”
“Yes. You know the basics, because I’ve hooked up language learning tools for when you sleep. Lauren, you passed every test given to you with flying colors. You’re considered to be a junior agent, and after six months of on the job training, you’ll be promoted to a regular agent. After three years, with testing, you can be a senior agent.”
“How many senior agents do you have?”
“Not many. Some of them opt to go to the CIA or FBI, because the work is steadier and easier. I think there are between fifty and a hundred of us right now.”
“Are you allowed to move around agencies like that?”
“Sure. And eventually, you can retire anywhere in the world, all expenses paid.”
I sat up. “What’s the downside?”
“Some people die. Our death rate is a lot less than it was, but we’re trying to lower it even more with training.”
“That could’ve been you when that guy had the gun to your head,” I whispered.
“I had the best junior agent behind me, but she didn’t know it.” He pulled me back to the bed and met his lips to mine.
“Where will we live?” I asked as he moved down my neck.
“My place. You’ve never seen it.”
“But I’ve been to your apartment.”
“A cover, only.” He stopped kissing me, replacing his lips with his tantalizing and skilled fingertips. “My real house is in an extremely secure neighborhood in Northern Virginia, with armed guards. All of us live in The Community, protecting each other. I have a huge home with a half-acre lot, paid for by the government. All of us do. The children go to school on the premises, and the non-working spouses take care of things while we’re gone. We have gardeners, maids, and accountants, because sometimes, we have to work long hours, like I did in the past months, training you. I worked especially hard in the past week for you.”
“Why did you take extra time to train me in the past week?”
“The terrorism has increased in D.C. We’re worried there’s an increase for a reason, and it was time to finish for you, then take it to the next level. Marriage. I had intended to propose this weekend, at the Lincoln Memorial at night. I even had the ring at the office, carrying it with me wherever I went. I never knew when the terrorism would spill over into my personal life.”
“Oh, The Lincoln Memorial’s so pretty at night.”
He grinned, then kissed my forehead. “And I want to take you there. I didn’t know you’d seen it.”
“I toured the city when I first moved there, seeing a lot of it after working hours. It’s so patriotic there. I like seeing all the monuments at night, but it’s not very safe.”
“True.”
“Do you guys ever collect data about the terrorism problems, to report to your bosses?”
He smiled, meeting his lips to mine. “Want to work on the data for us? We need a part-time math-stat.”
“You do?”
“That was the initial reason you were in the pool of women for me to choose from. You were also the most beautiful. When we found out you were in good shape and could easily be hypnotized, we decided you’d be an asset as an agent. We were right.” He checked his watch. “I’m hungry. Want some lunch? It’s about two.”
“Yeah. Good idea.”
Shawn grabbed the phone and I got out of bed, took a quick shower and dressed in shorts. I walked out of the bathroom and Shawn went in, kissing me along the way. A knock at the door had me jumping.
“Room service,” the man said.
Shawn leaned out of the bathroom, glancing toward the door. “It’s fine. I’ll be right out.”
I opened the door and a man wheeled a huge tray into the room. Grabbing my purse, I gave him a tip, then he left the room. I took one plate, filled with fried chicken, mashed potatoes and fried apples, sat at the table and dug in.
“Hungry?” Shawn asked, walking into the room. He’d gotten a shower, and dressed only in shorts, he was hotter than hot.
I stood up and moved up against this chest, my face next to his. “Famished.”
His arms went around me. “For what?”
“You.” My lips went to his, making him return the favor. “Are you hungry?”
He let go of me and walked to the tray, lifting a plate in his hands. “Yeah. Want to feed it to me?”
“I’d do anything for you.” I chuckled, sat back in my seat and he joined me, sitting next to me. As we ate, I thought of ways to word some questions. “Tell me about your childhood, now that all secrets are gone.”
He smiled. “So you know I lied about my past.”
“I kind of figured you didn’t tour Europe with a backpack for a year after high school, or that you were the quarterback and turned down an NFL contract to be a lowly programmer.”
He chuckled. “You got that right. When did you doubt me?”
“Not until today, because I no reason to believe you’d lie to me. What happened in your past?”
He laid the chicken down and looked up at me, his blue eyes adorable as he stared. “I was a nerd in high school. I won math competitions, started a computer business and by the time I was a senior, I’d made enough to go to a state college. I also had a four-year scholarship to MIT, but turned it down.”
My mouth hung open, the chicken in my hand falling to my plate. “You’re kidding.”
“Nope. And that’s no lie.”
“I’m almost afraid to ask. Why did you turn down a full scholarship to MIT?”
He grinned. “I had a better offer at Johns Hopkins.” He took a bite of chicken, just facing me.
“The doctor school.” Uh-oh. “Tell me you’re not a doctor? I hate doctors. They’re mean, sadistic, and enjoy giving people needles.”
He laughed even more. “I didn’t want to be a nerd my whole life. I started out in medicine, figuring the chicks would bow down to me because I could save lives.”
“A doctor?” I stood up, walked to the side of the room, and zipped up my suitcase. “Put me in protective custody. This marriage is over.”
As I pulled my suitcase toward the door, he stopped me with his hands on my shoulders. “I only got my M.D. but didn’t go into practice, because I had something better to do.”
I spun toward him. “Like what?”
“I have a degree in psychiatry.”
“A nut job shrink? That’s even worse.” I turned and headed toward the door again. “I hate shrinks, even though I never even met one. They’re all nuts.”
“Lauren, I never got a chance to practice in psychiatry, either. The agency pulled me out as soon as I graduated, and threw me into this job because they needed someone with a background in psychiatry. They thought they just needed an M.D., but changed their mind right when I was ready to graduate and work for the agency. During my education, I had a private tutor to learn various languages.”
I turned, not sure I liked what I heard. “You sound like you didn’t have a choice.”
“I didn’t.” His hands went to my shoulders as he faced me. “My scholarship was from the government, and as soon as I graduated with the necessary degree, I had to work for them until I retire. Then I could get out, free and clear. I didn’t have enough money to go to Johns Hopkins and they paid for everything.”
“So you’re being held hostage?” I whispered.
“Something like that.” He chuckled. “I never thought of it like that. It’s not bad. I’ll never get laid off or fired, and I get a lot of perks.” He leaned down and kissed my cheek. “I got you, didn’t I?”
“Yeah. Is it going to be like that for me?”
“No. You have a lot more freedom. I negotiated a lot for you. You don’t even have to work if you don’t want to. I just ask you to help me figure out who’s after you, so you can be safe. Then you can do whatever you want to do.”
“Really?”
He pulled me closer. “I honestly love you. I don’t want you in the line of fire, but the bosses need you to help us. It’s for national security, because we think they’re after you for some reason. I’ll protect you the best I can, but it’s all up to you.”
“You’re so sweet.” I leaned up and kissed him. “I love you, too, and I want to help. I don’t like the fact that someone wants to hurt either of us.”
“I’ll make sure we’re both safe.” He led me back to the table. “Now, eat. We need to exercise some more.”
I chuckled, sat back down and ate while flirting with him under the table. Who knew I could eat left-handed while multi-tasking with my other hand?
~~~~~
After taking care of business, I looked up at the ceiling. People were walking on the floor above us and I heard someone yell in the hallway, saying something about seeing a ghost or something.
A knocking at the door had us both turning. “It came into your room! A ghost is in your room!”
“Back away,” another man said.
Shawn stood up and pulled on some shorts while I reached out and touched his arm. “Should I be worried about this place being haunted?”
“No. I haven’t seen anything out of the ordinary.” He walked to the door and opened it, standing in the doorway. “What’s the problem here?”
“A ghost just walked into your room.”
Shawn leaned on the doorjamb. “It’s probably hiding because you guys are chasing it.”
I chuckled from Shawn’s comment, then looked around the room, but no ghost was there. They were all nuts.
“But it’s in there,” the man insisted. “Can’t I see?”
“No.” Shawn started to close the door, but the man pushed it open, running inside. I pulled the sheet up over me, staring at the man.
“Excuse me,” I said. “But this is our wedding day. Do you mind?”
“I’ll just be a moment,” the man said, checking me out. “You’re hot.”
“Out!” Shawn yelled, pushing the man toward the door. “Don’t bother us again.” He shut the door behind the man, then walked back to the bed and lay beside me. “Psychos. They’re all crazy.”
“I’m not worried about this place being haunted. That’s not normal for me. Did you hypnotize all fear out of me or something?”
He leaned over and kissed my cheek. “Something, for sure.”
“So you have experience with psychiatry?”
“Yes.” His lips moved down my chin.
“Do you think Mitch is solid?”
“Not as solid as the agency thinks. He has issues he doesn’t even know about.” He moved away from my chin and met my eyes. “Why are you asking me that?”
“I’m just curious. Do you think he’s the one who sent the bad people?”
He rolled over onto his back, turning his head toward me. “I’m not sure. We’ve checked him out and he seems like he has nothing in his background to be controversial, other than the failed marriage to you.”
“Hey, if you’re so good at psychology, did you know how to snow those psychiatrists checking you out for flaws?”
He chuckled and rolled over to meet my face. “Fortunately, most of my background has been classified, even to the psychiatrists. They didn’t know I could snow them. Since I’ve been out of school for a few years, they only think of me as an agent.”
“That’s probably smart, so they don’t have any preconceived notions before they psychoanalyze anyone.”
He leaned over me with a grin. “I love it when you talk dirty.” He chuckled, then we started all over again.
After kissing for a while, I was lying on his chest as he stroked my hair. “When can you get all this stuff out of my head?”
“Whenever you’re ready.”
I turned to look up at his face. “Will it hurt or will it change me?”
“No.” He chuckled. “You’ll still be adorable Lauren, but stronger with more self-confidence.”
I grinned. “Good. Bring it on.”
Reaching down, he touched my shoulder in one specific spot. I felt myself fall asleep, being wakened after he spoke to me for a few moments.
“How do you feel?” He was speaking to me in Chinese and I understood him.
I felt my mouth fall open and all the blood leave my face in total surprise. This was a lot better than taking Spanish in high school. “I know what you said.”
“Tell me in Chinese.”
I took my time, staring up at him. “I feel fine.” I’d spoken Chinese? I covered my mouth, staring at his smile. “Why Chinese?”
“Not too many people know it. We also trained you in Russian, but we’re going to work on Arabic next. We want you to at least know all the languages they use in the United Nations building.” He switched to Russian. "Which language do you like the best?”
“This one,” I said in English. I leaned up, kissed him hard and moved my hand downward, his eyes closing in extreme pleasure.
“I’ve created a monster,” he said.
“Yep. Now beg me for more.”
He chuckled, rolled on top of me and lowered his lips to mine. “Please?”
“Good enough for me.”
We kissed for a while, until he closed his eyes. He was so cute when he slept, so I just watched him. He was just a fun man—bright, yet relaxed. I couldn’t ask for anything more.
I got out of bed and took a shower, realizing it was dinnertime. I didn’t want to wake him, so I grabbed a key and some cash, then walked out to the hallway. Two men were sitting beside our room, playing checkers.
“I want to get dinner,” I said. “Where can I go to do that?”
“I’m surprised Shawn let you out,” the blond guy said.
“He’s asleep.”
“So you wore him out?” The man chuckled.
I didn’t smile. He needed to be taught a lesson and I was just the one to teach it to him. “I just want dinner. Where can I go?”
“Attitude,” he said to the other man.
My hands flew to my hips. “No, I’m a professional, and I’d appreciate it if you’d be a little more respectful.”
I heard the door open behind me. Shawn was dressed and put his hand on my back. “What’s going on here?”
“I want dinner, but this man is being a bit disrespectful.” I crossed my arms, facing him.
“Is that true?” Shawn asked him.
“I didn’t mean anything,” the blond man said. “It’s just weird being here.”
Shawn nodded. “My wife isn’t someone to play with. Our lives are in danger and we need to be protected, not harassed.”
“Yes, sir.” The man sat up straighter.
“We’d like to go out for dinner, but it’s not safe,” Shawn said. “Can you order something good to come to our room?”
“Pizza,” I said, turning toward Shawn. “Does that sound good to you?”
“Yeah, it does.” He grinned, then unlocked the door behind us. “Pizza and colas. We’re going to watch the game.” He took my arm and pulled me back into the room, closing the door behind him. “What happened out there?”
“He said he was surprised you let me walk out of the room and asked if I wore you out when I told him you were asleep.”
“Not good. That guy should know better. He’s a local. He’s not used to how we operate in D.C., but I’m going to make sure he figures it out really quickly.” He flipped on the television to a baseball game. “Do you like sports?”
“Pretty much. I never got into baseball, but give me a good football game any day, and I’m happy.”
“Football?” He grinned, turning toward me with those incredible blue eyes. “Even though I wasn’t a quarterback?”
I chuckled and touched his cheek. “Teach me about baseball. I know the basics, but I need to know what else is involved.”
He propped pillows up on the bed, and we both sat back, watching baseball together. “I can’t wait until we do this at my place,” he said, his arm around my shoulders.
Someone knocked at the door and Shawn got up to answer it. He grabbed a pizza and colas and we watched baseball. I had to admit it was more fun than any other date I’d had with Shawn, probably because I was actually on a date and not told just about what had happened. My life was getting weirder and weirder.
I never had more fun in my life than that night, certain it would be the last night I’d be happy. The future was so unknown, but I put it out of my head and went for what I wanted—my new adorable husband.
After the game, we got ready for bed and I fell asleep the moment my head hit the pillow. I didn’t think I slept long, but was awakened by the scents of cinnamon, syrup, and coffee. I opened my eyes and saw Shawn sitting in a chair at the table, pouring syrup on a waffle.
“Food?” I asked.
“You’re awake. Do you know how adorable you are when you sleep?”
“No, tell me. My eyes are shut so I can’t see myself.”
“Come over here and eat with me.”
“After I get a shower. I need to wake up.” I rolled over, fell onto the floor and looked up at him with one eye opened.
“I hope you didn’t hurt anything,” he said, staring at me sitting on the floor.
“You’ll have to tell me later.” I got to my feet, went into the bathroom and showered, then returned fully dressed in shorts and a t-shirt to match his white one. I sat beside him as he opened an enclosed tray, filled with very hot waffles.
“I’m hungry,” I said with a yawn.
“I bet. You’re a tiger.”
I chuckled, grabbed two waffles and put them on my plate. After covering them with butter and syrup, I grabbed a cinnamon roll while Shawn poured me a cup of coffee.
“So what’s up for the day?” I grinned, then looked down at his shorts, checking him out.
He chuckled, sipping his coffee. “My wife the nymph.”
I grinned, then ate some of the waffle. “Yep. If I’d only have known…”
“What would you do differently?”
“I would’ve jumped you on the first date.”
He snapped his head toward me. “Really?”
I chuckled, remembering back to our first date, the night of the coffee shop encounter. “Yeah. Right in the top row of the movie theater, if that even happened.”
“Oh, that one happened.” His smile was adorable. “I didn’t think you liked horror movies.”
“Sex would’ve been better.”
He leaned over and kissed me, chuckling. “Yes, but I had to break you in gently for that.”
“Are you sure you never did anything when I was under?”
“No. And I never convinced you to sleep with me and never would. Also, no more hypnosis to train you. Those are the rules and I’ll abide by them. There are a few things I told you while you were under that I need to undo. You were tough in some areas.”
“Like what?” I sat up straight, making sure I looked like the beauty queen contestant that I used to be. Once a contestant, always a contestant. I was just glad I’d put on my makeup after my shower and redid my nails, letting them dry fully. At least I didn’t need to worry about any bags under my eyes that day.
“Well, when we first began going out, I realized you lacked self-confidence. You needed a little pick-me-up, so I mentioned that you used to be a beauty queen contestant.”
“Mentioned?” I took a bite, wiping my mouth with a napkin. “But I was a contestant. I remember the whole contest.”
“It never happened. I made up the whole scenario.”
I stopped eating and studied his face in confusion. “What are you saying to me?”
“There was no tiara, no evening gown, and no contest. When I met you, you were a computer and math nerd, just like me. That’s why I felt an instant bond to you.”
Anger hit my emotions, not believing he’d do such a thing. “You messed with my memories?” I thought back to the contest, making me even angrier. “And made me only take third place in the contest with a talent of singing Jingle Bells while wearing a parka in the summertime?” What kind of man would do that?
“I only did it to give you self-confidence and third place so you wouldn’t get cocky. The Jingle Bells and parka was actually your idea and hilarious. Regardless, it worked. The problem was, it worked too well. Every time I tried to remove the beauty contest in your brain, you’d deny it and tell me off. It was like you needed that for your core personality.”
I looked down at my body. “But I look like a beauty queen.”
“You do, now. Don’t worry about it. I told your family I was trying something to boost your self-confidence after you secretly lost in the contest they knew nothing about.”
“That’s really scummy.” I threw my fork onto my plate. “What else did you tell me when I was under your power?”
“Uh, that men adored you. All men. I just wanted you to believe in yourself. It really helped when I was training you to be an agent.” He grinned, making me want to take him out.
“Did you convince me that I loved you?”
“Never,” he said, shaking his head. “That’s straight from you. I had to know if it was the truth or not.”
“Unbelievable. I’m a nerd with a third place tiara and Jingle Bells and parka fettish.” I sat back, not wanting to finish my breakfast.
“But you have a really good self-concept,” Shawn said. “That’s what’s important here. Don’t worry about the beauty queen stuff. You’ve become this amazing person who believes in herself. I like it a lot.”
“Is that why the ‘ill brothers’ were laughing at me in the car?
“Yeah.” He sighed and shook his head, almost in frustration. “They knew about it. Everything that happened to you will come out slowly, except for the training, which seemed to have seeped out early. I’m having you remember the training right away. We may need it.” He put his hand on my hair, stroking it. “Do you forgive me?”
“I guess so, unless you told me to do that, too.”
“No, it’s still you on the inside. I love you so much, I just had to do something, especially after your failed marriage. You were so down on yourself, thinking you’d failed everyone and everything. I just planted the seed that beauty queen contestants know there’s a bigger picture and don’t worry about the day-to-day problems and you believed me. You began to smile, you stood up straighter, and you started to care about yourself as a person. So, I embellished the story a little.”
“More like lied about a story that didn’t happen. Have you ever given me any other fashion advice or self-improvement advice?”
“Uh, yesterday, I told you what you were wearing was the latest rage in weddings. It’s not. I never saw anything like that.”
I felt my mouth fall. “So I got married in grungy clothes for nothing?”
“I can make it up to you. If you want a big wedding, again, with a white dress, we’ll do that just for you.”
I thought about it, certain it was my thoughts for once. “That’s okay. I got the prize, so I don’t need the white dress.” I smiled at him, realizing he was really thinking of me for everything he did, as weird as that was.
“That’s my Lauren.” He hugged me from the side and pointed toward my plate. “Finish eating, because we have a job to do.”
I looked up at his devious smile. “We do?”
“It’s a secret.” He put his finger to his lips with a smile. “And has nothing to do with ghosts or sex.”
“Darn.”
We finished breakfast, making small talk about the day, and put our plates outside the room.
After checking his watch, Shawn held the door open, grabbing my hand. “Time to go outside.”
“And do what?”
He walked with me into the hallway, heading for the front door of the building. “Be seen. I want them to know you’re with me, and I want you out in public.”
“So I’m bait?”
“And we’re being watched by the TDA-NE, the New England unit. They know we’ll be leaving at exactly ten, and it’s ten now. We’re just going to stroll around the grounds. Nothing special, but really nice.”
“Looking like newlyweds.”
“Exactly.” Heading out of the building, he walked with me outside, where the trees were just beginning to bud. It was beautiful, the morning air warm but not hot. His arm went around my waist as we walked down a marked path, strolling beside a stream and landscaped flowerbeds just starting to bloom on the right and various planned trees on the right.
“Will the rest of our lives be this nice?” I asked him.
“Nicer. We won’t be watched by the enemy.”
“Are we being watched right now?”
“Probably. But you’re safe.” He kissed my cheek. “I won’t let anyone hurt you.”
“This is just very weird to me. Not only have I been chosen and am now married and not a virgin any longer, but I’ve been taught things in my sleep and subconscious. Oh yeah, and now, I’m being hunted.”
“It’s a lot to take in at one time. But just remember you’re safe. That’s the most important thing.”
“Do you think the enemy has guns?”
“No, because they want us alive. For some reason, they think you know something, or they wouldn’t have contacted you the way they did.”
“Like what? World peace or something?” I chuckled at the thought, making Shawn laugh as well. “You planted that, didn’t you?”
“No. ‘World peace’ was your thought. I honestly don’t know what they want. That guy on the sidewalk yesterday told us enough to know you’re their target, even though he’s not talking. Then when Agent Kirk talked to you, it told us they’re worried about something. We don’t know what it is, but it’s huge.”
“Did you find out who he is?”
He shook his head and pulled me closer. “No. I called my superiors this morning and they got nothing off the card except for your prints.”
I looked up ahead, seeing the path heading toward some denser woods. “Sorry about the prints.”
“It’s not your fault. You had no idea what was going on.”
“Who would tell the bad guys I was dating you?”
“We’ve checked everyone.” He glanced at me from the side. “Especially Mitch.”
“Have you checked Mitch’s dates?”
He spun his head toward me. “Dates? He dated?”
“Yeah, he did. I’m surprised you didn’t know that. He was dating a guy at work, on the side, but the guy didn’t even know it.”
He scratched his head, looking confused. “How could he not know it?”
“No kissing. No touching. No sex. Mitch was really frustrated, but didn’t know how to tell the guy he was interested.”
“Did they go out?”
“No. But they spent a lot of time together at some bar.”
“Get me a name.” He handed me his cell phone. “I need a name, but be sly.”
I pressed Mitch’s speed dial number and waited.
“Hello?” he said. “Shawn?”
“It’s Lauren.”
I could hear his smile over the phone, if that’s even possible. “You hate your new husband and you want me back. It’s a dream come true!”
I shook my head, glancing toward Shawn then rolling my eyes. “No, I still love Shawn. Sorry, you’re out of luck. He’s sleeping, so I went for a walk and was thinking about our conversation yesterday.”
“Wait. Shawn’s sleeping?”
I smiled. “He was busy all night. He needs his sleep.” I winked at Shawn and he grinned. “I think I wore him out.”
“I’m not surprised. So what did you call me for? Sex advice?”
“No, I didn’t call you for sex advice.”
Shawn chuckled and kissed my cheek, so I moved the phone to my ear away from him.
“Nymph,” Shawn whispered.
I turned back to the phone. “Since you were depressed yesterday, I think it’s now my job to fix you up. I was thinking about that guy at your work who you were interested in, but you didn’t have the guts to ask out.”
“Dylan?”
“That’s right. It was Dylan. What was his last name again?”
“Why?”
“I’m just curious. I hate not remembering things.”
Shawn leaned over and whispered into my ear. “Perfect. You would’ve remembered, but he doesn’t know it.”
I shook my head. The only way I’d know was through hypnosis.
“I don’t think I told you his last name was Cain,” Mitch said.
“Oh, maybe that’s why I don’t remember. I’d remember Cain.” I glanced toward Shawn and nodded. “So did you ask him out yet?”
“No. Should I?”
“Are you interested?”
“Somewhat. But I’m still waiting for you.”
I moved my head back slightly and rolled my eyes, not believing this guy. “And look where that went. It’s not going to happen with us, Mitch. Why not give it a try with Dylan and see where it leads?”
“How do I do that?”
“Want me to call him?” I asked.
Shawn shook his head violently, while I nodded.
“Would you?” he asked. “Just find out if he’s gay, and if not, tell him you were mistaken. Don’t mention my name.”
“What’s his number?”
He rattled off a few digits and I memorized it as he spoke.
“I’ll do that for you, Mitch. Thanks.” We ended the call and I faced Shawn. “If I call, and he’s the one, he may tip his hand.”
“Not unless we reroute the call. I don’t want him finding us.”
“But if he’s the guy, wouldn’t he already know where I am? Those guys at the other inn weren’t just playing poker.”
“True, but I still don’t like it. Wait until we reroute your call so we can tape it.” He pulled some paper from his pocket. “Write down the number.”
“I have it memorized.”
“I know, but humor me. It’ll fly right out of your mind later, in the midst of passion.”
I chuckled, took the paper and pen and wrote it down. As he called in the information, I heard someone behind us. Turning, I saw two men dressed in nice suits, looking driven while carrying guns.
I grabbed Shawn’s hand and started to run into the trees. “I think we’ve been found.”
~~~~~
Chapter 4
As soon as we were amidst the trees, I heard the sound of a quiet gunshot.
“Silencers,” Shawn whispered, still holding my hand as we ran. “I didn’t bring my gun.”
“Some protector,” I whispered back. My cell phone began to ring. Shawn reached into my pocket and grabbed it, turning it off. Another shot rang out and we both ducked, still dodging trees.
Shawn headed back toward the inn, grabbing his phone and pressing a button as we ran. “Shots fired,” he said in a quiet voice. “We need help.”
The end of the trees lay ahead of us, with a beautifully landscaped lawn past the last tree. Yes, the lawn was very green and lush, and if I were a golfer, I’d be happy, but in this case, we’d be sitting ducks out in the open.
Shawn kept running toward the golf course lawn.
“Are you sure about this?” I asked, keeping up.
“Have faith. We’re heading for the haunted inn.”
Great. Thinking a haunted inn was a better option made me rethink my situation. At least the ghosts didn’t hang out in our room, much. That was a bonus. Maybe they were as afraid of the number thirteen as I was.
Another shot rang out, then another. We both ducked while running, and finally, we were out in the open on the lush green golf course lawn. Two men ran toward us from the other direction, both of their weapons drawn. I glanced behind us, where the men who had been chasing us ran onto the lawn, their weapons aimed right at us.
“We’re out of luck,” Shawn said.
“Stop,” one man said, standing right in front of us. He had an extreme Russian accent.
Shawn stopped. I stood beside him, panting for breath. I doubled over, feeling Shawn’s hand on my back.
“Stand up,” he whispered.
“I can’t.” I fell to the ground, my face in the grass, while up on my knees.
“Stand up,” the Russian man said.
“I can’t breathe.” I was stalling, hoping they wouldn’t shoot someone when they were down. I grabbed my stomach and rolled over onto my side, gasping for air. I was probably over-doing it, but the Russians didn’t know that.
“Is she okay?” the Russian man asked Shawn.
“I can check if you let me.”
“Go ahead. We can’t lose her.”
“Why?” Shawn asked. “Why is she important?”
“You know already. Check her out.”
Shawn knelt beside me and felt my neck. “Can you breathe?”
“Not really.” I winked at him and he grinned slightly.
He stroked my hair and looked up at the Russian man. “She needs a hospital or she could die.”
“We’ll take her with us.” The man started moving toward me, so I began to cough.
“She has tuberculosis,” Shawn said, lying. “She could infect you. That’s why we’re up here, so she can get some fresh air. It was working, but now, she’s had too much exercise.”
He was as good a liar as I was.
“Tuberculosis?” The one man turned toward the other, and I noticed the two men behind us just staring. “That’s bad,” the man said to the other in Russian. “I’ve heard stories where it makes you bleed internally until you die and all blood comes out of everywhere. And it’s contagious.”
I kept coughing, grabbing my stomach and curling up. These men had no medical training. The man’s description of tuberculosis sounded like symptoms from a few different diseases. I could do anything and they’d fall for it.
“Too much,” Shawn whispered as I coughed some more.
I slowed down, until I heard some guns cock behind us. “Drop your weapons. You’re surrounded.”
I looked around us, realizing that about twelve men, dressed in t-shirts and jeans, surrounded us.
“Better now?” Shawn asked, leaning down while he smiled.
“Yeah, but I have to keep it up.” I coughed again. “I can’t let them think it wasn’t real.”
“Yes, you can.” He helped me sit up. “Good job. It bought us some time.”
I stood up and dusted off my shorts, coughing every once in a while, just to keep up the charade. The men were being taken into custody, and once they were hauled away, Shawn approached a large man still standing near us.
“What was that?” he asked, his hands flying to his hips. “You were to watch our backs. Those men wanted her, and if wasn’t for Lauren’s quick thinking, we’d be dead.”
“We were…detained.”
“Detained?” Shawn moved up closer to the man’s face. “You knew we’d be out here at ten. Even the enemy knew we’d be out here at ten. What sort of detainment did you have that required that you not be here at ten?”
I was ready to take this guy on, if Shawn backed off. He had no real idea who he’d married, because when it came to friends and family, I’d fight to the death, and this seemed like a great reason to take someone out. Forget world peace. Did I just think that? Heaven forbid.
The man glanced downward. “You wouldn’t understand. We don’t work up here in the same way you do down in the city.”
Shawn crossed his arms. “Explain it to me.”
“I’ll take care of this.” I moved closer, putting my finger into his chest. “Where were you?”
“The donut shop?” The man winced, looking like he was going to be hit.
“Our lives were in jeopardy because of donuts?” I asked Shawn.
“It was a two-for-one sale and the line was out the door,” the guy said.
“You’re fired,” Shawn said. “All of you. Who’s in charge of your group?”
“I am,” the same donut lover said in a timid tone. I was ready to shove my fist down his throat.
Shawn pulled out his cell phone, pressed a number and put his phone to his ear. “Excuse me. Who is this?”
He glanced over at me. “I grabbed the wrong phone.”
He handed it to me, and I answered it. “Hello?”
“This is Pretty Pizzas of D.C. How can I help you?”
I smiled. “Sorry. Wrong number.” I ended the call and chuckled.
“You have a pizza place on speed dial?” Shawn asked. “And the worst pizza in D.C.?”
“Yeah. I know, it’s pathetic. But I love their broccoli, spinach and white sauce pizza. It’s PMS food with their chocolate pizza for dessert.”
“That sounds good,” the man in front of us said, licking his lips.
I shook my head and walked toward the inn. These people were insane.
Shawn grabbed my arm and pulled me back to where the donut-loving man stood. He whipped out his cell phone, pressing a number on speed dial. “Chief, it’s Shawn. I want you to fire the entire staff that was supposed to be covering us. They’re incompetent.”
“You can’t do that,” the man said, near tears.
Shawn nodded. “We were just chased by four Russians shooting at us, but the group up here was in a line for donuts.” He nodded, glancing at me. “Understood.” He ended the call and faced the man in front of us. “He said you’re all fired, and he’s coming up to ream you all out. He’ll be here in about an hour.” He put his hand on my back, and we walked away. “I have to take care of my sweetheart’s tuberculosis.”
I chuckled, leaning closer to him. “Whatever you want to call it.”
He wrapped his arm around me, pulled me close and kissed the top of my head. “I’m so glad we weren’t shot.”
“Yeah. That would’ve messed up the honeymoon.”
“Oh, my dear, this isn’t our honeymoon. I’ve been planning that for almost a year.”
“Before you even met me?”
“Yeah.”
The ill brothers walked toward us. “What happened?”
“Donut special,” Shawn said. “The boss is on his way up here.” He turned toward me. “I think it’s time you met your employer.”
“That would be nice.”
“You already know him.”
Shawn kept walking, but I stopped, confused. “I do?”
He turned to face me. “Remember that dinner party at my house about two months ago? I introduced you to my uncle Ralph?”
“That’s your boss? Your uncle is your boss?”
He chuckled. “He’s not my uncle. None of those people at the party were related to me. Every one of them was from the agency, checking you out.”
I dropped my jaw, not believing what I was hearing. “So your sister, who I talked to for over an hour—”
“One of our psychiatrists. My other sister, the mean one you hated, another agent. Yeah, you passed all the tests. The agent you hated did that on purpose.”
“That sucks.”
“Yep.” He pulled me toward him again. “Uncle Ralph is on his way up here. He’s not happy, but he’ll be ecstatic when he hears that his newest agent saved our lives. For the second time.”
“I really didn’t.”
He grinned, opened the door to the inn and walked me toward our room. One of the other guests approached us, staring directly into my face.
“You’re in trouble,” the man said. “I’m psychic and I can see danger in your future.”
All he had to do was look out the window and he’d know that was true. He was probably friends with the scary crazy eyebrow lady.
I faced the little weasel, who looked like he lived in his mother’s basement and never came out for sunshine. “Yeah, danger. I kind of live my life like that. So it’s fine.” I tried to walk past him, but he stopped me.
“No, I’m serious. It’s all over your face. You’re going to be kidnapped, and you have to learn to duck.”
Shawn moved me in front of him. “It’s fine. She gets like that every month.”
I spun toward him, not believing my ears.
“It’s fine, honey,” Shawn said to me. “We’ll get a nice bubble bath and watch some chick flicks while eating chocolate ice cream and popcorn. If you want, I’ll even do your hair and nails.”
“Really?” I asked, grinning. “You’d do that for me?”
“I’d do anything for you.” He turned and winked at the guy, then ushered me toward our room.
I was so excited. “Let’s see where we can get some chocolate ice cream. I’m hungry for that. And if you’re going to redo my nails, we’ll need more nail polish remover.” I smiled at the two men outside our door. “It’s party time.”
Shawn chuckled, unlocked our door, and walked inside with me. Locking the door behind us, he sat me down on the bed then started to pace. “We’re not safe here.”
“No, we’re not. But you’re getting your wish, using me as bait.” I crossed my arms. “Now I want those things you promised me.”
He ignored my comment. “These guys went right into the open to find you, even shooting at us.”
“But they didn’t hit us.”
He stopped pacing and stared into my eyes. “Why is that? You’d think if they really wanted you, they’d shoot me. But they didn’t. It was as if they were just trying to scare us.”
I sat up further on the bed, staring up at him. “What would’ve happened if they captured us?”
“They’d probably kidnap us, taking us somewhere to question us.”
“And we don’t want that to happen because…”
He looked at me as if I was insane. “Well, we have no backup, given the locals like eating donuts. We could be taken anywhere, and no one could find us.”
“They don’t have some sort of GPS device on you?”
“Not right now.” He stopped pacing and stared at me. “How did you know that?”
“It’s not rocket science.” I stood up. “Some parents put those on their kids in case they’re missing. I just figured you’d have one.” I patted his shoulder. “So if we were kidnapped, we wouldn’t be found?”
“Don’t do the ‘what if’ scenarios.”
“Do I have one on me?”
He waited for a moment. “Not yet. We’re keeping an eye on you, because if someone wants you and it’s someone from the inside, they’ll find it anyway and remove it.”
“But won’t it initially help you if I am kidnapped?”
“I don’t want to depend on that any more than I want to depend on the donut agents.”
“That just doesn’t sound right to me. Put one of those things in my arm right now. You’re a doctor and I’m sure you’d be able to do it.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea. I wanted them to wait until after our honeymoon so you’re not surprised when you found out.”
“Unbelievable. And you won’t change your mind, no matter what I say?”
“No, because I don’t think it would be worth it. They’ll just take it out.” He sat on the bed, pulling me with him. “What would you have that they want?”
I glanced down my body, grinning. “What do you think? My tiara?”
“I doubt that’s it.”
My hands flew to my hips. “Are you saying I’m not adorable and sexy?”
“You are adorable and sexy. But that’s not what they want, and I’m sure of it.” He reached up and pushed some hair from my face, just as the door flew open.
“No more fraternizing.”
Shawn looked up at the man. “What are you doing here?” He looked over at me. “He’s the TDA-NE regional director, Harold Melby.”
Harold reached out and shook our hands. “And you’re Lauren.” He turned toward Shawn. “I think you’re getting that job, by the way. Everyone’s impressed with your dedication, and now that you’re married—”
“That doesn’t matter.” Shawn stood up. “We’re fine, by the way, even though your men were in the donut two-for-one line while we were being shot at.”
“Now that you’re married?” I asked Shawn, standing up. “I think you stopped him from finishing his sentence. I want to hear more.”
“No, you don’t.” Shawn sighed, his hands moving to his hips. “Why didn’t your men think it was important to watch us?’
I grabbed his arm. “Don’t you dare change the subject. I want to know what he was going to say.”
“He can only be promoted if he can show he’s secure in his private life,” Harold said. “It’s the one thing Shawn’s been missing; even though he tried everything he could to show he didn’t need a wife.”
I couldn’t believe it, and spun toward Shawn. “Is that true? You used me?”
Clearing his throat, he shot Harold a dirty look. He finally faced me, shaking his head. “Not really true. I couldn’t put you in peril in your personal life until I had you trained as an agent. It took time, and I had to wait until you were trained, to be promoted after I chose you.”
“Do all spouses go through that training?”
“No,” Harold said. “From what I heard, Shawn wanted to up the ante for his promotion, so he chose you because he promised to train you to be an agent.”
“Enough,” Shawn said to Harold. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
I couldn’t take my eyes off Shawn’s face. “Wait. You really married me for money and what I could give the agency? Is there anything you told me that’s even true?”
“Everything I told you is true. It’s not what you think.”
“Ugh!” I threw my hands into the air, grabbed my suitcase and threw it on the bed. As I unzipped it, Shawn stopped me, his hands on my shoulders from behind.
“He’s up for the same job,” he whispered into my ear.
“So?”
“He’s unmarried and very jealous.”
“So?” I pushed past him and went into the bathroom, grabbing my things.
Before I could leave the bathroom, Shawn walked in, crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. “What are you doing?” he asked.
“As soon as the big guy gets here, I’m going to explain what’s going on, and tell him I want to be an agent, but get out of this marriage. I won’t be married to someone who’s been lying to me.”
“I didn’t lie. Nothing I said was a lie.”
“I don’t believe you.” The tears welled in my eyes, because I did love this man, but he was using me. He walked up to me, took the things from my hands and put them on the counter.
Pulling me into a hug, he kissed the top of my head. “Please don’t do this,” he whispered. “I do love you, and have loved you for a long time.”
“But the reason you married me was a lie.”
I heard him chuckle, feeling his chest moving. “No, it wasn’t,” he whispered. “I’ll tell you later, but I promise, it was no lie.”
I moved my head back from him, looking up. Behind him stood Harold, almost laughing at us.
“I don’t know what’s going on,” I said. “But I want to know. I want to hear it from Ralph. I don’t trust anyone, but at least he’s the boss.”
Shawn nodded. “Agreed, and I can’t blame you.” He checked his watch. “Ralph won’t be here for at least thirty minutes. Want to get some lunch?”
“I’m having a crisis and all you can think of is food?”
“Yep.” He took my hand, passed Harold and walked me out the door. “They have a restaurant here and it looks pretty good.”
“Can I join you?” Harold asked.
“No,” Shawn said. “I have some emotional cleanup to do, thanks to you.”
I glanced back at Harold, who looked very upset. He turned, walked back toward the room and fell into a seat beside the two guards still outside the door.
“What would you like for lunch?” Shawn asked, his arm going around my waist.
“The usual. A chili dog from the brewery back in D.C.”
He chuckled. “How about a hamburger with fries?”
“I guess I can deal with that.”
He smiled, leaned over, and kissed my head. I didn’t know how to deal with him sometimes, wishing he didn’t have that psych degree.
We approached the hostess and Shawn pulled me very close to him. The woman eyed me with cruel judgment, then grinned at Shawn. “Table for one,” she said, taking his hand. “Right this way, and I’ll join you on my break.”
“No,” he said, then kissed me as he pulled his hand from the woman. “My wife and I would like a table in a very private location. We don’t want to be bugged because we’re on our honeymoon.”
I clenched my jaw. At least Mitch’s honeymoon was more relaxing than hanging out in a haunted hotel with the chance of death or a flirtatious hostess around every corner.
Shawn studied my face, his eyebrow raising. He said nothing, but walked with me, following the hostess.
Throwing one menu on the table, she handed his to him, touching his hand as she did. He moved away from her, sat at the table and stared at me.
The woman turned her back on me, leaned up on the table, and faced Shawn, blocking my view of him. “What would you like to drink?”
He put his hand on her arm, moved her away from the table, leaned up and stroked my upper arm. “What would you like?”
I grinned, because the woman wasn’t happy. She grunted, crossed her arms and walked away.
“I guess you showed her,” I said, watching her leave.
“Who?” He took my hand, moved it to his lips and kissed the back of it, never moving his blue eyes from mine. It was a very hot move, making my stomach fall and all my nerves stand on end in places that made me happy.
Reaching out, he stroked my cheek. “You’re the only woman in this place and you’re beautiful.”
I couldn’t let him win quite yet, or I’d be putty in his hands for the rest of my life.
I pulled my hand from his, figuring him out. “Those are words, buddy. Just words, kind of like the beauty queen lie.”
“I mean every one of those words, and I’m ignoring all beauty queen references. You are beautiful and the only true woman in this place. I couldn’t be happier to be with you.” He looked up, then leaned back as the waitress approached our table, looking very similar to the hostess. They were both brunettes with over-done makeup and hair in an up-do, looking more like a beehive—and I’m not talking about the name of the hairdo, either. I was just waiting for some creature to fly out of the greasy waxed stuff on their heads.
“What’ll it be?” the woman asked, chomping on gum. Her eyes met Shawn’s, and her smile multiplied. “Oh, you’re adorable. Are you taken?”
“Yes.” He showed her his ring. “My beautiful wife is right here.” He pointed, but the lady ignored him, touching his hair. He backed away, moving her hand from his face. “Excuse me. We’d each like burgers, fries, and…” He looked at me. “Is that okay?”
“Sure.”
“Cola?”
“Sure.” I wasn’t mean or hateful, but worried that this marriage was done before it had really even started. That made two strikes for marriages for me, and that was two strikes too many. I never went into a marriage thinking it would end within twenty-four hours, but it was about to happen again. Twice in less than a year.
I felt the tears start in my eyes, waiting for the woman to leave. But she decided she should flirt with Shawn even more. She reached out and touched his hand, which he moved away. She then leaned down to get the menus, showing off her cleavage.
Shawn should’ve gotten an award. He ignored the woman, threw the menu past her, leaned over and moved my chin upward. He wiped the tears from my cheek with his thumb and smiled at me. The waitress and hostess were flirtatious, which any man would fall for, but he chose me over the two women shaking their goods—and ugly beehive hairdos—in his face.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
“You’re hot,” the waitress said, picking up the menu.
He turned, faced the woman and looked at her face. “Why aren’t you putting our order in?”
“I wanted to see you.”
Just as she sat on the table, the manager walked up. “What’s going on here?”
“Both your waitress and hostess have embarrassed themselves,” Shawn said. “And I don’t appreciate it. I’m here with my beautiful wife, and these two women won’t let me alone. I want to be alone with my wife.”
The manager turned to me, studying my face. “Is that true? Is that why you’re crying?”
I nodded, lowering my head to my arms on the table. I felt someone stroking my hair, sure it was Shawn.
“I’ll handle this,” the manager said.
I lifted my head, watching the manager grab the woman’s arm. “You’re fired. Get out of the hotel and our lawyer will be in touch.” He turned toward Shawn. “Would you like to press charges?”
He shook his head. “No. We’re leaving today.” He touched my hand, but I slowly moved it away.
“The meal’s on the house,” the manager said. He walked away with the waitress, and I heard him fire the hostess as well.
“Talk to me,” Shawn said, reaching over to touch my arm.
“I don’t think there’s a lot to say.”
“You’ve never been at a loss for words before.” Leaning out of the booth, he looked both ways, then moved his head closer to mine. “I have to explain Harold. Ralph is ready to give some of his work away. He told me I had the promotion clinched, with or without a wife, because that never has any bearing on any job. That would be against the law and we both know it. But legally, he had to open the position to all agents who met the requirements. Harold applied, but Ralph doesn’t want him in D.C. He’s not a good agent, but he has more experience than I do. He doesn’t have the education I have, but since our past is sealed, he can’t tell Harold that. Ralph knows my background, because he set up the scholarship for me. So, he told Harold he had to prove he was as stable as I was. Harold thought that meant all candidates had to be married, to show stability. Ralph never told him otherwise, so Harold’s on the fast track to get married.”
It sounded stupid to me. “And you got married to make him think something idiotic like that?”
He moved closer very quickly. “No. I’d already had my request to get married in the system for three months before the position for a promotion came available in February. Ask Ralph. I love you, and that’s no lie.”
“Three months before February?” I mentally counted. “November? But you met me in November.”
“Yes.” He grinned. “I put the request in three days after I met you face-to-face. I’ve known for a long time that you’re the one, and I promise never to treat you badly. You’re exactly what I’ve wanted my entire life, more than I could ever imagine. So, when Harold starts whining, remember the truth. Ask Ralph and he’ll tell you.”
The tears started down my cheeks again. I stood up, moved to his side of the booth and gave him a hug. “I’m sorry I doubted you. I’m so sorry.” My lips met his as the tears fell. “I love you so much, and you do treat me well. Thank you.”
His arms surrounded me as he grinned. “I chose very well. You’re something special. I do love you, too, and will never stray from you. Ever, and that’s a promise. For better or worse, Lauren, and I mean that. I don’t take any of my wedding vows lightly.”
I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket. “I wanted to do this before, but couldn’t, because I wasn’t ready.” I reprogrammed my phone to put him as number one, not only on the phone, but in my life. “You’re my best friend and it’s time to trust you more than I have.”
“I can’t blame you. I wasn’t exactly telling you everything, and had to lie for my job. No more lies. No more secrets. I hope I’ve told you everything, but if I haven’t, just ask.” He pulled my head to his chest, and I wiped my tears. He loved me, truly loved me, more than anyone I’d ever known.
“Newlyweds,” someone mumbled.
I looked up to see Ralph walking toward our table. I wiped my cheeks and hoped I didn’t look like I’d been crying.
“Uh-oh,” he said, staring at me. “Something’s not right.”
“Sure isn’t,” Shawn said, looking down at me. “Harold told Lauren about the marriage deal. He said only married people could get promotions, and that I only got married to get a promotion.”
Ralph sat down. “The misunderstanding I never corrected.” He reached out and shook my hand. “It’s nice to meet you again, and what Harold said isn’t true. We can’t base a promotion on someone’s personal life. Actually, unmarried employees are able to travel better, even though you never heard that from me.”
A new waitress with attitude brought the plates to our table, giving one meal to Shawn and one to Ralph. She snorted, spun around, then walked back with two colas.
“Snotty,” I said. “What’s up with her?”
“I don’t know, but thanks for ordering me lunch,” Ralph said, lifting the burger to his mouth.
Shawn stared, then lifted his hand. “Waitress?”
The woman checked her nails as she approached our table. “What?”
“We’d like a third meal just like these,” he said, sliding his meal to me. “It’s for me.”
“Sure.” She spun around and walked away.
I moved the meal back to him. “It’s okay.” I stood up. “I’ll be back in our room.”
Shawn pulled me back to my seat, moved the meal to me and shook his head. “You’re not going back to see Harold. Stay here and eat.”
I sat back and sighed. “I’m not hungry.”
“Eat.” His voice was authoritarian, but his grin is what clinched it. I moved up, grabbed a few fries and shoved them into my mouth.
Shawn turned back to Ralph. “I want to have a meeting, but it’s not safe here.”
“I agree. Your room?”
“Not a hundred percent safe. This place is full of ghost hunters with listening devices. If we whisper, we might be okay.”
Ralph nodded. “The plane. My plane.”
Shawn pointed to the plate in front of me. “Eat up. As soon as we’re done, we’ll have that meeting.”
I lifted a knife and cut the burger in half, handing half to Shawn. “It’ll go faster this way.”
He grinned, took the burger, and grabbed a few fries. “So is anything new back home?” Shawn asked Ralph.
“Yeah. We got a few ghosts, but they’re not talking.”
“Ghosts?” I asked.
Shawn leaned up to my ear. “Agents. In this case, enemy agents.”
“Oh.” I felt stupid.
Ralph looked over at me. “I guess Shawn’s told you everything?”
“I hope so,” I said, glancing at Shawn.
“Yes,” Shawn said. “Most of it’s come back to her, and has paid off, twice, already.”
“Is that right?” Ralph stared at me, then leaned closer. “What did you do?”
“It wasn’t anything big at all. I just did what anyone would do.”
Ralph looked at Shawn just as the waitress brought another meal the table. She slammed it down in the middle, then walked away. Shawn took the meal, cut the burger, and handed half to me. He took a few fries and put them on my plate, then began eating what he had left on his plate. He was so generous. It made me glad I didn’t walk away, because I’d never find a man like him anywhere else.
We finished eating, Shawn paid the part of the bill the manager let him play, then we headed back for our room. “I have to meet with Harold and his team,” Ralph said. “Want to join me?”
“Not really.” Shawn took my hand. “We’re going to pack up and go back to the planes. Your plane is near ours, right?”
“Yes. Right beside it. I’ll call you when I’m done. Are you sure you don’t want to be there? I need witnesses.”
Shawn glanced toward me. “We probably should be there.”
“Whatever you need.” Looking up at his eyes, I realized he was the boss. I needed to follow his lead.
“We’ll be at the TDA-NE office and you can both ride with us,” Ralph said. He approached Harold and walked him out the door to the hotel.
Shawn and I entered our room and started to pack. “Are you still mad at me?” Shawn asked.
“Not at all. I over reacted, and want to apologize.”
He chuckled, looking up at me as he packed. “Not necessary. I would’ve done the same thing. Just realize Harold’s very jealous. When they tried to find him a wife, they couldn’t find two women for him to choose from. It was tough.”
“So I married a stud?”
“You tell me.”
I walked to the other side of the bed, leaned up and kissed him. “Definitely.”
He smiled down at me, lifting one eyebrow. “And I’ve been holding back, just so you know.”
I rubbed his chest. “When do you plan to show me what you’ve got?”
“When you’re ready.”
The door opened and I walked away, packing up the rest of my things.
“Ralph is ready for you guys,” one of the guards said. “He’s in the car and is waiting.”
“Got it.” Shawn lifted his suitcase off the bed while I zipped up my suitcase. He took both of them to the front desk, checked out, and wheeled both suitcases toward the waiting limo. The driver put the luggage into the trunk while we joined Ralph and Harold inside. Ralph was telling Harold about the D.C. office, joking with him about the mimes while we sat down and Shawn shut the door.
“Lauren ran into a few of them,” Shawn said. “One even kissed her.”
I looked up at his face. “Yeah. You had to wipe the stupid white paint off my lips after that.”
“They weren’t very happy with you.” Shawn turned toward Ralph. “So what’s the plan?”
“We have to hire an entire group of agents. Today.” He shook his head. “I want every one of those men gone, because they should’ve been there at ten, as agreed.” He faced me. “Tell me what happened since the moment you got here.”
I glanced over at Shawn. I couldn’t tell everything. “Don’t hypnotize me. I can do this.”
“I’m sure. Don’t tell everything, just what’s related.”
I grinned. “I intended to.” I looked up at Ralph’s chuckle and told him everything related to the job. “So, you see, we really could’ve used help at ten.”
“I should’ve been armed, too,” Shawn said. “If I’d known we had no backup, I’d have armed both of us.”
Ralph faced me. “You played like you had TB?”
“It was to buy us time. I figured Shawn called for help, so I needed to make sure we had the time for them to get there.”
Ralph turned toward Harold. “Your guys were getting donuts?”
“I heard there was a two-for-one sale.” He backed off, watching Ralph’s face. “But they should’ve been there. They had a ten o’clock appointment and we were all sure none of the REU group was here.”
“REU?” I asked Shawn.
He leaned closer to me. “Russian Expansion Unit. It means they want to expand and take over the world.”
I nodded then swallowed hard. I was in the middle of something huge, and the bad guys thought I was an integral part of their takeover. Scary, when I thought about it.
“You did know they were in the area,” Ralph said to Harold. “Shawn called me and told me they were outside that other hotel and I called you directly, then called the man in charge of the ten o’clock backup. Shawn recognized their ringleader, so don’t give me that. This unit has been such a thorn in my side, and I think I’m going to need to come up here and take over for a while.”
Harold looked very upset, and should’ve been. “But I’m in charge up here.”
“Not right now. When I’m around, I’m in charge.”
“Does this mean I don’t get that promotion and move to D.C.?” Harold asked.
Ralph shook his head and sighed. “We’ll talk.”
I knew he’d be lucky if he even stayed employed.
“I’ve called in some help, too.” Ralph looked up at Harold, his jaw set. “Lee Martin is coming up here from Texas. He knows how to get a job done.”
Harold’s face paled as Shawn leaned closer to me. “Lee Martin is a tough ex-cowboy who eats rocks for breakfast. He’s ex-military, and even told the commanding officer in his military unit he was a pansy.”
I nodded. “I get the picture. So he’ll clean up any problems.”
Ralph grinned. “We call him the eliminator.” He glanced at Harold. “And he’s unmarried.”
I glanced over at Shawn, who leaned closer to my ear. “And he’s a level above me, right below Ralph. That’s the position that’s open in D.C.”
It made sense. He didn’t have to be married to be promoted. Fortunately, Harold wasn’t listening, because he was on the phone with someone, speaking in a language I didn’t know.
“He’s speaking Swahili,” Shawn whispered.
“Why?”
“So we won’t know what he’s saying.” He leaned very close to my ear, whispering very quietly as he kissed my ear. “But Ralph knows Swahili.”
I nodded. This was worse than a secret agent soap opera lacking any credible ratings.
Harold ended his call, then looked at Ralph. “Since I’m down six agents now, what’s going to be done?”
“They’ll be replaced. Immediately. I know Swahili and know you were talking to your second in command. I’m glad they know they’re on alert.”
Harold looked more than irritated, sighing in frustration. At least there were no secrets between them.
Ralph turned toward Shawn. “Any suggestions?”
“Yeah,” Shawn said. “You’ve got too many people in Chicago right now, so I think it’s time for two of them to come here to set it up, with Lee’s help.”
“Good. Pick two. I need four more. Any suggestions?” He glanced at Harold.
“Cody and Juan from Arizona.”
“No,” Ralph said to him. “They were sent there to clean up another mess. They’re not done. What about someone from Seattle?”
“Jade and Patrick?” Shawn asked.
“Married team. Good idea.” Ralph turned toward me. “Want to join them up here?”
I had no idea what they were really talking about. “What would I do?”
“Whatever Shawn tells you.” Ralph chuckled. “Typical marriage, huh?” He shook his head. “No, I need you guys in D.C. We want the Russians on our turf, because we can handle them better there. We have a feeling they’re following you, Lauren, and seem to know where you’re going.”
The driver stopped the car and we stepped out into the sunshine. I looked around at the warehouses before us, all appearing abandoned and rundown, while Shawn’s arm went over my shoulder. “This is the TDA-NE office,” he whispered. “It’s not what it seems from the outside.”
I walked beside him, watching as Ralph ran his ID through the reader, put his thumb up to the print reader, then had his eyes scanned.
“Are you sure I can go in there?” I asked Shawn.
“Yes. You’re with me and you’re an agent.”
We followed the other two men into the warehouse, which was a big bare room. Shawn took my hand and I followed him to the side, where Ralph did more security procedures and opened the door. I couldn’t believe it. It looked like a secret passageway.
We walked down some stairs, and after another door, took an elevator down a few flights. I was entering the secret agent’s lair…and it couldn’t be cooler.
“This is one of the most secure places in the world,” Ralph said to me. “At least the building is.” He shot Harold a dirty look, who ignored Ralph. To me, it meant the agents weren’t doing their jobs.
We walked out to a huge room filled with cubicles and offices. At least a hundred people were working on computers, meeting together and talking on phones.
“It looks like BLS,” I said.
“BLS?” Harold asked.
“Lauren was a mathematical statistician with the Bureau of Labor Statistics,” Ralph said. “The Consumer Price Index.”
“Oh, so you’re smart, too?” he asked, lifting an eyebrow as he checked me out. “I just thought you were a pretty face.”
“She’s that, too,” Shawn said, looking me in the eyes with a grin. “The whole package.”
Ralph led us to a side conference room, walking across dark red plush carpeting. With the tan walls and dark wooden cubicle dividers, the place made other governmental offices look like a dump.
A huge table sat in the middle of the conference room, with at least ten chairs surrounding it.
“Have a seat,” Ralph said. He sat at the head of the table, while Shawn and Harold sat on opposite sides. I sat beside Shawn, feeling his hand move to my knee.
Ralph pulled a phone to the middle of the table from a side desk, turning it on speakerphone. He dialed a few numbers, then we all waited while the phone rang once.
“Lee Martin here. Is this TDA-NE?” His low southern drawl proved he was a Texan. I could only imagine what the guy looked like.
Ralph leaned up closer to the phone. “Yes. This is Ralph, and I’m up here taking care of some problems. You’re on speakerphone with Harold, Shawn, and Lauren.”
“Congratulations Shawn and Lauren,” Lee said. “I’m glad you’re finally hitched.”
“Thanks,” Shawn said, glancing at me.
“So what can I do for y’all up there in Yankee territory?” He had major structure in his life, just from his voice. He definitely sounded like a military man.
“We have a problem,” Ralph said. “We need a restructuring. We had a failure of backup this morning, and it was up to the newlyweds to save their own lives, without weapons.”
“Oh, that’s bad,” Lee said. “Lauren, are you okay?”
“Yes, sir,” I said.
Shawn glanced at me. “She saved us. The other agents up here were on a two-for-one donut run.”
“That’s not acceptable,” Lee said. “What would you like me to do?”
Ralph stared at the phone. “Take over this problem. You’ve solved more than one problem for me, and since my hands are full in D.C., I need you here.”
“But if you take care of that problem we discussed earlier, you won’t be needed in D.C.”
Ralph glanced over at Shawn. “It’s not done yet. I was waiting.”
“Understood,” Lee said. “But this is time critical and you know it. We have a crisis here, too.”
“I know,” Ralph said. “But you’re covered.” He glanced over at Harold. “There’s no coverage up here. At all.”
“What’s the time frame?” Lee asked.
“What do you want it to be? I need someone with experience.”
Watching Ralph and the phone, then Harold, I figured it out. Lee didn’t want to leave Texas. He had a situation there, there was no coverage in New England, and Ralph was planning to promote Shawn in the D.C. office to be on a level footing with Lee.
“I understand,” Lee said. “I can spend a week, but it’s got to be on my terms.”
“Understood. The ghosts are popping out of the woodwork.”
“Here, too. Every day, we’re finding at least six more, and they’re getting more and more dangerous. They’re lawyering up, then leaving the country on a demotion, to turn around and do it again the next day. We can’t keep up down here and I could use more people with guns.”
Ralph nodded. “I get it. A week would be plenty. You know what needs to be done.”
“How many were fired?”
“Six,” Ralph said. “Harold knows where to pull some more, at least temporarily. He’ll contact you.”
“Good. I’ll come up there and get everything started.”
“Thanks, Lee.”
“Yep. I’ll be there this afternoon.” He ended the call.
Ralph pushed a button then faced me. “What do you think?”
“Me? What do I think?” Was he insane? I wasn’t running anything, and was a junior agent and non-beauty queen. That was still messing with my head.
Ralph nodded anyway. “Yes. What did you get from that conversation?”
“Honestly?” I looked at Harold, then at Shawn, who sat back and stared at me.
“Yes,” Ralph said. “What’s going on here?”
“I’ll tell you, but I may be wrong.” I looked up at Harold. “This department has fallen apart, starting at the top. It needs a major overhaul. The Texas department is too busy, with people coming over the border, trying to infiltrate various communities across America, but Lee and his men are stopping them, at least temporarily. As for the D.C. office…” I looked over at Shawn, then at Ralph. “Shawn has the promotion, but you’re waiting to tell him because of me. He could handle your problems there, but you don’t want to let him go solo yet, because he just got married.”
“Just a minute,” Harold said. “You got all that from the conversation we all just heard?”
“I may be wrong. I said that initially, if you remember.”
“No,” Ralph said. “You’re right on all accounts.” He turned toward Harold. “Lee’s in charge of this group for the next week. After that, we’ll see if you’ve been demoted or on warning.”
Shawn’s mouth hung open as he stared at me.
“Congratulations,” Ralph said to Shawn. “You’re in charge of the D.C. office and got your promotion. I want everyone on high alert, and want these people found.” He shook Shawn’s hand, making him turn toward him. “I’m going to stay up here and get the new people integrated for a few days with Lee.”
“Thank you,” Shawn said with a grin. “We’ll be back in D.C. and I promise I’ll do my best to try to fix it before you get back.”
“I knew I could depend on you.”
“This isn’t fair,” Harold said.
“I’d advise you to watch what you say,” Ralph said to him.
Shawn and I stood up, walking toward the door.
“Take the limo then send it back here,” Ralph said, then turned back toward Harold. “I want to see your daily diary.”
Shawn ushered me out the door, then shut it behind us. He took me to the elevator, and didn’t say anything until the elevator shut. “He’s in big trouble and may even be removed from his position.”
“How do you know?”
“The same way you knew I was getting the promotion. How did you know that?”
“I guessed.” I grinned. “Good guess, huh?”
“Yep. We’re flying home and meeting the group.” He checked his watch. “Most of them live in The Community, so we’re having a meeting tonight near our house.” He pulled out his cell phone and pressed a button. “Emily, set up a meeting near my…” He looked down at me with a smile. “…I mean our house for six o’clock. I want it catered, with just the agents there. Use the basement great room.” He listened for a moment. “Thank you, and yes, I’m in charge right now. I want all daily reports to be ready to go, so tell them to bring them to me. We’re on the fast track, so Lauren and I can take a proper honeymoon when this is done.”
The elevator stopped and the doors opened. Shawn took my hand, walked me outside to the limo and helped me inside. “Yes. That sounds good.” He ended his call and sat beside me, closing the door.
He pressed a button and the driver answered. “Yes?”
“We need to go to the airport. Have the pilot ready, then return here to help Ralph. Thanks, Jim.”
“Sure thing, Shawn.”
Shawn leaned over to my face, smiling, his arm going over my shoulders. “Now how did you really know I was getting the promotion?”
“I watched the signs. It was really obvious.”
He kissed my cheek. “You’re good at reading people most of the time. I want to teach you more.”
“You do? But you didn’t see that?”
“No. I was watching you most of the time. Did you know how beautiful you are?” His lips touched mine, then he backed away and smiled.
“Not really.”
“You’re adorable.” He sat back. “Tonight, I want you to listen. See if anyone’s being deceptive. I have a few suspicions, because I think some of the agents are hiding something. Find out what you can by listening. If anyone engages you, act professionally or they’ll think less of you. I’ll do the best I can to stay by your side, but I can’t guarantee anything since I’m now the boss.” He shook his head. “I can’t believe it. I’m the boss. Finally.”
We went to the plane, and on the way back to D.C., Shawn worked on the phone, getting things ready for the meeting that night. He handed me a training manual, telling all about the legalities of working for the TDA. Everything he’d told me was in the manual, making me glad he’d already warned me.
When we landed in D.C., a classy black car met us on the tarmac. A nice man helped us put the luggage into the trunk, handed Shawn the keys and got into the back seat.
“What car is this?” I asked. Shawn held the passenger’s door opened and I got inside.
“My company car. Pete was nice enough to bring it to me.” He looked back at the man and saluted.
“Not a problem,” Pete said. “I hear you’re the boss now.”
“For now, until Ralph gets back.” Shawn closed my door, walked around and got into the driver’s seat. “It feels good to get home, doesn’t it?”
“Sure does…even though I have no home.”
“Oh, yes you do. It’ll be fine.” He looked into the rearview mirror. “What did I miss?”
“Nothing much. We looked up Mitch’s friend, Dylan Cain, and found a dead end.”
“Nothing, huh?”
“Not anything worthwhile. He was born in Gettysburg, worked as a teacher for a while in Harrisburg, then came down here to find a job. His background was in math, so he got a degree in statistics, and was hired before he graduated.”
“Where did he go to school?” I asked.
“Undergrad, state school in Pennsylvania. Grad school, George Washington University.”
“Interesting,” I said. “I know a few people there. Want me to—”
“No,” Shawn said. “We don’t want to raise any suspicion. We’d rather you call him and see if he’s gay for Mitch.”
“Got it.” I knew I could find out more from my contacts, because some of the people in the CPI office went to George Washington University. But I wasn’t going to argue with Shawn. I’d tell him about it later, when Pete wasn’t in the car.
Shawn drove northeast of Union Station, then took a small alley beside a warehouse. He hit a button on the dash, and a door opened on the warehouse. Shawn drove through, then closed the door. He parked in the parking garage, leaned over to me and grinned. “Welcome to your new job.”
“Thanks.” I opened my door and got out, standing right behind Pete. I reached out and touched his arm. “Thanks for picking us up. I appreciate it.”
“No problem.” He smiled. “Everything we know about you is true?”
“I have no idea, but I’m kind of worried. This is a scary place to be, isn’t it?”
“Not at all.”
Shawn joined us. “You’ll be fine.” He took my hand. “We’ll meet up with you, Pete. I want to put the luggage in my car.”
“Later.”
As soon as Pete was gone, Shawn turned toward me. “Remember, watch. Don’t mention you’re scared or worried, because we all know that’s your weakness. I tried to get rid of it, but it didn’t take. I’m going to try again, because if they smell fear, they’ll think less of you. Tough, Lauren. That’s what I need to see.”
“I screwed up already?”
“Not at all. Pete is like a brother to me. He’ll keep quiet. Just remember, watch and report to me what you see.”
I saw something in his eyes that made me take notice. “What do you suspect?”
He leaned close to my ear. “An inside job,” he whispered. “Trust no one but me.”
I couldn’t believe my ears. So I had a new job I didn’t know if I could do, but wasn’t to trust anyone because they might be a double agent? It was like a bad nightmare.
~~~~~
Chapter 5
After meeting so many people whose names I probably couldn’t remember, Shawn took me to a cubicle in a large central room. It was plush, but not as nice as the office in New England. Shawn had a secretary set me up with an email account, then show me the time sheet and how other things in the office worked. As soon as she walked away, Shawn approached my desk.
“Come with me, please?”
“What did I do?”
He grinned, leaned close to me and walked toward another room. “Nothing. Relax. You won’t be fired, no matter what.”
“Because I’m married to you?”
“No, because you’re talented. Remember, watch and listen.”
“Where are we going?”
“You’ll see.”
He took me into an office, locking the door behind him. I looked around, checking out the room and saw a huge dark wooden desk on the left side and a table on the right. The room was painted in muted green, and with the dark wooden furniture, it was amazing. Right on the top of his desk was his name, Shawn Delaney, in big white letters on a dark brown plaque. So he even used his fake name at the agency? What a development.
“You’re calling Dylan Cain, and I’m listening in,” he said.
I looked up at Shawn as he headed toward the desk. “Okay. If you say so.”
He chuckled as he sat down behind the desk. “I need help. We have nothing, because the people we’ve detained aren’t talking to us.”
“Want me to talk to them?” I sat down in a chair beside the desk.
Staring at me with a funny look, he picked up a pencil and started tapping on the desk. “Interesting thought. Let me think about it.” He lifted the phone and handed it to me. “It’s being rerouted from your old office in BLS. Be careful and don’t tell him anything.”
“Got it.”
“Here’s the number.” He handed the paper to me, but I ignored it.
“I remember the number. There wasn’t enough passion to force it out of my brain.” I dialed it while he chuckled.
Lifting another phone, he pressed a button, and I waited for someone to answer. It was nearly four-thirty, so I wasn’t sure if the guy was even in his office.
“Dylan Cain.”
“Hello. My name’s Lauren, and I’m friends with some people in your office.”
“Mitch. He told me you might call. What did you want?”
I looked up at Shawn. “He told you I was going to call you? Why did he do that?”
“Look. The guy makes eyes at me all the time, and I know he’s gay. I’m in a committed heterosexual relationship, but I fixed Mitch up with a gay friend of mine. Is that why you were calling?”
I looked over at Shawn, who was violently shaking his head. “Not really. I was wondering if Mitch…uh…was happy. I’m worried about him, and didn’t know who else to ask.” I winced, not being able to think faster on my feet. “Who was the gay friend? He didn’t mention his name to me at all.”
“I know you’re friends, but he doesn’t tell you everything. The gay friend’s name is Jason Bright, and I think they broke up. They dated for about a month, starting in March, I think. I don’t know all the details.”
I glanced up at Shawn, who was writing Jason’s name. “Where does Jason work?”
“He’s a contractor, but it doesn’t matter.”
“You’re right. If they’re not together, then Mitch must be very unhappy now. That worries me.”
“Well…” I heard a door shut. “Between you and me, I’m worried about him, too. He made some friends with people outside the government and I don’t know what to do about it.”
“He has? Do you think one of those friends is making him unhappy?”
“Ever since he and you broke up, he’s been looking for someone to fill that void. He’s been seeing this man at night, meeting him in Chinatown at the green restaurant.”
“I know the place.” I nodded at Shawn. “Who is this guy?”
“He’s about six-two, two-fifty and bald. He has a tattoo on his head, and they do lunch sometimes, too. I don’t think he speaks English very well.”
Red lights went off in my head. “What does he speak?”
“I’m not sure, but it sounds very guttural. Maybe German?”
I couldn’t believe Mitch was giving away any information, but Shawn was taking notes. I had to bring it back to the subject at hand or Dylan might suspect something. “So you think this friend is making him unhappy?”
“Sure. I’d be unhappy if he was my boyfriend. He’s huge!”
“If I confront Mitch about this guy, what would I call the big guy? I want to know what’s going on with Mitch.”
“I think Ed or something?” He covered his phone. “I gotta go. I hear you’re hot. If you ever dump your boyfriend, give me a call.”
I smiled up at Shawn. “Thanks and good bye.” I ended the call. “In his dreams.”
“He doesn’t know you’re married,” Shawn said. “Why wouldn’t Mitch tell him that, if they’re friends?”
“I don’t know. I’m more interested in Mitch’s love life at the green Chinese place.”
“Draw me a map to get there. I’m going to have someone watch him tonight. What time does he get off work?”
“Five. Want me to see if he’ll be there?” I lifted the phone again.
“Sure, but be careful.”
I dialed Mitch’s number while Shawn listened in. “Hey, it’s Lauren. I’m back in town.”
“That was quick. What…did you get divorced or get an annulment again?”
Shawn rolled his eyes.
“No,” I said, smiling. “We were called back early because Shawn had some pressing work to do. I’m just finishing up some stuff, then off to Shawn’s place to live there.”
“Did you move out of your apartment?”
Shawn shook his head.
“I will. So are you busy after work, or can you help me move out?”
Shawn shook his head again. What did he want me to do? I rolled my eyes at him, because he wasn’t very clear.
“I can always make time for you,” Mitch said. “I want to see if you look any different, now that you’re not a virgin anymore.”
It backfired. Panic struck my face. “I figured you’d have a date or something.”
“Not tonight. Hey, did you call Dylan?”
“I did. He told me you had a new friend.”
“Oh! I get it. You’re seeing if I’m dating tonight. That’s what’s going on.”
I rolled my eyes and shook my head at Shawn, who ran his hand over his brow, as if we’d dodged a bullet.
“Yeah,” I said. “I’m being nosy. Dylan told me he’s not gay, by the way. So who’s the new guy?”
“He’s…uh…he’s not a new guy. He’s just a friend. So do you want help tonight?”
I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket and pressed on the volume, a cool way to make the thing ring. “I have to go. Shawn’s calling me, and I’m sure it’s to tell me he’s getting out of work early, which means sex, if I know him. So, I don’t need help tonight, but I might later. I want to hear everything about this friend of yours. I have a feeling he’s more than a friend.”
“No. He’s just a friend.”
“Gotta go. My phone’s ringing.” I ended the call, sat back and leaned my head over the back of the chair, staring up at the ceiling. “I’m not good at that at all.”
“You did fine. Here’s what I heard.”
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